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Prologue
 
The Atlantaean Empire was falling.
It was a colossal empire, stretching across uncounted millions of worlds from one side of the barred-spiral that would one day be called the Milky Way to the other, one hundred thousand light-years and more under a single, never-changing dynasty for as many years of time. 
Its fall was colossal, too, for every one of those millions of worlds had to fall as well, and for such a vast and ancient empire to fall would, in the way of all such things, take millennia.
But it did not. 
The Empire was falling in a cataclysm that spanned the Galaxy in the time it took to grasp that it could happen, that it was happening, racing outwards from the core and home world in a wave of darkness, failing lights and silenced generators, starships drifting powerless or exploding in star-bright flares that threatened to echo sound through the tortured vacuum with their force, cities plunged into night, tools and weapons going dead and useless in the very hands that needed them more than ever. The guardians of the worlds called out their prayers, tried to invoke powers that had been theirs for uncounted centuries, and there was nothing; many simply fell where they stood, while others went mad.
Even the enemies of Atlantaea, the few daring to face her in her unstoppable might, fled in terror from what seemed to be a blight of destruction, racing away from the spiral Galaxy as though they thought the stars themselves would go dark in their turn.
But the stars remained, and so, too, did the architects of the Fall, though they were weakened as well by the awful forces their master and lord had unleashed – or, in greater precision, that their leader had sealed away, that none could ever reach them again, or so it was believed. 
Yet even with such power, even with the entirety of a Galaxy crushed beneath the hammer of impossibility, reduced to barbarism and worse, all traces of so vast an Empire could not be erased entirely; not on its homeworld, and certainly not on all of the countless worlds it had once held, and the limitless spaces between; and there was still something to fear in memory, in knowledge that might be regained… and in the unknown that had founded Atlantaea and might, one day, return…



PART ONE: Baptism of Fire



Chapter 1.
Varan:
With a whining screech the compact long-range fighter disintegrated just as my finger was on its way towards the button that would have triggered the same event. Fortunately for the continuity of fighter, finger, and the rest of me, the ship and its contents instantaneously reformed, now normal-space matter instead of whatever matter-analogue they existed as in T-Conversion space. A crystal-perfect Downbreak, no sign of waveform binding which sometimes delayed or even locked-up the automatic conversion. Not that such was a major disaster, but they would cause me to overshoot, and given that in this case accuracy was the point… 
A proximity alert screamed. Startled, I glanced around, my exsheath's automatics overlaying the critical data at appropriate points in the view. My course vector calculations were supposed to bring me out close to Tangia – Border Outpost Seven on the Zchoradan border – but the likelihood of being that close was…
…Apparently on the close order of one, for this voyage at least. Torline's Swords, it wasn't more than six hundred thousand kilometers away! On a cosmic scale I was practically already inside the Station. I spoke into the D-Comm. "Tangia Station, this is Lightshard-class fighter 779702-1, designation Myssath, arriving for deployment as directed. Greetings and the grace of the First World upon you."
The answer over the com was shaky and not nearly as professional as regs would prefer. "Grace of the First World my ass!
Are you trying to commit suicide, Myssath? Because if you are, I can arrange an execution! Do you have any idea how close you came to being blown straight to the Fall?"
I winced at the tone and shook my head, though he couldn't see it. Unfortunately his overreaction wasn't going to help. "None at all, unless the automatics screwed up and let you shoot a friendly ID transponder. Even the Ternam didn't have time to scramble and launch, and I see from my display that the nearest patrol ship would have had to use skip-missiles just to reach me."
I heard him start to speak, cut him off. "And before you try to tell me it was illegal, allow me to point out that we are in a state of emergency and this is designated a combat zone; it is therefore required of me that I use my best judgment in approaching the deployment area so as to minimize my effective exposure to the enemy during transit. As a combat as well as an engineering officer, it is also within my authority to test the alertness of your response by an unscheduled test, as long as it does not cause a threat to the station or personnel." And this wasn't entirely my idea either, but I can't say that to you.
"Engineering… Who are you?"
"Commander Sasham Varan, Imperial Navy, 211290125. I should be expected."
"Oh, chiss." He tried to say the curse quietly, but the acoustics and instrumentation in Docking Control were apparently excellent. He apparently decided that as he'd already been sharp with me that he might as well finish expressing himself. "Showoff and an Advocate at heart. I'll just state for the record that in my opinion, your "best judgment" is exceedingly poor, no matter what your rank or your record is." He shifted to an official tone of voice. "Welcome to Tangia Outpost, Commander Varan. Take Docking Port Three at the Hub."
"Thank you, Tangia." I couldn't really blame him for his reaction; when you're on the border in a war zone, unexpected ships popping up at point-blank range are stuff of nightmares. But it was nice to know I still had the piloting touch. Calculations always had to be nudged by gut instinct, and some people had it and some didn't.
Myssath floated easily through the docking port meant to accommodate far larger vessels – up to moderate-sized warships, in fact, or middling size cargo transports – and I guided the little fighter to one of the small docking linkages inside the huge Hub. I noted the usual assortment of vessels I'd expect at such a station – thirty Ternam Ralyeh fighters, that's three flights in standard deployment, a couple of Rellin-class warships – small but pretty powerful – and five Marjaav patrol boats, plus a few cargo ships. One caught my eye, though I could only make out a part of the outline; I saw a long, sleek central body with what looked like an upswept arc around it, a design I'd only seen in documentaries and the very few Atlantaean warships I'd seen in the Fleet, and the sharp, bold color scheme of whites, blacks, and bright highlight colors indicated a private vessel. Who in Torline's name would fly a ship like that? I wondered, but I had more pressing issues – namely, making sure I didn't mess up the dock-and-lock.
Once I felt the station's fueling and maintenance connects lock onto Myssath, I detached the fighter's systems from my Exsheath and folded the contact plates under my main uniform. General-use Exsheaths could go on over one's clothing fairly well, and most civilians would do it that way, given the discomfort and certainly inconvenience involved in putting on a tailored skintight; however, the skintight Exsheaths were more responsive, supplied more accurate and nuanced multisensory feedback, and were thus far more useful in critical applications such as small vessel control and powered combat suits. Still, I was looking forward to getting out of the thing; after several days, even with the self-cleaning capability of the Exsheath system, it felt sticky and unpleasant.
A Guard in full power armor was waiting at the exit ramp for me. I glanced at the Guard's rank wheel. "Well, White Sergeant, what did you think of my Downbreak arrival?"
"Frankly, sir, a brain-dead Zchorada could have done better."
While I had expected some annoyance over that stunt, I admit to not having been prepared for direct insults. "What was that, Sergeant?"
The Guard reached up and detached the squat helmet. "I said you fly like a wounded windwailer, Varan." 
It was my turn to be stunned; the red-gold hair, falling slightly sideways over the perfect sculpted face and looking down at me with a broad grin, was …
"JEARSEN!" I would've given her a hug, but that's pointless with the object of your hug in powered armor. I settled for a bow and full Six-And-One. "Torline's Swords, it's good to see you."
Her smile, as recruiting-poster bright as I remembered, widened, probably from hearing that old expression again. "When I heard you were coming, I made sure I'd be on-shift around when we expected you. Decided to upset everyone at your new assignment already, I see." Diorre Jearsen's voice, too, was as warm as I remembered, which took a bit of the sting from her jibe.
"Not everyone, I hope."
"Well, when the prox alarms screamed, you probably annoyed everyone off-duty…" The reproving tone hadn't changed either. I remembered that from the very first days, when she'd been assigned as my roommate in Arctic Survival and she'd had to pound lessons into a not-too-bright Mada's head.
I winced. "Oh, yeah. That was maybe…"
"… not so smart," she finished.
I sighed. "Well, I was told to test the reactions to a close proximity Breakdown by Admiral Jin Khardan when he signed my transfer. Probably should've thought out the exact approach better, but it was a Family request."
Jearsen's eyebrow quirked upward. "Admiral and one of the Five Families? I guess you didn't have much choice, then. Never mind, we've got plenty of hotshot pilots who try similar tricks, they'll all get over it, especially when they find out we've finally got a decent engineer who really understands combat craft. Don't get me wrong, Master Stett-ich-alat is a very good overall engineer and she does her best, but I know you've got the touch with combat systems."
"I had no idea you were on Tangia. How long are you here for?"
"They just renewed my assignment, so probably at least as long as you are."She led me out into Radial 3, the silky gray of the E-steel set off by murals, alert screens, decorative archways inlaid or painted on the wall. "You know the layout?"
"Tangia hasn't been modified much, as I understand it, so it should be pretty much the standard Outpost design – Hub, Inring, Midring, Outring, with seven Radials and Verticals, right?"
"Not quite. They doubled the number of Radii and Verticals, to make it easier for people to access any part of the station. I'm not sure if that is necessarily a good thing – it means if the Zchorada manage a boarding action the chances are a lot better that they can reach a major intersection and spread out rather than be confined – but it's a fairly simple change to get used to."
"Tanye it," I said, deliberately using the ancient word for "Fall" and emphasizing my accent, "the seven radii stood for the Seven; changing that is just asking for trouble."
She laughed, knowing that I was making fun of myself. "Reactionary religious fanatics like yourself are the only ones that have trouble from it, and it's all in your head."
"Laugh while you can. Mark my words, trying to double the Seven will just lead to a doubling of the Fall. And I'll be saying 'I told you so', as the Galaxy collapses about us again."
She cracked up again at my exaggerated glower. "Oh no! The Prophecy is upon us!" This time we shared the laugh. 
As we took another turn she looked down at me again. "So, Sash, have you been keeping in practice with your Tor skills, or has all the work commanding ships and getting heroic been keeping you too busy?"
"Never that busy, Diorre. How about you?" Diorre Jearsen had actually been one of the few people I knew who knew as much, or more, about that ancient and rare martial artform as I did.
She gave me a twinkling smile and a wink. "I'll still take you three falls out of three, my little roommate."
"Sooo, you're past Water Vision, are you?"
Ha! Got her, I saw the blink. "You're at Water Vision? You're catching up way too fast. I was sure I'd be ahead of you."
"I managed to find a Master, on Meletta."
"Not old Botan Juraisa? I studied under him about ten years ago and thought he looked about ready to keel over."
"He looked about the same five years ago, when I studied with him. But I guess he knew his stuff. Not too many do. Finding a Tor master seems to get harder every single year. I don't understand why."
"Remember how Canta kicked you all over the station when you first met?"
"What? We were almost even!"
"Well, maybe, but you looked a lot worse coming out of it –"
"He started it by tripping me and I fell straight into my lunch, which to this day I can remember was whipped kuma, plainsrunner steak in sweethot redfruit sauce, and Ice Surprise! Of course I looked worse – did you ever try to get redfruit out of a velasilk uniform?" 
She giggled. "Well, no, because Sergeant Helkoth assigned both of you to the laundry after that stunt. And we're off the point. Sad to say, disciplines like jai-ye, zairaka or sevateem get people to the arm-breaking level a lot faster. Tor is a hell of a lot of philosophy and study. Remember how sinking long it took to learn just Fast Center and White Vision, and how that's just plain nothing compared to spending months staring at your own hands before you finally understand Hand Center. So jai-yeshi like Canta get more common, and we get less common. But hell, when we retire, we can try to change that. How about opening up a Temple?"
"With an unbeliever like you?"
"I may not believe in your Eternal King Torline, but I do believe in the art named after him. And you'll need a competent instructor in the place."
"Okay, that's it. I will beat you three times out of three this time. Tomorrow?"
"You're on. And then dinner?"
I could see that we were nearing the Command area and therefore running out of time to talk, so I nodded. "Probably more than one, we've got years to talk out. Station Monitor's named Frankel, according to my orders – I'm betting he'll be with the Station Commandant, so I can do my required check-in with him and the Commandant at the same time. No Family representative?" I asked.
"None that I know of," Jearsen said slowly. "But given they're the balance between the other two, one could be here and watching without us knowing."
That was true enough; the Families – the Five, the Five Hundred Greater, and the Fifty Thousand Lesser, had the authority and sometimes the inclination to do things behind the scenes rather than out in the open. Our friend Taelin, being one of the Five himself, had told us a lot about how that vital third and balancing part of the Imperial government worked. 
Familiarity of the Monitor's name struck me belatedly. "Would that by any chance be Nissen Frankel?"
"Why, yes, it would be." She grinned. "Took you a minute, didn't it?"
"Well, I'll be sunk with the Towers. So he actually made it! I'll have to congratulate him. Last time I knew, he was a Lieutenant on my cruise on board Severiasti about eight years ago, and I knew he was putting in for Monitor, but you know how selective that service is."
"Given their job is to watch everyone else, that's not surprising. That's a good thing, overall, him being our Monitor."
"Oh, I think so. We always got along great. I know it won't be the same with him as a Monitor, but I'm sure it'll be easier than having someone I don't know at all. So who's Tangia's Station Commandant?"
 "That would be Navy Commodore Tels, with Guard Captain Mika-Sasada Toh as Guardsman liason and director." 
Her tone when she mentioned Tels' name made me glance up sharply at her. "Problem?"
Her hands spread in a seesawing motion. "Maybe. Tels is pretty pompous at times, and a real regulation-addict. Drives some of us nuts. The real problem is that he's only got a little combat experience – decent tactical instincts but I just don't know if he's ready for something to happen out here, with our minimal equipment on their frontier. But he's reasonable when you manage to get his attention, usually. So, I guess, he's not really so bad. I think we've both served with worse – what was it you said about your commander on Notorri's Pride, what was his name, Thodan Mistril?"
"Niaadea's Name, don't remind me of that walking remnant of the Fall. I think what I said was that I'd rather give myself naked to a Zchorada psispy than serve with an incompetent overbearing self-important patronage-supported tzil like that ever again." At least, I thought to myself, I made sure Mistril wouldn't be a problem for anyone else after I sent the evidence to Taelin. It was good to know that once someone had the courage to speak up against incompetence or worse that the Empire acted, and quickly, to fix the problem.
She giggled again, an incongruous sound coming from someone who even out of her armor was a head taller than me and wider across the shoulders. But it was a sound I knew well and it made me feel at home just hearing it. "I'm on second flight shift; if you can get Tels to put you on the same shift, we can get together tomorrow at around dinnertime."
"Done." We had arrived at the Commandant's office, so Diorre and I exchanged the Six-and-One again and she headed off to her next duties. I watched her go, a grin on my face. It was nice to see an old friend again. Then I wiped the smile off, put my best Mada "serious officer" face on, and entered.
 
 



Chapter 2. 
Jearsen:
She looked fondly at Varan. He hasn't changed a bit.
Perhaps in pure matter of fact that wasn't exactly true, but she was hard-put to find a difference. The Mada officer's hair was still pure black (slightly matted with damp after their sparring session and the subsequent quick shower), his skin still the dusky brown, and his wide, uniquely gray eyes still as direct and, well, innocent as ever. Maybe there were a few little lines at the corners of those eyes that hadn't been there back when she'd met him in the Winter Survival camp on Wyllas, a slight increase in the width of shoulders and mass of muscle on his lean frame, but all in all, he didn't look as though twenty years had done much to him. Admittedly, twenty years wasn't all that long – anyone in a decent civilization could expect at least a couple hundred – but she knew very few people who passed that length of time without any significant change.
They touched glasses and then exchanged them. "A friendship renewed and returned." Both drank – Varan had selected Seele's Icedraught for the traditional toast, and it blazed a trail of burning frostbite down her throat. "Whew! That tastes the way an open tentflap felt on Wyllas."
"That's the idea. We're here to reminisce and talk over all the stuff we never get to talk about. Though I think we've rehashed that particular one often enough."
"What, are you saying you're getting tired of talking about how we saved Taelin Mel'Tasne's life?"
"Well, to you, yes. It's not like I could surprise you with it, and it's a lot more fun when Taelin's here to start the conversation. Besides, then it's inevitably followed up by how you saved my life, or at least an awful lot of my bones from being broken by that tzil Morno, and then we run through the other various ways in which we helped each other, we talk about Canta and how that was such a surprising change –"
"Oh, speaking of Master Guardsman Remin Canta, have you heard?"
"Heard what? Last time I got to talk to him at all was about four years ago." 
She nodded in understanding. With it taking six months for a message to cross the Empire in many cases, it wasn't hard to fall out of touch with even a pretty good friend like Canta. "He's got himself a command, finally."
Varan's face seemed to light up. "It's about time! Where?"
"Bretanisith – he's got the entire Assault Guards force."
"I think I'm jealous. Guarding one of the major vacation paradises in the Empire. There's a cushy assignment."
"After his last few, I think he's earned one."
The dark-haired head nodded emphatically. "I can't agree with you more. He could have retired after that last one, but he came back; glad they've given him a bit of a plum assignment."
"So," she said, as their meals were brought out, "what about you? We didn't get much chance to talk the last time – I don't even think you gave me the whole scoop about what you did during the last war."
A faint darkening of the already dark cheeks showed Sasham Varan's usual reaction to being asked to talk about himself; aside from silly showoff stunts like the one that he did when he arrived, Sasham usually seemed more interested in talking about others than drawing attention to himself, which was probably why most people let him get away with the silly showoff stunts in the first place. "Well, I guess the best way to put it is that I visited Uralia twice."
She felt her eyebrows rise involuntarily at that. "Twice?"
"I was one of the liasons with the Ptial, so when they did that thunderstrike maneuver straight to the homeworld they dragged me along for the ride. Then…"
"Vorces, let me guess – the Ghek'Nan."
She saw the dark face pale slightly and shudder. "Yes. You?"
"Only from a distance, worse the luck. I never got any close action, just bombardment."
The gray eyes held hers. "Don't complain; you were lucky. I don't know how I got out of there alive. More than half my flight …didn't. The pictures don't do the things justice."
There was actual fear in his voice; that stunned Diorre momentarily. Oh, she remembered hearing him afraid, but only when something happened. Afterward was after for Sasham Varan; he didn't dwell on the past or let it bother him. "Sasham, sounds like it kinda got to you. I mean, I'd heard some stories, but not from anyone I knew."
He leaned back, thinking, eyes distant. "Maybe it's because I'd seen Uralia before. Okay, it was being bombarded and the Uralians themselves were never particularly fancy in their civilization, but … it was still something a sane creature would live in. This… this looked like the worst nightmares of some psi-fried chiller scripter. The Ghek'Nan seem to radiate fear; there's just something, I dunno, horrid about them that pictures don't get across."
"Psionic?" 
He gave a short laugh. "Oh, no. You can bet the Monitors and civilian science corps were all over that, to make sure. Torline's Swords, the very idea of a Ghek'Nan with psi powers…" he shuddered.
Time to change the subject. "Speaking of old sword-swinging legends, you sure have been keeping in practice."
He grinned at the compliment. "I had good teachers, including a certain tutor when I was at Wyllas named, um… Jearsen, I think the name was." He gave her a Six-and-One. "And you haven't fallen behind yet. Neither of us fulfilled the tale we tried to tell on that match, but you got me two of three."
"You're probably better than I am, Sasham."
"Oh, really? Then why was I the one bowing out of the ring two of three?"
"You don't take it seriously." She held up her hand before her friend could begin to argue. "I don't mean that you don't take the art seriously – Gods, no – but that you don't take the fight seriously. You don't take joy in beating the living hell out of someone even with the safety fields and gear, you're just out there to have some fun. Unlike me or Canta or Helkoth, who find some of the fun in showing we can beat the living hell out of someone. Your inner killer doesn't come out to play; he only comes out when …" her voice softened, "… when other people need him." She saw him give an embarrassed shrug. "I think if you want to know what you can really do, you'll have to be in a real fight, not just a mat-contest."
Sasham seemed to consider it. "You might be right, I guess. But in that case I guess I'll keep getting my rear end kicked around the mat-ring by you for the next few years. Better than getting in another real fight. Those get people killed."
"That is worth a drink to." They tapped and exchanged glasses again and grinned at each other. The shared smile cut off as the sharp whistle of Perimeter Alert snapped them both to attention. The entire restaurant went silent and watchful. Minutes ticked by sluggishly. Finally the cheerful chime signifying Vessel Identified rang, and conversations put on hold slowly fumbled their way back to normalcy. Diorre slowly sank back into her seat, letting out her breath. "Every time I hear that, I'm sure it's going to go to Enemy Approaching."
"Not surprising, what with how close we are to the border and all." Varan gave the almost-crossed-arms, close-eyed bow of the Believer to the air, murmuring a traditional prayer of thanks to Torline and Niaadea that it was, in fact, just a false alarm.
Diorre couldn't quite repress her fond smile at that familiar, and so very Varan, gesture. Many of those who believed strongly in the legend, rather than just the traditions, of Atlantaea and its Eternal King and Queen, Torline and Niaadea, could get under her skin pretty easily – especially the Repentants, those who believed that the mythical collapse of the ancient galactic civilization had been due to some terrible failing on the part of humanity on the now-lost homeworld. 
But Sasham Varan was one of the Seekers, who believed that the Fall of Atlantaea had been due to some mystical enemies – referred to in The Book of the Fall as demons – and that it was their destiny to seek out the homeworld and eventually confront the demons again, so that Atlantaea would be reborn. More importantly, Varan didn't push his beliefs, he simply lived them. They were as much a part of him as his hair and eyes, a tradition of faith handed down in his family for generations beyond count.
She grinned again as he opened his eyes. If all the Believers were like him, I'd almost wonder if there was something to it all.
He didn't seem to notice her glance, still thinking about the alarm. Varan shook his head ruefully. "You know, you'd think the Zchorada would just have let it drop, after we worked together so well during the Uralian Conflict and Ghek'Nan Extermination. It's not like we ever did anything to them they didn't do to us first."
Probably not, she thought – though she had occasionally heard rumors that, for instance, the colony world the Zchorada had attacked might originally have been theirs – but she had never seen any real proof of it. And there was no point in even starting a debate like that with Varan unless she had all the facts; he was one of the most completely patriotic men she knew, and for all the right reasons. She sighed and shook her head. "No telling why, I guess. And the Zchorada are well-known – even among their allies – for being stubborn and difficult to negotiate with."
Varan took another sip of his drink and grinned wryly. "Easier than Uralians. Did you know they basically couldn't surrender or retreat? Truth, swear it on the Towers. Even when they knew it was all up. At most they'd try to maneuver around to get a better strike angle or something. That's one piece of evidence in favor of their being artificial soldiers designed by some lunatic. Normal creatures don't act like that."
"No, I didn't know that. The Ptial aren't like that, right?"
"No, of course not. Though they've got their own… quirks. I don't know how they got such an advanced civilization when they still settle their governmental differences through honor combat."
"We fight duels too." Though it's frowned upon in many circles these days.
"Oh, sure, but it's lightyears different. They have personal honor duels, but they also have those kinds of contests for their leaders. It's like if someone didn't like the Emperor's policies, they could just challenge him to combat and, if they won, they'd be the Emperor."
Diorre blinked. She remembered, vaguely, hearing rumors to that effect, but they'd seemed so farfetched. "You've seen this?"
"Yes, I have. I was on Ptial for a couple years all told. It was… interesting." The way Varan paused it seemed that there was something he wasn't sure he wanted to discuss – or maybe regulations said he couldn't. 
Okay, easy enough to change the subject. "So, now that you've done your inspection of Tangia, what do you think?"
He shifted courses easily, showing she'd judged right. "I think there's at least three major upgrades and changes we can make to the defenses and offenses of this station, and I know how we need to go about it. And –" he broke off, staring off slightly to the right of her shoulder. 
She turned. While there were a lot of people in the restaurant, and quite a few in that direction, she didn't need to ask who Sasham Varan was staring at. 
The young woman wasn't classically beautiful, although no one would ever call her plain, with even, sharp features seeming chiseled from the tanned flesh and a tall, slender body, trained and flexible, in a mostly-white skintight shipsuit. It was, however, her hair that drew the eye – a mane of hair that seemed to stand up of its own accord and with the colors of a sunburst – pure white just above the forehead, shading through yellow and orange to crimson and deep red, the red hair cascading down to the middle of her back. That hair added nearly fifteen centimeters to her already impressive height.
"That isn't…"
She nodded, somewhat annoyed by his distraction but understanding it. "Yes, that's the Eönwyl." She had, somehow, forgotten the stir that had happened a week ago when the mysterious trader and her eponymous vessel had arrived at the station. Ten years ago she'd appeared amid rumors, which grew into tales, and eventually into full-fledged mythology; by now some of them claimed her ship was an Old Atlantaean patrol vessel (even though, if true, it would have been claimed by the Imperial government so fast it would send shockwaves through empty space), or that she herself was a revived Old Atlantaean, and other similar nonsense. Still, the rumors probably served her well, and there wasn't much doubt she was a very competent trader and one who had protected herself well enough against pirates, border-raiders, and others.
She saw a flash of minor enlightenment on his face. "So she's the owner of that ship! I wondered who could possibly have a ship that looked like that." His face clouded. "What's she doing here? I thought she was on the Watch list, at least."
"You listen to too many rumors. She may not like officials, and have her own quirks, but when she does business, she's honest, fast, and she keeps her mouth shut. The Empire's even used her as a courier a couple times when they needed something sent fast but not by proper channels."
"Torline's Swords, she's younger than I thought. She can't be more than what, twenty-five?"
"Twenty-six, maybe. When she first showed up she was younger than you were when we met."
His eyes were still following the Eönwyl as she went to her table. "That must be a hell of a story, how she ended up the owner of a free trader's vessel at something like enlistment age."
"And no one knows the whole story. Just rumors. Now would you mind unsticking your eyeballs from her, or are you going to go over and ask her to take your measure privately?"
"Hey! I'm sorry. I was just curious. You don't usually get to see legends walking around a border station."
"No, no, I'm sorry, that was sharp of me." Very wierdly sharp of me, she thought. I sounded almost like…
The thought that followed seemed to be simultaneously the most outrageous thing she'd thought for years, and the most obviously true thing she'd ever thought. …almost like I was jealous.

"Diorre?"
"Huh? Oh, sorry. I was…"
"Distracted. Yeah, I noticed." Varan's gray eyes seemed fixed on hers with an unusual intensity. Oh vorces, I hope he didn't think… or what? What do I hope? "Funny, isn't it."
"What's funny? You're not smiling, either."
"I guess I mean odd, not funny. Strange. I was just thinking about how we first met. I was the only Mada trainee in the entire class, so you Guards made sure I got embarrassed from the start."
She sighed inwardly with relief, but was there maybe some disappointment? No. Not worth risking the best friendship I've had in twenty-odd years. "By making you orbit the entire table until you got the last chair left, and I started it, by cutting you off from the first chair." She wasn't entirely proud of that, but then she had been only twenty-one herself. "And then Helkoth made you the class brain because you came from Korealis and knew Arctic already like the back of your hand."
"And got me to embarrass Canta in that very first class. Oh yeah, I remember that. You have no idea how uncomfortable that was."
She laughed softly at the old story. "I think I do. But what's odd about it? Nothing we haven't discussed before."
"Well, it was right after that we got our room assignments, and then I had to face the fact I was rooming with the Guard that started the whole mess."
"Well, yeah. And? Sasham, I don't think it's ever taken you this long to get to whatever your point was."
The gray gaze dropped away, then returned. "Well, it's just funny; aside from thinking you looked like a perfect Guards' recruiting poster, I never thought about how you looked. I mean, not much, and not for long, we were too busy."
She found herself sitting very still.
"And… well, when you snapped at me for blanking to the Eönwyl's interference, I suddenly looked at you and …" he took a deep breath, "… well, I wondered why I'd ever looked away."
That unknown danger she'd just backed off from was suddenly face-to-face with her. "Sash, I…" Falling Towers, Guard, that's an eloquent answer! Talk to him!
He saw the conflict. Or maybe just had the same conflict himself. "I don't want to risk what we already have, Diorre. But… I just never thought about whether we might be something more. And that's what was odd."
"Neither did I," she heard herself say. "Sasham, I don't want to risk that either. But I don't want to just avoid the idea. Gods, that would be stupid, if there's something more there. Maybe we just need to think about it. For a little while."
"That's … probably a good idea."
She tapped his glass, and they exchanged once more. The drink went more slowly, she staring into eyes the color of stormclouds and steel. "Yes… Yes, I think it is. Target practice tomorrow night? Range Two?"
He laughed, with notes of genuine amusement and relief mingling. "There I will most definitely whip you three times out of three."
"I'll take that as a 'yes, Diorre, please show me how a Guardsman can always outshoot a wussy Navy boy.' then."
"You are on, Sergeant Jearsen. And loser buys the drinks tomorrow."
"Done." She stood; this was the time to go, before that discussion resurfaced. She wasn't ready. And neither was he. 
Maybe tomorrow…
 
 



Chapter 3.
Varan:
"And that makes it three for three," I said with some satisfaction.
Diorre burst out laughing. "Okay, Sash, I'm well and truly beaten. Couldn't you have let me win just one?"
"I might have, if it hadn't been for the 'wussy Navy boy' bit. The pride of the service required I put a Guard in her place."
"Very impressive," a clear contralto voice said from behind us.
I was startled to see the Eönwyl there. "Thanks very much. How long were you watching?"
"Just the last target exchange. I hope I'm not intruding, but I wanted to get in some practice myself."
"What about –"
She anticipated the question. "Section Three's taken up with practice for the Fallday tournament, and there's a squad drilling in One. This is the only one open for general practice." Her voice was clear, crisp, precise – as defined and definitive as her looks.
I glanced at Diorre; she didn't seem ready to go yet, and neither was I. And there was a certain discussion we might, or might not, continue. Still, this was a public area, and …"It's not like there isn't space for a lot more. You want to join us?"
"Well… if it's not a great bother."
Diorre shook her head. "No, it's fine. Triples?"
"You're using slugthrowers?"
"We were last round, but if you prefer energy – what's your pleasure?" I switched on the coding screen, set up a Triples Contest round.
"I was going to use my own pistol. It's a customized Toknul-5."
"You're kidding". Diorre's tone echoed my thoughts. "That's a rannai. I thought those were pure military and enforcement issue."
"Free traders like me run into… difficulties. The Empire will sometimes allow for that." The Eönwyl began checking her weapon; the Toknul was a beautiful design, smooth and streamlined, crystal highlights picked out on a mostly black background with a three-jewel status indicator.
I shook my head in bemusement as I readjusted the target parameters and got out my own service pistol, a Madaran .500F, solid and Mada-standard issue for heavy sidearms for the past ten years. Both it and the Eönwyl's Toknul were rannai – a name that originally meant something like "dragon's breath" – weapons that fired plasma packets jacketed in dimensionally-stabilized electromagnetic fields that only slowly decayed ("slowly" being a relative factor) until and unless they hit some solid surface or a strong electromagnetic or dimensional generator field. Against unshielded targets they were devastating, and even shielded ones could be worn down by a barrage. Larger versions formed the basis of a lot of space-based weaponry. 
Diorre snapped her fingers in dismissal. "Fine, use your overkill. I think I'll use my Nova."
"You'll lose this round for sure then," I warned her. 
"I know that, but it's more challenging and I'm already buying the drinks anyway. I can't penetrate targets set for rannai fire with the Nova unless I get the focus close to maximum effectiveness, so I have to be a lot more accurate."
"You both ready?" the Eönwyl inquired.
"Whenever you are."
"Trigger sequence in three, two, one…"
In the first exchange of shots I knew I was in for a hell of a contest. Jearsen's bounced off her target – she had red – three times before she managed to get the right combination of aim and pressure to blow through the shield. But the Eönwyl's target seemed to explode barely after it left the launch slot, clearly ahead of my own shot. The next exchange the Eönwyl again fired before I did, but she missed her target with the first shot and I didn't. She did nail it well with the second, but by then I was on my third target. "Nice," she said, shattering her third so quickly that I swore she must have been lining the shot up before it was even visible. Jearsen had just killed her second.
"You too," I returned, as I detonated my fourth. A chip from my target caromed into her fourth, and she missed it with another incredibly fast shot and had to line up again.
The rapid-fire Triples duel continued, Diorre trying her best but falling behind and the Eönwyl and me trading the lead with almost every launch. The targets came from randomly-chosen slots and you had to shoot only your own target or you lost a point. 
The Eönwyl was fast, faster than anyone I'd ever seen on the first draw. I wasn't even sure that a Ptilian warrior would outpull her on the first shot. Her second shots she had to judge more, though – if she missed on the first I always beat her out. What I lacked in that preternatural speed I made up for in accuracy – I didn't miss one in the whole thirty-target sequence. Admittedly, that was good even for me, but I didn't mind a little luck.
The mysterious trader put her gun down to cool and offered me a bow-and-palm, which I accepted. "Impressive, Commander. Really quite amazingly impressive. And you too, Sergeant," she said, as Jearsen finished. "You couldn't keep up with that weapon, as you knew, but I think you managed to destroy almost every target. A skip-laser against shield-hardened targets… that's good work. I could get jobs for both of you, if you're ever looking."
I accepted the compliment. "Thanks. But I think I have the best job in the Galaxy already."
She nodded, but her noncomittal expression showed that she probably didn't agree. "Perhaps slugthrowers this time?"
"Sure." As we changed setup again, I glanced over. "Mind if I ask you something?"
"Yes, it is my real name. And that of my ship. No, I won't confirm or deny anything about where I came from. It is natural and no, no one else in my family has hair like that, I don't know why. It's not an Atlantaean vessel, that's silly; it is definitely non-standard though, and the hull is pre-Imperial, and that's all anyone's going to know about her without either buying her or tearing her from my dead hands, which you will find very difficult to arrange. Not anything, but I am quite flexible in what I will take as a mission. Seventeen, ten privateers, one Marjaav patrol boat, three Zchoradan Swarm patrol fighter-boarders, one Uralian troop-carrier, a security cruiser for Wissalat Enterprises, and one that I never could identify and didn't stick around to pick up the pieces of. Three contracts that I know of, and six freelancers are dead so far trying to collect. Is your question covered in any of those?" She reeled off the list with a weary practiced air that still held a note of amusement.
"Well, some of my questions are," I said mildly. 
"Well, in that case, yes, go ahead. I don't guarantee answers." She smiled, brilliant blue eyes twinkling at me as if to say really, I'm not quite that snappy.
"Do you have something against the Navy? No offense."
She locked in a clip, seeming to consider her answer. "Yes, and no. As a group of people doing their job, I don't, really. I don't like particular jobs they do, or the overall organization that they're responsible to."
"But you'll do jobs for the Empire yourself, or so I've heard."
Jearsen set the target parameters and sequence for another Triple, but I could tell she was listening.
"Certainly, but unlike you – or the Guards – I get to choose those jobs. I don't have to do something that I think isn't wise, proper, or legal. And yes, I do think that the Empire does things that may fail in all three categories. I have personal experience."
"What? If you know of a violation by any official, you should report it and get it redressed. You're talking as if just being in the Service is going to eventually put me in the position of being a criminal or something."
"It hasn't yet?" 
Jearsen triggered the sequence, and I was so confused by the Eönwyl's question that I missed the first two targets and was playing catch-up with both women. "What in Torline's Name are you talking about? Of course not! The Mada Oath specifically commands… damn, that one spun tricky…commands that all of us consider the demands of our consciences and the law, not disregard them just because someone gives us an order."
She seemed, surprisingly, a bit quieted by that. Several target exchanges came and went, and I managed to narrow the lead by one target. Diorre, now that she was using an evenly-matched weapon, was doing very good, staying almost even despite the trader's still-incredible reaction speed. "And there aren't any people who would ignore that Oath?"
It was my turn to pause a bit, and almost miss another target in the bargain. "A few spoiling kuma in the case, sure. But they get caught, and when they get caught they get kicked out, jailed, or shot, depending on just how bad they'd gone."
I wasn't sure I liked the faint smile I caught at the corner of her mouth, but it faded and she didn't say anything until the Triple finished – with her and Jearsen just a split-second apart, and me far in the rear – I'd dropped back one more from the distractions. 
"And those spoiling kuma, so to speak, never get high enough to keep from being picked off?"
I definitely didn't like the smile this time. "Never," I said emphatically, and to prove how focused I was I took out the next two targets faster than she could even with that preternatural speed. "That might happen – does happen – in other star nations, and even on individual planetary governments. But the Imperial system's too big, and too balanced. Look at how it's set up. You have the main Imperial government – the Emperor above everyone, of course, but then the Services – Guardsman and the Navy, with divisions of each for the exploration and to watch over and assist the local peacekeepers, down to individual planetary governments. Then there's the Families, whose job is to watch us and – especially at the level of the Five – can automatically force publicity onto the entire system, overriding any codes if necessary. They come from the civilian side – though some of them do take shifts in the military." 
She'd passed me and Jearsen had almost caught up, so I paused to give myself some breathing room. "The Five, the Greater Families, and the Lesser Families, all chosen from the best and brightest for centuries… and then you have the Monitors, who are conditioned to follow the law – voluntarily, like my friend Frankel who happens to be the Monitor for this station. They can't break the law, and they can't let people slide for anything except the most minor infractions. And believe me, I've seen people try. They have the power to investigate anyone if they can get the local authorities to approve it – and if someone doesn't approve, they'd better have a good reason. 
"And there's all the other interconnections, checks and balances… no, Eonwyl. The Empire's made up of people, yes, and some of those people go bad, yes, but there's no way for the worst of them to get to the top. Even if one of them did, the others would catch him pretty quick. We might not hear about it, I admit… but they'd deal with it." I looked at her directly as I shot my last target just from what I saw out of the corner of my eye. "You should know I actually know people in the Families, too. So I know something about what they're like."
She nodded, conceding at least that this wasn't an argument worth continuing. "Well, Commander, Sergeant First, it's been a very interesting session. I think I was intruding, however, and perhaps one of the other ranges has opened up." She smiled, this time a quick but friendly flash of white without a trace of irony or cynicism. "I'm sure we'll meet again. Thank you."
After she left, I shook my head. "That was interesting. She's definitely pretty strange. Sometimes sounded almost treasonous."
"It's not treason to dislike the Empire, Sasham."
"No, no, but … oh, never mind. I just don't like seeing someone going off who's clearly so sour on it for some personal reason."
She laughed. "Because your family has been Mada for time out of mind."
"Since before the Fall."
"You're crazy, you know that? Thousands of years ago. Before the Empire as we know it was founded. You want me to believe your family was serving continuously for that long, and you remember it? There's tradition, and then there's religion."
"Okay, I'm crazy, but that's what our tradition says. And speaking of crazy… I was thinking about yesterday." I wanted to get to that subject before I lost the courage.
"Oh…. So was I." She looked… shy, which was almost silly, what with her being several centimeters taller and older both. 
"Well…"
"Umm…"
I suddenly found myself laughing. "Listen to us, for Torline's sake! You'd think we were two kids again, not even sure what we were asking!" I took her hand between mine. "Diorre, I think we're strong enough to keep what we have no matter what."
"Of course we are," she said, laughing too. "So maybe we should see what else there is." She pulled me to her.
I'll always think of target ranges as romantic. 
 
 



Chapter 4.
Varan:
The red target shimmered and exploded just a split-second before the blue. I was, unfortunately, blue. "And that," Diorre said gleefully, tossing back her red-gold hair, "makes it even, Navy Commander Varan."
I tried to look offended, but found myself laughing instead. She deserved a little triumph there, as usually I beat her soundly in Doubles Targets. "Yes, it certainly does, Guard Sergeant First Jearsen." Then I pulled her head down the necessary few centimeters and kissed her. "And you can't even taunt me into getting more competitive. Not now."
"No?" she said, straightening her pearl-grey uniform slightly. "But I liked our little competitions, Sasham. Maybe this change in our relationship wasn't for the—"
I put my hand over her mouth. "Torline's Swords, don't even joke about that. Unless you don't feel the way I do."
From the warm twinkle in her eye I suspected she did, but she answered, "I don't know. How do you feel?"
I began running through the setup for the next set of targets automatically. "You just want to hear me babble. Fine, I don't mind, even if I do sound like an overromantic script. How do I feel? Like the entire universe is precisely right for the first time. As though I'd only seen the world in grays and someone had finally shown me color. I feel like I'd just stepped out my door and found that I was living on the First World."
She giggled, a somewhat incongruous sound coming out of someone ten centimeters taller and wider across the shoulders than I was. "Hey, power down that drive, Sasham. Isn't that close to blasphemy or something for you Believers?"
"Only the Repentants. I'm a Seeker, so Atlantea," I made the Sign of the Towers, "is something to be remembered with joy and love. And I love you, Diorre."
"I love you too, Sash. Now start the next round!"
I shook my head, grinning, and set the target countdown. I still found it hard to believe that we were actually together – and in the same thought, I found it harder to believe we hadn't been together from the time we were roommates… Torline's Swords, was it really almost twenty years now? How the obvious can escape you…
The first target nearly escaped me, flying from one of the many indistinguishable slots on the left side of the target range. Training reflexes saved me from total embarrassment, but I had to shoot twice before I actually took it out – the first was a graze and the target's shielding, set specifically for rannai weapons, shrugged it off. Jearsen, less fogged by sentiment, had nailed hers almost coming out of the launch gate. 
Time to focus, Sasham Varan. You may be in love with her, but she's in love with you too. Don't make it a weakness on your side; she wants the same competition we had as friends. Use your own strength, clear your mind. I brought up the White Vision of Tor – that should be enough to keep me focused.
My aim and reflexes steadied and I started taking out the targets with my accustomed speed and accuracy, gaining the fractional seconds I'd lost to Diorre. We were ten targets into the thirty-target sequence when a chime came from the Tangia Outpost comms. "Notification, Commander Varan and Sergeant First Jearsen: Armor and Tactical Training Area is now available."
We both slapped at the cancel pad so fast she ended up smacking my hand, which got there first. "Ow! I guess we're both in a rush."
"No surprise there, given how hard it is to get slots." She spoke up to the comm units. "Notification acknowledged. We will be there by… 21:20."
"Reservation entered for 21:20. Exclusive?"
"No, as long as we both have first choice of slots. I want riot control and peacekeeper scenarios." 
"Why does that not surprise me?" I commented. "Peacekeeper competency evals, huh?" 
"You got that target first shot, anyway," she said with a slightly taunting grin. "I'm not coming up second now or ever."
"Planning on retiring to planetside Peacekeepers?"


She laughed. "Retiring? Not for a while yet. But whenever I do retire, I'm going to be able to pick my berth."
"Commander Varan, your reservation?" the comm reminded me.
"Sorry. I want a full combat slot. Powered armor training in close quarters."
"Slot reservations entered."
"I knew that was why you were dragging that huge case around. Well, come on, let's go!"
"Power down a second, will you? Remember how cramped the dressing rooms always are in there? I'm going to take a quick shower and sheath up right now. In fact, I think I'll put on the armor too."
"That's a good idea. I'll join you."
I held up a hand. "If you do, we will never make it by 21:20. Maybe not by 29:20, even."
"I meant in wearing my armor over there, you one-track-minded Navy."
"Of course you did." My tone did not – quite – agree with my words. She maturely made a face at me and went to change in a separate room. I ducked into the shower and then, dried, pulled on the Exsheath and dressed in my uniform over that. The Exsheath would be able to interlock with the armor through the uniform; it had connect pads designed for just that purpose built into the uniform. 
By the time I got the armor itself on, Jearsen was waiting at the door of Target Range 3, looking impatient. Nonpowered E-steel and spun carfiber armor is pretty light and efficient at protecting you from most low-powered weapons, not to mention easy to put on and take off. 
The powered armor I was wearing, by contrast, made me nearly 30 centimeters taller than my usual height and almost 20 wider. It was clumsier, though surprisingly nimble for something that large due to the integrated Exsheath controls, and required practice to move in efficiently. With my past experience in combat, I figure that everything, even powered armor suit warfare, degenerates to hand-to-hand eventually, so I practiced a lot to be able to move well in any situation – null-G, ordinary uniform, powered armor, or nonpowered.
Still, I guess we made a somewhat odd couple as we exited the training area, me ducking slightly as I passed through. "Which way?"
"Radial to Outring, then follow the curve of Outring to Tac Training," Jearsen said promptly, suiting her actions to words.
"You sure? That's the long way."
"I'm sure. Fallday rehearsals, remember."
"Ooog. Yeah. Midring and Inring will be mobbed. Outring it is."
A good choice. With the civilians preparing their own celebrations and the Navy and Guards busy preparing for the usual contests and displays, Outring was practically deserted. Oh, there would be people still on duty in the critical areas – Tangia (more formally known as Border Outpost Seven) was in a potential war zone, sitting on the Zchoradan border of the Empire, so vigilance was still required – but Outring was the least important in terms of station integrity, except in cases of boarding actions.
Just as we were approaching the intersection of Outring with Radial One, the buzz of Perimeter Alert sounded. We both twitched reflexively, but continued; there were incoming ships arriving on a regular basis, so the alert would sound, you'd hold your breath for twenty seconds, and then the cheerful chime of Vessel Identified would sound and you'd be back to normal.
Except that only five seconds after Perimeter Alert, the entire station echoed to the scream of Enemy Approaching.
I cut in the tactical displays on my helmet; from the corner of my eye, I could see Diorre putting on her helmet so she could do the same. I coded in my clearance and spoke into the comm. "Base Control Central, this is Commander Varan. Orders?"
"Commander!" There was relief in Lieutenant Rington's voice. "Commandant Tels is on the way, but right now we're still clarifying and you're ranking in contact now."
"Understood, Central. I am ranking until Commandant Tels or Monitor Frankel arrives there. What is the situation?"
"Three Zchorada warships, Commander, with other possible spikes, range is one billion and closing fast. They're generating a lot of DD interference and it's being echoed."
"Echoed?Chiss. They've seeded the area, probably using civilian transports as cover for the drops. Can we do a saturation fire in the local region to clear the perimeter?"
"Negative. The major echoing is not that close, and we have civilian vessels still trying to maneuver Hubward. Hold – oh, DEMONS of –"
I didn't quite hear the end of Central's curse, because it was at that very moment the far wall blew in and then out, taking atmosphere with it in a screaming devil's wind. Armor doors slammed down on both sides of Outring and a short distance down Radial One.
"Say again, Central! We have a blowout at Outring One! Repeat, we have a blowout in Outring One!"
"Confirmed, Commander! It's a breaching unit, maybe twenty, thirty troop capacity, locked right on."
"Torline's Swords…" I muttered. No one laughed at the old fashioned expression. There wasn't much to laugh at. In a few minutes thirty Zchorada would come pouring through the hole in Outring – right into our laps. "Central, I need reinforcements, and I need them now. There is absolutely no one here other than myself and White Sergeant Diorre Jearsen."
"Oh vorces," I heard the Lieutenant mutter. "Auto-lockdown has sealed the area off. It will take time for the Guard detachment to armor up and –" his voice dissolved in a hail of static. I heard another few words that carried no comfort "…ree more breachings in Out…" and then nothing.
I looked at the dark, yawning hole in the wall fifty meters away, as we backed down Radial One. "I think we're it, Diorre."
"Well, that's just wonderful." Even our minimum-range personal coms were hashed with interference. The Zchorada had planned this one well.
I raised my Madaran .500F, the pistol absurdly small in the armored hands, and began firing into the hole. I couldn't see anything yet, and if I kept up fire in those close quarters it might slow them down. My suit's main weapons worked better with designated targets, and I wanted to save the power; I'd be needing it all later.
Jearsen suddenly bolted past me. Without taking my eyes from my shadowed target, I shouted, "What is it?"
"This is Radial ONE, Sasham! What's in the storage area in Radial One Outring Sector?"
I felt a tiny, tiny bit of relief and hope start to come back. "You'll need my code." I transmitted a one-use code to her key transciever. "Hurry, this toy won't hold them off long."
"If it will last five minutes," she said, "I'll have something better for you."
The door to the secondary armory slid open at her code. 



Chapter 5.
Varan:
Red fire-hammers slammed into the makeshift barricade. Being made of E-steel torn from the bulkheads behind us, it only gave a little, but even that little was too much. As the glare and smoke faded, I saw the sinuous chitin-covered forms winding with deceptive speed down the corridor. Zchorada. Five of them. I sighted on one antlike head, saw it was helmeted, shifted my aim to the ten clawed legs. "Jearsen!" I shouted. "A line of Shockwave charges, range 35, fast!"
She moved almost before I called the order. A stacatto roar of destruction burst out thirty-five meters away, showering our armor with debris and shattered Zchorada fragments. I saw the second wave of the five-meter creatures withdraw, repulsed for the moment. "That's what I like about you Guards," I said. "You're so good at mindless destruction."
"That's because you Navy vacuum-heads are so good at giving mindless orders. Do you realize how close we just came to hole-through?"
Damn right I had. With the bulkheads gone behind us, we could have blown through to the level below or above, decompressing another entire section. "You know of any other way we could have stopped that rush?"
She shook her head, an action barely visible through the tinted faceplate. "Of course not; if I had I'd have told you."
I squinted out through the smoke. No movement yet. "Damn. Why did they have to hit our section?"
"Bad timing, I guess. Be glad we were already in our armor for that practice session." Jearsen drummed her metal-clad fingers on the barricade, a sound like hail on a metal roof. "I just can't believe they could have dropped in that close, even with the interference work. Sasham, aren't the imaging backups supposed to alert us?"
"Yeah," I said. "They had someone seeding the area with dimensional transponders so they could push the interference; stands to reason someone – maybe even a psispy – got in and messed with the cameras somehow."
There was a screeching vibration through the hull. My sensors showed movement behind us. "Diorre, keep eyes front." I aimed the Flarebolt rannai cannon down the Radial. A thin atmosphere existed in here, probably from the Zchorada breacher unit – enough to permit drifting, thin, wispy smoke to obscure vision. The armored safety door seemed to be rising. I tightened my grip, forced myself to relax, repeated the White Vision meditation focus, looked carefully.
Our comms suddenly crackled. "Varan? Commander Varan?"
"Commandant! Is that you?" I eased off on the grip and returned the Flarebolt to face our real opponents, gesturing for Jearsen to take over the heavy packeted-plasma weapon. She slid into the control seat as I vacated it.
"Yes, it is. Commander, we have secured you a fallback."
"No can do, unless you've got the men to spare to hold this area."
"We are willing to cede –"
"We cannot, Commandant. Right now we have this group pretty well boxed in – the doors sealed off Outring on Port and Starboard sides, and from the little chatter I've gotten the other boarding missions are being held for now. But if they get into the pressurized section back where you are, they'll have five directions to go. If you want to try holding both ends of Vertical One, both sides of Midring, and this radial, fine, but give me a fast flight out first!"
I heard Tels curse under his breath. "Couldn't we seal these doors up again?"
"Commandant, we could, but there's at least fifteen or twenty of them left, and what happens when we leave them alone… with our own auxiliary armory?"
By the way he froze, halfway to us, I could tell it had just dawned on him that the armory was a blade with two edges, and one was facing us. "Tell me there are no weapons in there designed for Chakron use."
He was hoping that, of course, because the Chakron were virtually identical to the Zchorada. "I wish I could, sir. However, there are quite a few. Including one Shockwave 7."
What he said then did border on blasphemy. "Sink it, Commander, I don't have the soldiers to spare. Most of them are on our ships, trying to hold off the main invasion force." I could tell by the tilt of his head he was trying to study his deployments in his main display. "I might be able to … all right, Commander, I'll take two men from each of the current Outring deployments and send them –"
"Commander!" shouted Jearsen. "The --"
Crimson slashed the air to slivers. A bludgeon of red caught Tels in the chest, hammered him backwards and into the now-closed blast door of Radial One. Whining shrieks spat from the Flarebolt in accompaniment to the blue-white hell Jearsen was returning down the corridor. I scuttled forward in a crouch, trying to make the most of the barricade's cover. 
An insistent, warning buzz snapped my attention to a telltale I had never seen lit in all the years I had been in the Navy. I felt nothing – yet – but in horror I saw Diorre freeze, trying to fire, yet unable now to move.
These Zchorada had a psi with them!
I charged forward, knowing their charge had already begun. Just as I reached the Shockwave, Zchorada poured in a weaving, clattering horde over the barrier, mandibles and legs slashing.
They got Jearsen that way, frozen in place by another's will, her nonpowered armor unable to carry a psi-screen like mine. Four of the ten-legged monsters grabbed her, dragged her off the cannon's saddle, and tore her to pieces, armor and all. I heard her screams for minutes after she was dead, realized the screams were mine as I fired without aiming into the segmented alien mob. They withdrew, having lost… only two of their own. I heard a shuddering clang and another muffled detonation. A second breacher had arrived. Reinforcements…
And the buzzing warning continued. There was no defense against psionics except a psi shield, and when my suit's power failed – and it would, soon, with this drain – I would stand there helpless, like Jearsen…
Affirmation. Stand still.
I tried to scream, realized I couldn't. Terror spun in infinite circles through my brain. Their psi was impossibly powerful, maybe an ultra – he was actually getting through the shield!
I felt my muscles becoming sluggish, as though sleepmist was being pumped through my air supply. If they rushed now, I was dead. But I'd still get a couple… so the Zchoradan was calmly, coldly waiting until he had me completely immobile.
I had to get to the Flarebolt. I had to! The scream oozed past my lips in a pathetic whine, the sound of a wounded, helpless animal. The immense, substanceless pressure on my mind rose another notch. I saw a wavering, spectral image of a Zchoradan Hive-Master, jewel-insets glittering, mandibles waving in their macabre equivalent of a grim smile.
Give in. Death is quick by blade or bolt. Death by mind is an eternity of pain. 
Panic was going to get me killed, but…
I remembered, just before Tels had arrived. Maybe… worth a try… at least it was something…A meditation. White Vision, the clearness of mind, the purity of white light reflected from an ocean…
You have a good mind, but no power. Without power, your will is mine. A sense of amusement, mingled with respect for a doomed adversary and a burning hostility towards all the Empire.
I clamped down on terror, denied it, even as I knew my movements towards the Flarebolt continued to slow. And only minutes before the psi-screen drained my suit's reserves. …reflected from an ocean… the infinite variations of white in the heart of a sunlight cloud…the movement that cannot be seen, yet is there in the corner of the eye… sensing that which is not to be known by the conscious senses…
Stand still. Your body obeys my commands. Your will is gone. The echoing non-voice seemed somehow muffled, less emphatic. Perhaps the strain of pushing through a psi-screen constantly was wearing him down? I pushed hope away, too.
The purity of white, erasing all distractions. Now, focus, inward, deeper, to the center… inward, then upward, to the High Center. The image of the Hive-Master seemed to fade…
What…?
In the Center I reached out, and my hands responded. The alien voice began to shout at me, twitches shook my arms, but I moved. I moved!
Holding the transcendant feeling of High Center in my mind, I sprinted for the Flarebolt, vaulting into the saddle so heavily that the seat cracked under the impact of the powered armor. I squinted through the haze and saw the invading force starting its charge, the psionic realizing that things had gone badly wrong, and I could see him, SEE him, at the rear of the first charge, the same jewel pattern on the mandibles and foremost segment armor. Without the need for thought I knew I had him, locking the heavy rannai cannon onto him, and he saw it, and then the world SCREAMED.
It was a thousand flaming needles driven through my mind, boring through the flimsy wall of discipline that I'd thrown up, blasting through the psi-screen in a panic-driven blaze of hate and fury and – as it felt, through me, my hand spasm on the trigger – terrified despair which ended in a detonation of black agony and nighmare images as the walls seemed to open up and an uncounted horde of mandibled, blade-legged horrors erupted all around me.
They really were coming, too, and I tried to fire, but they were everywhere – everywhere! On the ceiling, one flickered and disappeared, but I'd swung the Flarebolt high to engage, and a real Zchorada was there, lunging towards me. I swung hysterically.
The power-amplifed blow pulped the huge-eyed ant's head, and actually feeling one die brought back some measure of sanity. The revulsion and terror were still there, but my training had taken over. I fired, swung, kicked, threw grenades. Bladed legs ripped the air and I ducked, grabbed, and threw the centipedal monster into a barrage of its allies' shots. A metal tube came to bear on me; my armor's Thunderbolt vaporized the tube's wielder. Two chitin-armored forms rushed me, slammed me into the wall. The back of my head smacked the inside of the helmet, orange-red pain blurred my vision. Claws pulled on my armor, and a memory of Jearsen seared away the mental fog. I pounded fists and feet into anything that moved, stumbled away from the ruins of flesh that had been my attackers. My leg was stiff and hurt when I moved it, but as a Zchorada reared up through the drifting smoke I spun and leaped in a Tor kick, crushed its second thoracic segment, flung it away. Metal glinted as one aimed at me, I turned. raising my pistol. Red beam crisscrossed paths with blue bolts, fire washed down my right side.
Then it was over, and I was standing alone in the radial corridor. At least ten Zchorada were sprawled lifeless across the barricade, in pieces on the deck, slumped against the shattered bulkheads. Smoke filled the tunnel in eddying clouds, swirling like blood in the orange emergency illumination. I almost fell as my weight pulsed; the gravity generators were going, or maybe it was just my balance. My eyes weren't cooperating and the Flarebolt drifted in and out of focus as I hobbled towards it. The armor was starting to lose power, and it was an effort to drag the alloy legs forward, push, drag forward again. I could hear through my one working microphone a rattling rustle as the rest regrouped for another assault. Two cracked ribs I hadn't known were there filled each breath with flame as I pulled myself up to the saddle. In the dim lighting I saw the dark, serpentine shadows begin a charge. Then I touched the trigger and hurled horror back at them with blue-shrieking light.
They tell me they found me like that, firing incessantly at the crawling shadows cast by the smoke in the orange light. All I remember is seeing a shadow move behind me, swinging the cannon about, and letting darkness claim me as I saw that the figure stood on two legs. 
 



Chapter 6.
Taelin:
"I can't believe they're calling me in today. What could possibly so sinking important, as Sash used to say?" Even as he recognized that he was sounding too petulant for a member of the Five Families, Taelin was fumbling with his cross-sash. 
"I have no idea, Taelin," his wife Treyuusei said, pulling his golden hair back into the currently-favored double-tail style and sealing two jeweled ribbons onto it, "but you know Lukhas. If he's interrupting us just before we go on vacation –"
"—he'll have a very, very good reason. Of course he will. But…" he threw a longing glance out the window at his sleek silver-and-crystal ship, the Valabacal, waiting on the Mel'Tasne private pad, "… I was so looking forward to Hyarani." He looked at the slender form of Treyuusei, who was now in front of him and bent slightly over, fiddling with the longvest closures to orient everything just right.
She caught the direction of his gaze. "Of course you were. Always looking forward and a bit down, aren't you?" 
"Well, you can't complain about ours being a passionless political matching. Even if we were a political match to begin with." She gave him a quick kiss of agreement as he headed out the door towards his Streetwing. 
Once he was in the air, with the latest by Sainji's Answer filling the cabin with haunting sound, Taelin found himself back to his original question. What could they possibly want with him that was so important? He had responsibilities as a member of the Five Families, yes, but there just weren't too many that were nearly so urgent; that was what Lukhas was for, actually; his older brother had gone into Intelligence to do the urgent family work. 
No point in chasing myself in circles; I'll know soon enough. The immense mass of Silan-Luria Base loomed up before him, surrounded in shields, armed with enough firepower to obliterate entire fronts of warships. He pinged forward with his headware comm, and the security computers recognized one of the Five Families, cancelling incipient alerts, opening a passage direct to the Intelligence complex. 
Lukhas was there even as the Streetwing touched down. "Well, about time you got here!"
"I came as fast as I could, Lukh! I'd just woken up when you pinged and overrode. And I'm missing the start of my vacation for this."
His brother – dark-haired, like their father had been and like their sister Mishel – gave an apologetic smile, but Taelin could see it was a perfunctory gesture, and his brother's mind was very much elsewhere. "Okay, what is it, Lukh?"
"Wait. This rooftop isn't secure."
That stopped Taelin from asking any more questions. Not secure? The top of the Intelligence private pad, in the middle of the most powerful base in the Empire? And my brother thinks it's not secure?
A few minutes later they were in Lukhas' office, a large suite whose central room's window looked out across much of Silan-Luria; it was a spectacular view. Lukhas passed his hand over several controls; the exterior view took on the slight rainbow sheen that meant that any radiation – light, infra-red, ultra-violet, even radio – leaving the room would be scrambled by a DD field. "Now we're secure."
"And the urgency is…?"
"The Zchorada hit Tangia, and hit it hard. We just got the reports in this morning, and it's bad."
Tangia? "Seven Above, Lukh – they didn't get Sasham!" 
"No, no, Sasham's not dead." Lukhas didn't look happy, though,and his next sentence told why. "But… they did get Diorre."
"What…? Jearsen? Diorre Jearsen was on Tangia?" Taelin felt his stomach contract to an acid knot and heard uncharacteristic tears in his own voice, tears he fought back. But it was almost impossible not to cry. He hadn't missed the significance of his brother's saying that Sasham Varan wasn't dead, instead of just saying Sash was fine. Two of my best and oldest friends outside the Five Families, and one's dead and the other's… hurt? "How's Sash taking it?"
"Can't say for sure," Lukhas said slowly, but his eyes were focused on the angled display desk in front of him, and their dark-blue gaze refused to meet Taelin's. He heard Lukh take a breath as though bracing himself. "Summary says that … well, Sasham and Diorre were seen together a lot in the couple of months she was there."
He felt stupid, because for a minute he didn't quite get what his brother was trying to say, and said, "Well, of course they were. I think the last time Sash had seen her was –"
And then of course he understood, and he dropped into a chair covering his face. "Oh, demons. We used to joke about that, but it happened? And now she's dead? I didn't think anything could kill her."
"A boarding party of thirty Zchorada and you're wearing unpowered armor means you're going to die." Lukhas looked up, and he could tell that this had hit his brother almost as hard as him. But you weren't the one Sasham saved from kattasi or worse. I owe him – and Jearsen – more than I can repay, and now one debt's gone where I can't even follow.
He focused on the current situation. "You didn't call me out here just to give me that news, though. That's sad, but it's not secret."
Lukhas grinned bitterly. "You're not stupid, no matter what people think when they look at that pretty face. No, there's a lot more to it than that."
"Treyuusei likes my pretty face."
"And that makes you luckier than me, so I guess I shouldn't talk." That was, Taelin knew, an exaggeration. Lukhas didn't have Taelin's delicate features, but his sharp-planed face and charm gave him plenty of opportunities; he'd managed to evade getting pledged, mainly because Taelin and Treyuusei had surprised everyone by being the first of the Mel'Tasne children to set the date for the marriage.
"How'd they manage to hit Tangia at all?"
"We're still analyzing it, but the preliminary evaluations of the surviving command staff suggest that it was a coordinated assault using months of preparation; probably they suborned civilian transport automation to seed the area slowly with Dimension-Distortion nanodust to cloud the approach sensors, plus mess with the ability to track smaller craft by any automated defenses. But the important thing isn't the attack, but what happened with Sasham and Diorre."
Taelin just looked at him, waiting for the charge to go off. 
"When the assault hit," Lukhas said after a moment, "Sasham and Diorre were the only ones in that sector of the station – Outring One. You're familiar with the design?"
"Um… Tangia. Oh, that's a Shillanae class station. Yes." The design was fairly simple, Hub (sometimes called "Inring", even though it wasn’t really a ring), Midring, and Outring, with connecting spokelike Radials, like ripples from a stone in a pond. "They were the only people in that sector? But where were… oh. No wonder the Zchorada waited. Fallday rehearsals."
"Right. One breaching unit hit there almost as soon as any of the sensors got off an alarm. If Sasham hadn't been there and able to code open the lock of the secondary armory, we'd almost certainly have lost the whole station. He and Diorre held them off for more than half an hour while the rest of the station dealt with the other breaches – two dozen all told – and the defense forces finally chased off the actual warships with some unexpected civilian assistance." He closed his eyes and sighed again. "But before that happened, a second breacher came up next to the first, and that one had a psi in it – a powerful one."
Taelin felt himself go white. "Oh demons…"
"Yes." Lukhas nodded slowly. "Diorre was in light armor so no shield. Sasham was in his full Navy kit, but…" His eyes shifted suddenly to a point over Taelin's shoulder.
"…But," another voice continued from behind Taelin, making him jump, "its shield was not sufficient to ward off the psi in question."
Taelin twisted around and looked up. The silver-shining glasses – which were almost never removed – and the black-and-silver uniform were instantly recognizable, and Taelin immediately stood. "Prime Monitor!"
The Prime Monitor waved him back to his seat. The smile, intended to be friendly and comforting, didn't quite succeed with Taelin; the blank silver of Prime Monitor Shagrath's gaze made the smile look almost like that of an automaton, something smiling by rote and mechanical instruction, not from true feeling. "Do not trouble yourself, young Mel'Tasne. I am but a servant, not of the Five."
"And so Sasham –"
"—proceeded to do his duty in spectacular fashion, holding Radial One for the next fifteen minutes until not one of the breaching force was left alive and reinforcements arrived; he then lapsed into a coma."
Taelin blinked and felt momentarily dizzy. "But you said his shield failed."
This smile was not meant to be comforting – and wasn't. "And so it did."
The acid knot in his gut tightened with horror. "But … that would mean that Sasham Varan is a PSI?"
"One would think so, yes." The Prime Monitor was no longer smiling. "But we obtained his Exsheath combat records and it appears that the situation is something far more interesting – unique, in fact." The unsettling smile was back, and from the corner of his eye, Taelin saw his brother simply watching, almost expressionless. "Which is why we have a very, very specific need for you." 
 



Chapter 7.
Eönwyl:
The Commander's face was pale, even with his naturally dark coloring. He wasn't injured that badly physically, but there was a reason she was the one doing Vigil and not his shipmates, especially his closest friend among the rest of the crew of Border Outpost Seven. They had seen what had happened to Diorre Jearsen, and – in some ways worse – what had happened when Zakhla, Varan's closest friend aside from Jearsen, entered. They were too close to him; none of them, she could tell, knew what to say. Though they'd been curious, she'd also sensed significant relief that she had volunteered to take the Vigil for them.
Was that … yes. The eyelids had flickered. Sasham Varan's eyes opened slowly, searching almost aimlessly. Then he sat up with a look of horrified desperation, lunging half-off the bed. 
She had known that was coming, and was already there, catching the Commander as his body collapsed in pain and weakness. "It's all right, Commander. It's over. You are safe."
His eyes finally focused, locking onto hers with a feverish desperation. Huge eyes, wide with panic and confusion, gray eyes the color of stormclouds and steel, held her own gaze for long moments, searching for reassurance. His gaze finally shifted from her eyes, glancing upward to the unique hair that was her trademark. "E…Eönwyl?"
"Yes. Please, Commander, lie back down. You have just awakened for the first time in days. I have been sitting Vigil for you."
He leaned back, the paleness under the olive-brown skin still starkly present. He tried to smile. "I… I didn't know you were a Believer."
"I am not. But I respect the Seekers."
He looked around, confused, still clearly a bit dazed. "Why you…? Not meaning any offense."
"No offense is possible, Commander. Not after what you did."
He stared at her blankly, then closed his eyes and shuddered. His legs drew up and with shock she realized he was almost ready to withdraw. She'd only known him casually – at least in any ordinary sense – but Varan had been a minor legend even before his arrival on Tangia. This was so utterly contradictory to his record…
"What I did? I … I don't even remember. T-Torline's Swords, I … Diorre, she was screaming, screaming, and they tore her apart, and then the Zchorada, there was… I can't even think about it! I won't! It's still there in my head, I can still hear him!"
So it was true. "He's dead, Commander Varan. They found the psionic that attacked you, and you'd put a rannai bolt right through him, front to back."
That got through to him. "I did? … Yes… yes, I remember. That was when he did it. The scream that I keep hearing, and then the walls want to open up…"
"I know, Commander." She touched his shoulder, an intimacy that she hesitated at but felt was appropriate. "Commander –"
"Sasham. If you sat Vigil for me, at least you can use my name." He tried to sound normal, but his voice shook and the long black hair hung in his face like a veil from which he peered like a frightened child – a child ashamed of his own actions.
"Sasham then." It was odd, given how usually she didn't even get along with Imperials, but then, this man was unusual. "Sasham, your Exsheath recorders survived -- and so did you, after the psi somehow started breaking through your suit shields. What exactly was in the recorder records I don't know, but whatever it was, it has courier ships taking the fastest-route Nexus lines to Oro. You may have saved the station yourself."
"But I didn't save her." His voice was so low she could barely hear it. "And none of my own service – no one, from Navy or Guards – would sit Vigil with me?"
"They wanted to," she answered carefully. "But you have a problem. You actually woke up once before. Do you remember?"
He shook his head. "No… no, I don't. I had nightmares. I remember thinking I'd woken up once, and looking around and then realizing they'd caught me, one of them was waiting, right there where you were, and I had to kill it, get it fast, escape… then it all faded out again."
"Lieutenant Commander Zakhla was sitting Vigil for you."
The gray eyes closed, trying to deny it by shutting out the world. "Oh… Towers and Demons… no. I didn't –"
"No. He's fine. Got a slight crack across one leg but that will heal, and they got to you before you hurt yourself too much. Still, that's why you went back into a coma."
"I… I wish I could see him. But… but now that I think about it, I'm terrified to think of it. What in the name of Torline is wrong with me?"
"Phobia. It happens sometimes even with ordinary trauma, Sasham. Add in a psionic trying to finish off your mind, and it's amazing you're still talking sane. They're sure they can help you. It will just take time."
The shadows that seemed to flicker behind his eyes told her that the thought of having attacked one of his best friends was only the second part of his problem. He had much worse to get over, and not even a chance to view her before the Farewell. "Time. Yeah." He made a visible effort to brighten – something that astounded her. He was trying not to inflict pain upon her, at a time he really didn't need to be bearing burdens, especially for a relative stranger. "So… why you? I can understand why Z…Zhakhla couldn't.. Or any Chakron. They look so close to… well, anyway, but why you?"
"Maybe they knew you too well. It would hurt too much, or they didn't know what to say. I think several of them would have done it – even Monitor Frankel, if it weren't against the rules – but I volunteered." The fact that Frankel had tried to find a way around the rules actually worried her. Monitors did nothing out of personal sentiment; supposedly they took voluntary conditioning to ensure that. As Varan had known Frankel before he became a Monitor, though, perhaps that changed things. "I knew Diorre – she did T&T duty on this station and another one I used to visit pretty often – and I owe you. My ship was docked here when the attack hit."
"And you always pay your debts. Yes, I remember."
"And I owe you an apology."
He blinked at her, confused. "You do?"
"Some weeks ago when we got into a rather heated discussion about the Empire and its relative merits."
His expression showed he did remember. "You don't like the Empire."
"No," she said frankly, "but I shouldn't allow that to extend to the individuals in it. You have every right to believe in the Empire. It has done you no harm. And a man who has your level of courage and resource… well, as I said, I owe you an apology. You are a patriot and a good one. If I could believe everyone in Imperial service was like you, I would probably have a different opinion of it. I'm sorry I ever implied you were either a blind follower or dishonest with yourself. It was uncalled for and rude."
He nodded, managed a faint smile. "Apology accepted." He looked away for a moment, took a breath. "Well, I seem to have awakened to myself. You look… tired. How long…"
"Three and a half days." 
He sat up a little straighter and gave the Sign of the Towers, hands together, thumbs in the middle, the fingers curving around them, two middle fingers acting as one, to yield the familiar Seven, the Six and One. "You have warded my soul after peril, and have watched until it has returned from the Dark. I am ready to heal in the Light," he said, formally. "Your Vigil is ended. I thank you." He smiled again, surprisingly. "You have the endurance to be a Believer, at least." 
She laughed quietly at that. He was trying. This wasn't a man to give up easily. Good. Sergeant Diorre Jearsen wouldn't want him to, either, of that she was sure.
"Thank you. And if, for any reason, you decide the Navy are no longer for you, remember to look me up. A trader like me can always use a few people she can trust."
He looked at her with eyes that once more showed the pain and loss, but at the same time the gratitude at her simple approach, that neither minimized his pain, nor encouraged it. "I don't think that will happen… but I will certainly remember. Thanks." Then he seemed to think of something. "Hey… what about you? What were you doing during the attack?"
She grinned. "Protecting my investment. What do you think?"
She left, knowing this would leave him wondering until he got the story out of someone else. He needed a little something lighter to think about right now, and if at first he wondered if that meant she'd gone and hid on board her ship, well, he'd learn the truth eventually. 
The black-and-silver of the Monitor passed her, the passionless brown gaze meeting hers for a moment. She could see that he already knew Varan was awake. Once he was past, she shivered. The Monitors had never given her any trouble – not compared to the regular Guards and Navy on some worlds – but they still bothered her. Well, it was time for another trading run, now that it was pretty sure the Zchorada had given up for the time being. Now that he was awake and seemed to be running on mains, Varan's friends would be able to get him back on course. Her job was done. 
Somehow, though… it didn't feel that way. It didn't feel that way at all. 



Chapter 8.
Taelin:
"Frankel! Good of you to meet me here." Taelin glanced around, verifying that no one else had come with the Station Monitor. His scanners blinked a silver confirmation directly to his retina, showing that all security monitors were also switched off. 
"I could hardly do anything else," the Monitor said with a small smile, "given who sent you." He also glanced around, but his was the look of a security man uncomfortable with having to be the sole source of protection for one of the Five Families. "I'm not clear, however, on the reason for your secrecy."
"Partly to throw off anyone else who might be watching what's going on," Taelin answered, slinging his travelbag over his shoulder, "but mostly to surprise Sasham."
Nissen Frankel nodded, the black and silver of the Monitor uniform emphasizing the somber expression. "He could use a pleasant surprise." There was strain evident on Frankel's face as he said that. 
"Something bothering you?"
Frankel wasn't much older than Taelin – he'd been in the same survival class with Taelin and Sasham, back when – and so it was worrisome to see the wince on his tanned face, the set of the jaw, and the sideways, almost guilty look in his eyes. "I… shouldn't be saying things like that."
Of course. Taelin almost kicked himself. It was sometimes hard to remember that much as this looked like the old Nissen Frankel – the one who'd helped Taelin fill Sasham and Jearsen's cabin with snow, who'd dragged Taelin along to go air-surfing when he was worrying about his last set of exams, and who'd almost gotten killed because he caught some of the upperclassmen running a smuggling operation through the school – it wasn't, exactly. "Conditioning giving you problems?"
"I know it's the way it has to be. Individual loyalties cannot be allowed to influence a Monitor's judgment. But… I owe him much, personally, and he has risked his life for many others before."
Not the least of them being me, Taelin thought, nodding.
Frankel sighed, a sigh carrying both pain and frustration. "And in this case, he may have saved the entire station. So in all justice he deserves more than ordinary consideration. But that touches on my personal feelings, and…" He gave a hands-up shrug.
"Well, try to think no more on it. You could go for a refresher conditioning sequence, but that often blunts empathy for a while."
Frankel was leading him down a side corridor. "And in this job, that can be a very dangerous thing. The imageplay concept of a Monitor is a passionless, logical, almost infallible executor of the law, but someone like that –"
"—misses the most simple and obvious motives. Yes, I know. We need human monitors who are perfect patriots, not perfect machines. The Five came up with that idea – in fact, it was a Mel'Tasne that first argued the point."
"Sorry, sir."
"Don't sir me, Nissen! I'm –"
"One of the Five Great Families, on a direct mission for the Emperor and Prime Monitor Shagrath, a mission so secret that once you've left it's even odds that I'll have to wipe the records of your visit, and one in ten that I'll have to wipe my memory of the visit, sir." They stepped into a narrower access conduit, barely wide enough for the two of them to pass through.
Taelin blinked. "That high priority?"
"Emperor's balls, sir, don't you even look at the orders you're given?"
"Er… well, not usually, I get given my directions verbally, and…" Taelin looked appropriately chastised.
"And there you go with the big pretty helpless eyes – you know, you do that better than your sister did."
"That's because Mishel's bigger than I am."
"Still doesn't fool me." They reached a door and Frankel stopped. "If you pass through here, you're well past any checkpoints, and your overrides should let you go on without anyone noticing anything odd. Do you need anything else?"
"No, I think I can handle the rest, as long as you leave my ship untouched. Well, refuelled, but otherwise hands off."
"Understood." Frankel allowed himself one more personal smile and gripped Taelin's shoulder. "Thanks for coming. And tell Lukh I said hi."
"Count on it."
Taelin stepped through the door and sealed it behind him. He was standing in a gently-curving, broad corridor. Red stripe; Midring, then, which makes sense with how far we walked. Must have been down Radial … um… four, so if I go this way…
A short while later he was approaching officer's quarters; he sent the code-ping ahead, negating security lock as he passed through. A query to Tangia's computers showed him the location of Sasham's quarters.
The doors slid open at his approach; he left them open and stepped in, looking around. 
At first glance, everything was normal. The bed was in perfect order, Sasham's vya-shadu swords resting in their traditional place just above. The symbol of the Empire – six jewels around a larger seventh – above the access terminal as usual, with Sasham's small shelf of actual paper books next to it. Taelin could see that, as before, most of the books were of the Seeker tradition, including a very well-worn Book of the Fall.
But other details… the usual imagecubes of his training years were dark, the scene window of the room showing only the blowing snowscape of Varan's home on Korealis, not the usual changing scenes. A faint film of dust rested on the vya-shadu – something Taelin couldn't have imagined happening, given that the ancient twin-swords were not just part of Sasham's Tor martial art training but a religious symbol to a Seeker of Sasham's particular sect. The dust meant that his old friend had felt unworthy to even perform the Eight-day ritual sword-dance.
Worse than I thought. We never believed Diorre and Sasham would get together, but somehow I always knew if it did happen they'd be perfect together. And if he's only been here a few months… Demons, I can't even get my head around it! What would I be like if Treyuusei died? Worse, maybe. But then, he saw her die…
Taelin set his jaw – noticing in Sasham's mirror that this was perhaps a less impressive and threatening expression when your face was more heart-shaped than square. Doesn't matter. I have to do something to snap him out of this … despair that he's obviously in. And figure out what else is bothering him. 
He locked down the alert functions of Tangia system so Sasham wouldn't get any pingbacks from attempts to trace him, and checked his friend's location. Doing some maintenance with… Zakhla. Ah, yeah, that Chakron engineer who worked with him on the old Vanderandi. Sash must have had him transferred here when he came.
Okay, he should be there at least a little longer. Now, let's see what the current psych evals say…
It didn't take long to get the picture, and it was a pretty ugly one. Poor Sasham! Words didn't fail Taelin often, but he didn't know what to say about this mess. And we still need him back at Oro – and he needs to have his head on a lot better than he does now.
The system alerted him that Sasham was on the move. He's going to be here soon! Now what –
The sudden urgency distilled all his concerns into inspiration. He knew exactly what to do.
Now, if he'll just forgive me afterwards…



Chapter 9.
Varan:
I refuse to let this beat me. "No, Z..Zakhla. I'm okay. Just… don't move too quick, okay?"
I saw my old friend in a haze of sinister double vision; a part of me, the part that was focused on the job of finishing the readjustment of the combat simulation contact generator, recognized the old tilt of the head, the lopsided way Zakh held his second manipulator pair whenever he was worried, the way the light played on the lenses of his eyes. I could see how worried and oddly guilty he felt; the Chakron were social creatures in organization, to the point that they still had clear polymorphism in their species, and for one of his comrades to have trouble working with him triggered a gnawing, instinctual concern that he was somehow at fault. And he wasn't. I was.
The other part of me—the gut-level, instinctual part that was screaming desperately for control of my body – saw a sinuous, nightmare shape with serrated, cutting mandibles and grasping manipulators, that the foolish so-called rational part of me was allowing to get close enough to rip me apart. I should kill it, smash it, before it looked into my mind and made me into a screaming, helpless mass of flesh…
No. Shut up. I will not. I'm not hurting my friends.
I let him lock down the access panel as I held it shut, his inner manipulators actually brushing my arm as he reached gingerly past me to turn the last seal-ring. "All done." He buzzed, and slowly but steadily backed away from me. "How do you evaluate your reactions, Sasham?"
"I haven't assaulted you. That's good."
The nightmare head dipped lower and the eyes lost some of their glitter. "It is not good that you speak only of what you prevent yourself from doing."
I sighed shakily, turning away from him, though the relief at not having to look at Zakhla was counterbalanced by the crawling feeling between my shoulderblades knowing that he was behind me. "No. No, it's not. I had to hold myself together through sheer will. Maybe if I start off in High Center it might help, but I couldn't move into any of the Visions or Centers once I'd started."
"I am sorry. We were of the same nest before. Is this all to be gone?"
I wanted to say no. "I… I don't know, Zakh. I just don't. I have to go, now. Please don't blame yourself. You know it's not to do with you."
He was silent as I left.
As I got farther away, I felt self-loathing rising in me with the way my heart seemed to be lightening with every step, while my uniform clung wetly to me from the sweat of fear. This phobia could turn me into a monster in more ways than one. I'd seen people like that before, a few of them even in Imperial service, who avoided anyone who was different, who thought the alien face hid an alien and dangerous mind. And now with this unthinking, cowardly beast lurking in me, speaking to my fears and pains… it could make me like that, couldn't it? It'd be so easy to just avoid, and in avoiding acknowledge the fear, and the hate, even come to believe them justified, wouldn't it…?
I tried to push those self-doubts back, too. The whole thing was a kind of cycle. Self-hatred wasn't any better than other-hatred. Probably the one led to the other. But Zakh had been one of my closest friends, and now just walking by him without either shrinking into the wall or dropping into a Tor combat pose was an effort. But as I rounded the last corner and approached my cabin, I noticed something that distracted me from moody musings.
My cabin door was open.
The only people who could open that door without me present were the Commandant of the station, and the Monitors. And even Monitor Frankel would have told me they were paying me a visit; I'd known Nissen Frankel since before he made Monitor, and despite a little strain coming from him being one of the Imperial watchdogs we were still friends. We usually shared drinks on Fallday, and you don't do that with just anyone.
Thinking of that brought back in full force the realization that Diorre wouldn't be there for another Fallday. Ever. That and my door being open left me standing still in the corridor, staring almost blankly into nothing with eyes stinging. But crying wasn't any use. I'd done enough of that. It had been weeks since the attack, most of that time spent with the therapists trying to fix my phobia. I couldn't wallow in that past. Time to find out what was going on in my cabin.
I focused and moved more quietly, arms in the shifting parallel stance of Tor as I glided forward, to stop just before the entranceway. Shifting my stance slowly I brought more and more of the room into view. Nothing. No one there, and nothing out of place.
That, of course, left only two possible locations for the intruder who almost had to still be in the room. Whoever – or whatever – they were, they had to be either to the left of the door – immediately to the left or some distance farther back, since that was the side I was on right now – or a bit farther to the right of the doorframe than I could manage to see from out here. 
Of course, I could always just ping an alert to Security. But there was no way I was going to look like this had broken my nerve. If someone had broken into my room, I was by the Seven going to catch them at it myself, and find out why. And that meant that the best way…
I placed myself into High Center, feeling the air around me, sensing the exact position of my arms, hands, body, the microscopic adjustments the body makes to stay standing. At the very edge of hearing I thought I could make out a faint sound of breathing from somewhere ahead. It sounded human, or at least humanoid – not the subdued, faint whistling noise of a Chakron, or the riffling fanlike murmur of a Rittatak's airgills, or other exotic means of extracting oxygen from air, or the mechanical hum of a respirator for someone from a more unusual atmosphere. Coming through the open doorway as it was, I couldn't be sure, but my guess – gut instinct, really – was that it was on the lefthand side, just out of sight.
I chose my angle carefully, gathered myself, and dove hard through the door, flipping in midair to come down facing my unknown intruder, arms already in guard pose.
But the intruder was fast, already on the way from the doorway, and shouting. 
"Surprise!!!"
It wasn't the shout, which I didn't quite interpret until a second or two later, but the sight of a face that I hadn't seen for five years that managed what almost nothing ever had; I dropped completely out of High Center as the intruder caught me and gave me a hug that made my ribs scream – a scream I vocalized. Weakly.
"Oh, demons… I'm sorry, I didn't think about that at all," my intruder apologized, pushing back long, golden-blond hair from a delicate face with a guilty look in huge blue eyes.
I dragged breath back into me and tried to glare, but I couldn't manage it. I found myself laughing, though that hurt too. "Taelin Mel'Tasne." I should have known. The Five Families have the override codes. "Only you would be sneaky enough to do this." I lunged and hugged him back, trying to do unto him as he'd done unto me. This didn't work, as his ribs weren't still under fastheal and because, well, despite the fact that Taelin looked delicate enough to break in a strong gale he was at least as tough as I was. 
I stared at him, trying to take it in. There was no one I'd rather have visiting me now than Taelin, but usually it took weeks to months of long-range messaging back and forth to arrange even a short visit. The Five Families – currently Khardan, Dor'Kane, Mel'Tasne, Dellitama, and Rishak – were the heart of the Empire; according to history which was probably half-true, half-legend, they had managed to unify Oro – capital and origin world of the Empire – and guided their expansion outwards. Legally, they formed a balance to each other and the Emperor, and even their junior members wielded political – and actual – power hard for anyone at my level to understand. Competition was fierce within the families; part of the system they had founded was meritocratic, and it was theoretically possible for one of the families to fail to live up to the standards and lose its place to one of the Great Families that formed the next level of nobility. That hadn't happened in a long time, but it was often the case that one of the Five would have some child that failed to meet the standards; that was a pretty terrible thing for the Family involved, a case of kattasi, terrible humilation or embarrassment, and the poor tzil would probably end up with assignments out in the remote regions of Empire and might not get to keep the Family name when they married. They'd have to start off as a new Great Family, and hope they could keep THAT honor and not drop farther. Those who made the grade, though, were serious forces within the Empire, even though some of them might not even take any official positions for years.
All that slowly re-penetrated my skull as I stood there goggling at him, and as it did I realized something. "What in the Towers are you doing here?"
"If you think for even a second that I wouldn't have come out to see you after hearing what happened, I'm disappointed." 
"And if you think for even a second I'll believe you dropped everything, including Treyuusei, just to take the fastest-possible route out here and rain sympathy on me, you must think I'm stupider than I look."
He tried to look offended, then shrugged and grinned. "Okay, that's why you ranked up there with me in the Talanda. Sasham, believe me, I'd have come out somehow even if they didn't send me. So let's pretend that the only reason I'm here is to see my school friend who just made himself a hero and lost another friend in the same day, and we'll talk about the other reasons later, hey?"
I could live with that. I didn't feel like listening to serious talk anyway. Not after today. Not with him bringing back memories of the Navy induction training at the Talanda, the Imperial Service Academy. I wanted to forget for a while, to think about happier times, and that was one of the things Taelin was best at. 



Chapter 10.
Varan:
"…and then you came up behind Canta as he was trying to get in and did a crystal-perfect imitation of a windwailer!" Taelin laughed again as he remembered. "He almost jumped out of his snowsuit!"
I chuckled. "Oh, yeah, it seemed real funny to you. If you remember the rest of it, once he came back DOWN from the roof he almost killed me."
Taelin poured another glass of Oron jucilla, a sort of creamy fermented juice concoction that he loved and I couldn't stand. "Well, it was funny, especially when my Dad went out and pulled you both out of the snow like a couple of ten year olds caught arguing over the desserts."
I couldn't counter that; it had been pretty humiliating for both me and Canta at the time, but in hindsight it must have been an awfully funny sight. But I remembered that one of the people watching had been Diorre. I felt the smile fade and looked around. Numilla Landing, the best restaurant on the station (and not a bad restaurant by any measure) was almost empty. We'd been drinking, eating, talking, reminiscing, and generally having a good time for… well, a good part of the day. I felt ten times better. 
"Yeah. Sorry about your dad. I heard about it just before they sent me out…"
He bowed his head but waved it away. "It's been four years. I've dealt with it. Damned mind-crawlers… I'm glad you managed to get one. It's something like a little revenge."
"Got one? He almost got me. I just got lucky."
"No such thing as luck with a mind-raping psi. One comes after you, you're dead, unless you have a shield… or you're a psi yourself. And if you're human, being a psi means you might as well be dead, because you'll be a psychopath in a few years."
I stared at him, a twinge of nausea starting as his words sank in. "Taelin, you can't think I'm a psi!"
He looked startled, then laughed. "What are… oh, demons, no, sorry about that. You don't understand. If I thought you were a psi," and for a moment his eyes were glacier ice, "we'd be talking in a very different setting, if I wanted to talk to you at all." He relaxed and chuckled. "No, we don't think you're a psi. I guess it is time for us to talk some business though, now that the subject's come up.
"Sasham, your Exsheath suit's combat records survived intact – kinda surprising, actually, given the damage your suit took. They would've been filed away after a routine scan if it wasn't for the fact that the whole attack was so surprising and the Monitors wanted to go over it for Intelligence. Everyone assumed that you'd managed to survive because you had full armor with psi-shielding –"
"—and Diorre didn't. Yeah." Saying her name still hurt. But it would hurt a lot more to try never to say it again.
"But that assumption turned out to be wrong. They'd brought in one of their best psis, a first-class mind-crawler who knew the limits of our suits. The readings showed that he pushed past the shield's limits pretty fast. You should've been frozen solid. But you managed to get yourself moving again, even though the shield got weaker and weaker and eventually failed."
"Failed?"
"That was the general reaction everyone had. Your suit's shield went completely down a full two seconds before you blew that blogharth straight back to Firstworld. But there wasn't any trace of you exerting active psi inside the shield."
That set me back on my mental heels, thinking. What Taelin had said earlier was just plain truth – everyone knew it. Psis could detect psis. Psis could fight psis. If you weren't a psi, you were helpless, unless you had a shield. And human psis all went insane, sooner or later – usually sooner. So if what he was saying was true… "Oh."
" 'Oh'??" Taelin repeated. "That's all you have to say, 'Oh'? My brother Lukhas says that when Prime Monitor Shagrath saw those results, he used language that got him a stern lecture from the Emperor." 
This had been a good day for some healing laughs (though my ribs would disagree). I'd met the Emperor once and remembered him well, a tall, silver-haired man with skin darker than mine and an unfailingly polite and refined manner that brooked no rudeness in its presence. "I can imagine. So that's why you're here."
"I'm supposed to personally transport you to Oro for top-secret detached duty with the Monitors. Apparently whatever you did matches something in one of their research projects, and Shagrath wants you there immediately – or sooner." He looked momentarily unsure.
"What's wrong?"
Taelin didn't answer for a few moments, just sipped at his jucilla. Finally he looked up. "Probably nothing. It's just… I don't feel comfortable around Shagrath."
"Lots of people don't feel comfortable around the Monitors," I said. "But you're one of the Five Families, so I guess it must be kinda unusual for you to have that reaction."
"Exactly. I usually trust my people sense. But there's no way anyone reaches Shagrath's position without going through more checks on their loyalty, more voluntary conditioning, and more tests of moral character than you could count, so he's got to be okay. It just bothers me."
"I'll be sure to let you know my impression. I think I saw Shagrath that one time, when I met the Emperor, but I can't be sure. I know I wasn't introduced." I finished my own drink, noticed that the bottle was empty, and waved for a refill. "So, when do I have to head out?"
"I have to get the doctors to certify you as fit to travel," he answered. "Once they do that, as soon as you can get packed. So I'd suggest you get packed tonight."
I glanced at the clock. "There's not that much night left." I realized that I was feeling exhausted now. Better in my heart, but I wasn't all that long out of convalescence. "You're bringing me yourself?"
"By the personal direction of the Emperor. I think he thinks – and he's probably right – that if the Zchorada or anyone else sniffs this out, they'll be trying to grab you for themselves, by any means necessary, including suborning the crewmembers on the vessel taking you to Oro."
I still couldn't quite accept the idea that I was suddenly an interstellar commodity, but there were upsides to the situation. "Well, in that case we'll have time to reminisce until we're sick of it. Even if you've figured a course that manages to use nothing but Nexus drive all the way, it's seven days to Oro. And I happen to know that there IS no pure Nexus course to Oro, unless you found a new one, so it's a two-week flight. I think I'd better pack it in for the night." 
"You're starting to sound like a sensible old soldier." Taelin said. "Where exactly did you put my friend Sasham?"
I tried to reply with the same lightness, but realized I'd run out of banter, even with Taelin. "He's not quite back yet. But a lot closer, now. Thanks."
He nodded. "See you in the morning."
I headed for my cabin, wondering exactly what the Emperor and Prime Monitor thought I could do for them. 



Chapter 11.
Taelin:
"Sasham?"
The emptiness of his friend's cabin was clear evidence that Sasham wasn't there. Excellent deduction, Taelin! Worthy of a Monitor! So where…
Fortunately, there were only so many places that Varan could go, even on a yacht such as Valabacal. Taelin first checked the small bridge, in case Varan had taken the other hallway up as Taelin came down to check on him this morning, then worked his way down systematically. He could have just queried the systems, but as a general rule the Five Families taught themselves not to rely on devices when their native skills would serve. 
Not in the kitchen. The rec room or the engine room, then. The door to the rec-room slid noiselessly aside, and Taelin looked in, opening his mouth to call; what he saw made his mouth snap shut immediately.
His friend stood, back to Taelin, in the center of the sixteen meter wide rec room – largest on the hundred-meter Valabacal, taking up two-thirds of its diameter and seven meters in height – two of the four deck levels. Sasham had cleared equipment from most of the center of the room, and the transparent crysteel cover was over the small swimming pool, leaving an unobstructed area ten meters wide. But what made Taelin bite back his call, and silently command the door to slide almost all the way shut, was what Sasham was doing.
Sasham Varan, wearing his full uniform, stood motionless, his vya-shadu held before him, one of the gently-curved swords in each hand, blades parallel, one above the other, in the ancient Tor stance … which was also the pose of a Seeker's prayer. Oh, please…
Taelin could hear, now, the faint music, bells and deep, soft, mournful booming of the drums, with the ethereal voices of a chorus carrying the melody in and out of the other instruments that faded in and out like gatekeepers for a procession.
Suddenly the two swords slashed outward, a double-arc of light, the blades now held straight out. Then they crossed, chiming in harmony with the song, and his friend began to speak.
"And Torline turned, and left the place where forever would lie Niaadea, his Eternal Queen whose eternity was ended," he began. Varan's voice was rough with tears, and Taelin felt his own eyes sting with sympathy. It was obvious why Sasham had chosen this from the Book of the Fall, but even with the sadness heavy in the air, Taelin felt a smile growing on his face as he watched through the tiny crack left open in the doorway. He's starting to heal. There is no longer dust on the sword.
"He turned, and took up his blades again, and traveled across the miles and through the veils of time and the paths that lie beyond the edge of all worlds, and to the uttermost depths of Darkness he did descend, into the planes of the Hells, and his face was as if carven from obsidian, for it was as dark and unmoving as the stone of mountains, and his eyes were cold and gray as the northern oceans in a winter storm." The swords were parallel again, and Varan was in guard position, a warrior prepared for battle. 
"The Lord of All Hells heard the rumor of his coming, of the approach of the Eternal King, and sent out his forces, demon-soldiers and the enslaved souls of the dead bound, unwilling, into forms of flesh, the corrupt and the debased who served him with knowledge and desire; and an army of a thousand thousand met Torline there, and they bade him stop, and to turn back, for even his blades could not withstand them all. But he came on, and the battle was joined, a lone and lonely man against the forces of Hell."
And now the sword-dance began in earnest, not the ritual few movements taught to even the youngest and oldest of the Seekers, but the deadly, graceful ballet only the dedicated and strong might attempt, slashing empty air, seeming to watch oncoming enemies, parrying imagined strikes, cutting short assaults, a whirlwind of cuts and leaps that took Sasham Varan in a furious assault on the air and the phantoms of pain and loss that harried him. Taelin saw tears streaming down his friend's face as he spun and leapt and cut and kicked, somersaulted and then vaulted skyward. 
The motions froze, blades once more crossed before Varan. His voice was still laden with sorrow, and the merest shortness of breath, but it was still strong. "And they came against him, and they fell, and they fell, and they fell; and still he came on, closer, ever closer, and cut their spells from the air, danced untouched over their heads, even upon the tips of their spears before he did sever both weapon and wielder, and still he neither smiled nor frowned, but only shed two tears.
"And the demons and their allies and slaves began to be sorely afraid, for even as they pressed upon him, it was as though a man were to press his bare breast against a bitter blade; for again and again did he move forward, ever nearer, ever closer to the gates of the Black City. 
"Now were the full weapons of that citadel trained upon him, and they vomited forth flame and doom; and many of their own were slain in that assault, for those weapons would themselves destroy a fortress. Yet they touched him not, his will and swords and the discipline of the Eternal carving for him a haven within destruction, and he stepped from the inferno and blizzard and storm-heart as though they were the lightest winds of summer. And he came to the gates of Kerlamion's City, the Black City, the Heart of Betrayal, and the gates were shut and barred, higher than a javelin's cast, warded with spell and mind and armored to withstand the assaults of even the King of Dragons.
"Against those gates, Torline had only his swords and his heart. But he spoke not at all, and cut, and cut once only."
The blades streaked apart, one high, one low, stopping with one touching the floor and the other pointing into the sky like an arrow. "And the Gates fell, sundered, before the blades of Torline Valanhavhi, the Eternal King, as had all other things before those blades.
"But even in that moment, as the Eternal King would have stepped past that broken portal, he saw before him the Three Redeemed, and their sorrow was clear upon their faces – not merely for the loss that was, but that which was to come; and beyond them Kerlamion's true forces waited, his accursed and lamented brother Erherveria, captains and generals of the Five Elements and Five Sins, demon lords and gods, and far beyond them Kerlamion, King of All Hells, and Torline understood their sorrow was for him, for even the Eternal King would not pass alive through that gantlet; and then there would be none to mourn, nor to go forth and save that which remained, or even to unravel the mystery of what had happened, that Atlantaea had fallen. And he saw that even on the face of Kerlamion, blacker than black with eyes the death of worlds, there was fear, and the King of All Hells dared not face him who had once sat upon the throne of Atlantaea.
The swords suddenly dropped to Varan's side, and his voice was soft and sad. "And it is said that in that moment, he heard, either from beyond the skies or from within his own heart, the voice of Niaadea, and knew that she would not have him die here, in this way. And he turned, and left that place, and none hindered him, and he emerged into the light again; and though the tears remained, he sheathed the swords," the vya-shadu spun and returned to their scabbards on his back, "and opened his eyes, and saw that the air still was sweet, and the sky was still bright, and his work was not done." He took a deep breath, and swallowed. "And so he taught, and so we pray, that always there is hope."
"Always there is hope," Taelin repeated softly.
Varan started. "Taelin? How long were you…"
"Through most of it." He offered Varan one of his handcloths; his friend took it with slight embarrassment and scrubbed away the tracks of tears. 
"But you're not a believer, are you?"
Taelin shrugged, then nodded. "No. Oh, there was a Galaxy-wide civilization called Atlantaea, or something like that, about eighteen thousand years ago – that I wouldn't argue. And they knew a lot of things we didn't, and their civilization fell pretty quickly. But a lot of the rest… No, I'm sorry, Sash, I don't, and neither do most people in the Families – Five and Great alike. But I don't really care as long as it's something that helps you get better."
"Thanks… I think." They had the debate periodically, and Taelin doubted the argument would ever be resolved – not by them, and probably never. But if Varan passed up the opening…
He didn't. "But you still swear by the Demons. And there's a lot of things your oh-so-rational engineers can't quite explain, aren't there?"
"It's a curse, not a profession of faith, Sash!" Taelin repressed a grin. He is getting better. "Okay, yes, no one knows how the few Atlantaean ships that still operate work, exactly. Or why they won't work again if you just shut them off for a few minutes, so you have to leave them on all the time." Atlantaean ships being so valuable and effective – one such ship was worth ten times or more of its tonnage in other vessels – it was now completely forbidden to tamper with them in any way that could imaginably cause them to malfunction. He knew what the likely response would be, but rather than try to cut it off he let Sasham take it.
"And our scientists not only don't know why, they've been beating their heads against that wall for what, hundreds of years? And all the other civilizations we've met, the same? Without a single clue as to why any Atlantaean artifact either doesn't work even though it appears in perfect condition, or if it does work makes no sense in design? Makes it look almost like there's some special factor you don't understand. And none of them can explain what could possibly take down a galactic civilization in a single day."
"I saw you hide that Emperor card, Sash. None of the serious researchers believe it did fall in a single day. Some kind of political disintegration and wars, maybe a particularly nasty designed plague that burned itself out. From our distance, a day or a few years looks the same. And what little we know about Atlantaea doesn't really make it sound like they were committing some sin so heinous they'd be punished by the –"
"Now who's trying to palm the cards? I'm a Seeker, not a Repentant! We don't think there's some mysterious failure of morality –"
"No, just a mysterious appearance of the 'Demons' who somehow use 'magic' to cause the collapse of the civilization! Honestly, Sash, it's all so… so…" He almost said "primitive", which would have been accurate, but in Sasham's current state he didn't want to get into what might actually be a really offensive part of the argument. Taelin didn't really have anything against the Seekers – or even the Repentants – and right now he didn't want to upset Sasham, so he had to finish that sentence some other way. "…so egotistical!"
Sasham blinked. "Egotistical?" he repeated. "What are you talking about?"
"All those statues and portraits of you in the Temples?"
Even beneath Sasham's dark skin, that blush was obvious. "They're not statues of me, that's… that's… blasphemy, or something like it! Besides, lots of them don't look that much like me!"
"I know, I know – just poking you and seeing if you jump. But it is pretty funny how some of them do look a lot like you."
"Funny isn't really the word. Embarrassing is more like it. I mean, they all have the dark skin and hair and gray eyes, but that's right there in the Book." He had put away the Book of the Fall in his small shoulderbag and started to follow Taelin out.
"Well, that fits with the genetic tracing; your general type does seem to have a lot higher proportion of direct Atlantaean ancestry, and those eyes are unique. I've never seen that color in anyone else, and Lukh once told me that it's so rare that the current registry shows less than one out of a hundred million. And – putting the 'egotistical' in a less offensive way – maybe you just have a closer connection to the faith because your ancestors were closer to Atlantaea."
Sasham grinned, making Taelin's heart lift just seeing the honest-to-gods smile. "Okay, that is less offensive. And I don't mind the similar, it's just the ones that look almost – oh, Torline's Swords, please tell me they changed out that stonecolor image?"
Taelin gave an evil chuckle. "Oh, not a chance, Sash; that stonecolor's been there ever since Oro became Imperial capital, maybe before, and there's no way the Emperor's going to get rid of a masterpiece like that." Sasham winced and couldn't quite restrain a groan. "Sorry, but if you have an Imperial audience – and you almost certainly will – you'll be doing it with a fifteen-meter high solid-stone painting of yourself looking nobly down at you from the wall of the throneroom."
Sasham groaned again and shook his head; Taelin slapped him on the back. "Oh, don't worry about it. C'mon – let's get some breakfast. I don't know about you, but I'm starving."
Sasham paused, looking back at the doorway of the rec room. For a moment, the sadness was back on his face. But then Taelin heard him whisper, so low that most people couldn't even have caught it, "Be where the Towers are still standing… Diorre."
His friend turned back, and there was something different – stronger – in his face. "You're right. Let's go." 



Chapter 12.
Varan:
I heard the faint chiming hum of the DD drive kick in just as the blaze of emergence from the Nexus faded. I glanced at Taelin, who was already grinning in his usual sunny way. "Still trying to get yourself and your passengers killed?"
"I have a bet on with Kyrell – you remember, Treyuusei's big brother? – that I can't get from this Nexus to Oro orbit in less than fifty minutes." Taelin was already working the dimensional balance controls, something that required a combination of perceptual skills and gut instinct when you were pushing a DD to the limits, meaning that the only way you could automate it would require riding dangerously close to the edge of actual artificial mentalities – something no sane starfaring race experimented with, at least not more than once. So high-end DD piloting was still something only living beings did.
It was also something that often made the pilots (and their vessels and passengers) something described in the past tense. "Fifty minutes? You'll have to push lightspeed to make that deadline! I know the Valabacal is fast, but –"
"—as fast as Heartstrike was, and maybe a little more. But she's just as temperamental, so I was hoping you'd help me trim the generators just right – just like old times?"
"You," I muttered as I sat down at the controls, "are completely out of your mind. What could you possibly bet that would be worth the risk?"
"With you on board, what risk? Didn't we manage to –"
"Yes we did, but that was when we were younger and more stupid." I found my gut was trying to ignore my head; the old thrill of trying something impossible was starting to work its tingling way up my spine. "Watch it, you had the carry-curve at least a tenth degree too steep."
"And that's why you have to sit there. I want to make this run in under forty-five."
"What? Taelin, that means we have to break lightspeed on DD!" The protest was feeling even less convincing now, as I tried to flatten the curve just enough to keep Valabacal riding the distortion generated by the Distortion Drive rather than entering it.
"We did it once." That grin was wider than ever now, as the indicators showed he'd pushed us over 95% of light.
I gave up. If Taelin Mel'Tasne was dead-set on doing this, we would both be dead if I didn't focus on the task at hand. The problem was that the distortion could be affected by a ton of other things – massive objects like planets, other DD or Imbalance drive vessels within certain distances, really powerful Distortion transmissions, concentrations of debris that are just TOO close – and even if you could see the projection, it was often a matter of instinct to figure out just where the interference would kick in. If you were willing to play it reasonably safe – keep things down to 70% effective velocity or less – and take routes around the major problems, you could do it perfectly safely, automate it even; if you were willing to spend money like water, you could have automation that would be acceptable up to about 85%. But taking that approach, or anything even sanely near it, would not make Taelin's deadline. Pushing beyond lightspeed was almost never done. We had, as he said, done it once, but most of those who had tried were never heard of again. Even with dilation compensators you pretty soon didn't have the reflexes to deal with the problems; sooner or later you'd screw up.
I felt sweat trickling down the back of my neck. The distortion ridge was getting narrower as we pulled in all power to the distortion and focused it on increasing the effective velocity. Keeping Taelin's yacht balanced on that knife-edge of insubstantial danger was something like trying to walk a tightrope in a high wind… with someone occasionally whacking the tightrope with a large mallet.
"98%… 99%… 99.6% effective velocity…" Taelin chanted. "Ohh, yeah, come on, let's see those magic impossible numbers!"
"You are crazy, you know that? Torline's Swords that was close!" I'd caught her just in time; at the very edge of hearing I'd caught the nearly subliminal thrum of the ship's structure vibrating under the wavering tension of being possible in more than one place at a time. I felt a shot of adrenalin that left me tingling.
"You needed this," Taelin said matter-of factly. The calmness vanished as he let out a whoop that almost caused me twitch disastrously. "HA! 101.32% effective!"
I restrained my own shout. Not only didn't I want to lose control of the ship at this stage, but it would be embarrassing to so completely contradict my prior steady and sane advice. "Can we back off now?" I asked, though inside I admitted he was right. I felt great. For the first time since Diorre died, I felt like myself.
"Not until we get close enough so that I can put her back on automatics for the rest of the trip."
"Oh, Niadeea's Name, you have got to be kidding me! I can't possibly balance her for another ten minutes!"
"You want to back off but have to keep balancing her SOME for another forty?"
I growled something incoherent. "Fine. When our atoms are spread evenly over the remaining space between here and there, remember that I warned you."
"Okay, I'll cut your time down some."
"Well, that's – huh? Oh, Towers, NO…"
"Heading up! 105.3%…"
The next several minutes seemed to crawl by as though the dilation compensators were seriously overdriven. Taelin managed to push Valabacal past our old record of 110.32%, but to his chagrin found that even his yacht's oversized Tap didn't give her enough power to break the all-time record of 119.76%. Finally I breathed a sigh of relief and groped around for an anti-pain inducer. "Back to 85% and your automatics can handle it from here." I pressed the small headband on, letting it stimulate the right nerve centers, relax the correct muscles, trigger the release of endorphins. I began to relax.
The Dcomm buzzed. "Dellitama calling Valabacal. "
"Valabacal here. That you, Kyrell?"
"If you ever take my sister out on that deathtrap and fly it that way, I will personally kill you when and if you get back." Kyrell's voice showed his incredulity. "You can't possibly have done that by yourself."
"He didn't," I put in.
There was a pause. "Sasham? Sasham Varan? Oh, Taelin, you sneaking little tzil, so that is why you made that bet. They sent you out on courier duty to pick him up! I thought they'd sent Mollidan and its escorts, while you were off at Hyarani doing some practice racing!"
Taelin looked smug. "I know you did. The Emperor and Prime Monitor told me to keep it quiet, so I took tactical advantage of their own misinformation network."
Kyrell mumbled something that sounded like imprecations in three languages. "All right, I can't remember putting in any requirements that you had to do it by yourself. Sink it, you win." His next words carried a warmer note. "Sasham, I trust you'll be visiting us while you are on Oro? We missed you the last time."
"If they'll give me any time to do that, sure," I said. "I don't know exactly what the Prime Monitor has planned, but I'm sure it's work, not just a medal and a slap on the shoulder."
"I'll have Lukhas put in a word," Taelin said. "Shagrath sometimes forgets other people have things to do outside of security, but he listens to Lukh."
"See you when you get in, then."
"Sorry," Taelin said before I could answer. "I've got orders to bring him straight to Silan-Luria Base."
"Ah." 
There wasn't much else Kyrell could say to that. Silan-Luria was Monitor High Command and that of the Navy as well (the Guards were headquartered at Ternam Fortress on Oro's moon Mystis). If we were landing there, clearly I was going to be briefed upon arrival.
"Luck, then," he said finally. "Let us know when you can visit."
"I will. Seven Standing, Kyrell."
"Standing and Unfallen, Sasham, Taelin."
Taelin waved the connection shut with unnecessary theatrics. "Now, let's see how many people I can annoy on our landing approach!"
"Taelin –"
"Joking! Just joking!" 



PART TWO: Mind Dances
 



Chapter 13.
Varan:
"Welcome, Commander Varan. It is a genuine pleasure to meet you at last."
"Thank you, Monitor Shagrath." The Prime Monitor had a handclasp of E-steel; I did my best to match it. I'm not sure which of us got the better of it.
I could see what made Shagrath unsettling to Taelin, or at least part of it. The Prime Monitor wore a reflective sensevisor, hiding his eyes behind blank silvery lenses which could display vast amounts of data overlaid upon the scene before him. With his dark hair – sprinkled with gray, signalling the one and a half centuries he had over me in experience – and skin even darker than mine, the mirrored lenses were like camouflage, cloaking whatever Shagrath actually thought in a distorted fog of one's own image. I couldn't tell if the Monitor's welcoming smile and deep, warm tones hid something less welcoming. 
Torline's Swords! Taelin's formless concerns and the natural caution everyone had around Monitors were really combining with my nervousness to make me paranoid! I had to stop this. "So, sir, can you tell me now why I've been brought here?"
"Certainly, certainly, Commander. You undoubtedly understand some aspects of this extremely urgent summons, but you are quite correct in your surmise that there is more – much more – to it than merely an examination for some unusual traits. There will be such an examination, of course, but there is much more to come."
"Not meaning to sound… socially presumptuous, sir, but will I be seeing the Emperor on this visit?"
He laughed, an even deeper sound that echoed warmly about the corridors of Silan-Luria as he led me onward – with, I noticed, no security contingent. This said either a great deal about his trust in me, or in his confidence to keep himself safe. People at his level always had a security entourage; even lesser children of the Five Families had a hard time evading it (Taelin was a past master of that game, to the eternal frustration of the Mel'Tasne security forces). I decided to assume it was both – take it as a compliment and as a subtle statement of his confidence. "Undoubtedly, undoubtedly, Commander. Not for long – the Emperor has many demands on his time – but he will be presenting you with his commendations in person, and has, you should be aware, directed me to see to the investigation of this entire incident myself. The entire project on which I am going to brief you is being carried out by his express and considered direction.
"Besides," he continued smoothly as we entered a large foyer for a secure area and were scanned minutely, "One who is welcomed into the homes of two of the Five Families as though he were one of them is scarcely able to be socially presumptuous. I am, myself, only allowed such exalted contacts by my position." From the foyer, we entered a transit capsule, which smoothly accelerated along the guiderails, taking us past and through kilometers of training areas, barracks, administrative buildings, and proving grounds. Silan-Luria's exact size was hard to know, because it kept growing slowly, but I knew that the developed part of the base was over three hundred square kilometers.
I felt my cheeks flush uncomfortably. "I'm not really on that level. Taelin and I were just in the Talanda together and got to be friends. He sort of dragged me everywhere for a while when we were in school, so they all think of me as Taelin's friend."
"Exactly the reaction I predicted. Good." He glanced at me with those unfathomable lenses.
"You’re testing me?" I'd find a Navy or Guardsman who used that approach to be annoying at the least, actively damaging to morale at worst. Monitors, though, had different priorities and duties… and this was not just any Monitor. Prime Monitor Shagrath had more personal power than anyone except the Emperor and, possibly, the Five Families… and more personal power than any individual member of the Five.
"Say, rather, I'm testing the outline of you that I have gotten from the reports. You are, I am sure, aware that given the size of the Empire I cannot have any in-depth knowledge of more than the most miniscule fraction of the Navy officers." 
That was an extreme understatement. The Empire stretched over a roughly circular portion of the galaxy about 15,000 lightyears wide, encompassing over 20,000 major worlds and ten times as many colonies and minor worlds. One man couldn't even remember the names and details of the major worlds, let alone the hundreds of thousands or even millions of Navy, Guards, and Monitors from each of those worlds.
Seeing my nod of understanding, Shagrath continued. "I have had to familiarize myself with your quite impressive record in short snatches over the past few weeks, while seeing to all the other duties required of me. I am pleased to see that your dossier appears, thus far, to be accurate. " The transit capsule hummed to a halt; we exited and proceeded onward through a wide hallway. "I hope that I will continue to verify that outline, as the man I discern within it is precisely the man I am looking for."
We stopped before another secured doorway. This one Shagrath stepped up to and presented himself for a full body scan. "Prime Monitor Shagrath and Commander Sasham Varan," he stated. The door's automatics having verified his identity, it was my turn; the scan agreed that I was indeed me, and the E-steel barriers rolled silently aside.
I couldn't restrain an appreciative exclamation. I may be good at fighting when I have to, and I like the idea of being the commander of a ship of my own… but I do love my engineering, and this was an engineer's paradise. The Silan-Luria Military Research and Development Center stretched away in the distance, the room seeming large enough to hold an Unfallen Tower-class leviathan and all ten thousand of her crewmen. Some areas were blocked off to sight, workspaces the size of most research universities' entire laboratory area dedicated to single experiments. I could see assemblies of both in-system and superluminal drives, null-rannai cannon, blankh-toh missiles, and a lot of less-identifiable gadgetry. The room was filled with a suppressed murmur and hum, the sound of concentrated work and ideas and the power to make ideas reality. "Give me this, sir, and I'll need nothing else ever again."
"It affects many people that way, Commander. At least, those with the vision of their technology in their hearts as well as their heads." He led me down the long room with a brisk stride, continuing, "Would you indeed like to be the director of this research installation? It could be possible."
I stopped in sheer astonishment, staring at him. 
He laughed. "Indeed, indeed. Not, perhaps, immediately, but then, you have many of the qualifications for a director of such an establishment; a knowledge of the science that you must direct, but also an intimate awareness of the demands of the front line, and an excellent record of getting the job done while maintaining good relations with your subordinates. But I think it really would be worthwhile for you to answer the question; is that, truly, what you would like? Or something else, perhaps?" He looked at me directly for a moment, and I could feel the eyes behind the mirrored gaze measuring me. "What do you want, Commander Varan?"
I pushed away the completely astounding implications of the possibility – why, it would imply jumping me several rank grades just to give me sufficient authority to run the place! Shagrath, despite his amusement, was taking the overall question seriously, or so it seemed, so I thought it over for several minutes as we strode along down the center of the Center.
"Honestly, sir?"
"I do not ask questions that I wish inaccurate answers for, Commander." Shagrath's tone was not exactly annoyed, but perhaps emphatic would be the correct term. He wanted me to understand that he was interested in the truth, and nothing else.
"Well, then, sir… It's a job I'd very much like in many ways, but I think I'd probably miss being in the active Navy. Getting a real ship of my own – not a fighter, but a big one, like a battlecruiser – has always been one of my dreams." I shrugged and felt a little embarrassed. "I think I like moving around too much. Besides, even though I know how much good the R&D does, I'd feel like I wasn't doing everything I could, this far from the real action."
"The precise answer I expected. You appear to be a man who knows his own mind quite well, Commander… and who would rather follow his dreams than sacrifice them on the altar of simple advantage. While in some cases this is actually a weakness, for my current purposes I approve of this. But more on that later." He gestured for me to precede him as we turned to the left, having covered maybe a tenth of the distance to the far end of the great room.
This area was cordoned off by yet another security screen. It was also one of the largest of the sub-laboratories I could see, and completely enclosed – almost a separate building within the Research Center. "This is where our testing and research on you will be conducted, Commander. As you can no doubt see, there is a great deal of work already under way, so you may – correctly – conclude that you are considered part of a much larger research project. And …" he glanced around, "where is… Ahhh! Doctor! Doctor Sooovickalassa!"
Across the room I saw something sparkle and turn. A figure came scurrying over, claws making a staccato rattle across the polished stone floor. "Doctor Sooovickalassa, Commander Sasham Varan, Navy. Sooovickalassa is the head researcher in this project and will be personally conducting your phase of the experiment."
Sooovickalassa and I exchanged handclasps. I studied him curiously. I was familiar with an awful lot of alien species and humanoid variants, but he was like nothing I had ever seen, or even heard of. The top of his head came barely to my chin, but that did not make him look harmless. The bipedal form, balanced by a long tail, was supported by clawed legs that could undoubtedly kick my guts out; the talons that were delicately scraping the back of my hand as we exchanged clasps were perhaps too small to inflict much damage (claws, after all, tend to get in the way for toolmaking species), but the scaled head had a very large mouth filled with a predator's teeth. His movements were quick and sharp and precise, and the scales covering most of his body were brilliant shades of green and gold and silver, the gold matching his eyes. The most eyecatching feature, though, was a tremendous sweeping crest of slender spines topped with crystalline material, starting from the top of Sooovickalassa's head and running all the way down his back and, diminishing in height, down the tail as well. The crest shimmered bright gold with the slightest movement and the crystals chimed and whispered together; the topmost portion of the crest was a little above my eye level. "Pardon my staring, sir," I said to Sooovickalassa, "But I must confess I've never seen any of your people before."
"Is needed no apology," he replied in a high, slightly hissing voice. "Empire recently to Thann'ta has come. Know therefore you not R'Thann."
"Thann'ta is the homeworld of the R'Thann," Shagrath said. "We have just recently made contact with them and, to be honest, there are some serious questions about whether this contact will remain peaceful." The Prime Monitor looked momentarily pensive. "Doctor Sooovickalassa, however, is much more interested in working with us than his people." The hiss-spit that Sooovickalassa gave needed no translation. "And his background happens to make him ideal for this particular project."
He was still being circumspect about the actual nature of the project. While I could guess some of it, that implied that there was still material he felt was awfully sensitive. "I presume you'll let me know more about the project when you feel the time's right, sir," I said. 
"Indeed," he agreed, smiling. "Indeed I shall. For now, Commander, I will need you to allow Doctor Sooovickalassa to perform his initial evaluation. Once the results of that evaluation are complete, I will know more about what part you might be able to play in this project." He turned to the R'Thann scientist. "Doctor, please expedite this report. Once you are done with the data-gathering phase, you may call my office and I will arrange for someone to bring the Commander to the Mel'Tasne estate, where he will be staying at least for this night."
"Understood," Doctor Sooovickalassa said. Satisfied, the Prime Monitor bowed to me, making the Sign, and left. 
"Questions first I will ask, confirming prior information for," Sooovickalassa said, leading me to a desk. He proceeded to verify that I was who I said I was, that I had indeed faced a Zchorada psi assault and, according to my suit's readings, had managed to act despite not being, as far as I was aware, psionic in the least. "Good," he said, and gestured towards something that looked somewhat like a hospital preservation tube, except upright, larger, and open in sections which appeared heavily instrumented. "Cabinet interior please to step."
To cabinet interior step I did, and encircled instruments by I was. I was becoming used to the R'Thann's odd way of speaking Oron. Humans or humanoids on all the major worlds of course were raised with the main language, and so were aliens who had belonged to the Reborn Empire for any length of time. Still, with new humanoid worlds being discovered practically every week and new alien species beginning their cooperation and integration into Reborn society every year, it was common for anyone who travelled widely to encounter people whose skill in speaking the default language ranged from horrible to the … interesting. For someone from a race that had just begun its contact with the Empire, Dr. Sooovickalassa was doing quite well.
"Would it be rude of me to ask how you come to be working here with the Empire's best, Doctor?"
One of the taloned hands made a sharp clawing gesture, very peremptory. "Rude not, possibly. Time it is inconvenient for subject to be discussing. Quiet. Focus! Instructions for you specific I have."
For the next few hours I was kept busy in Sooovickalassa's network of sensors, mostly running through different techniques of mental focus. As I expected, he was particularly interested in trying to replicate the mental state I was in during that conflict with the Zchorada. That much effort directed at the events of that day wasn't without some effect; especially when I was channeling my efforts into maintaining the right Tor discipline in mind, I sometimes felt phantom sensations of a mind trying to touch my own, ghosts I was sure of the mental beating that mind-crawler had given me. I suppose those sensations must have been helpful in putting me back in the right state of mind, though, because I obviously hadn't just been in perfect meditation, but in a paradoxical state of meditative calm, panic, fury, and despair.
It was wearing, though, despite the fact that most of the sensor enclosure was transparent and I could see clearly that there wasn't anything even vaguely Zchoradan in the area. I was glad when Dr. Sooovickalassa finally sat back and the enclosure opened up again. "Gathering data finished is."
"I hope it's useful," I said.
"Usefulness undoubted," the scientist replied cheerfully, and informed me that someone was already on the way to pick me up. "Known soon results will of interest be. Contacted then again."
A Regional Monitor entered and gave me the Sign. "Monitor Noivos, Commander Varan. I will convey you from the research area. Taelin Mel'Tasne is waiting for you outside Silan-Luria Main Entrance."
"Excellent!" I hadn't been sure if I'd have a chance to visit on this trip; evidently Lukhas had already put in his word. "I'm sure I'll see you again soon, Doctor."
"Likely." He added something in what I presumed was his own language; it sounded like the equivalent of a farewell, judging by the posture and intonations.
"Lead on, Monitor Noivos." 



Chapter 14.
Taelin:
Taelin watched as Sasham Varan exited from the great gates of Silan-Luria, turn with that characteristic precision and execute a perfect Six and One to the Monitor who'd led him out before turning and trotting down the wide white steps to the waiting Streetwing. "Taelin! Thanks for coming to get me!"
"No thanks needed, Sash. Everyone's looking forward to seeing you, and most of them worried that they'll have to try to walk the mist so as to not upset you."
His friend's face seemed to lose a bit of its usual animation for a moment, but the brightness which had slowly re-emerged in their travels returned. "No. I'll bring up the subject myself if I have to. Diorre wouldn't want that." Taelin smiled slightly, pleased, as he noted that Sasham had finally said Diorre's name without hesitating. "No, really, Taelin, I'm not totally over it. And maybe I never really will be. But I'm not broken any more."
"Good! Because now that you're here we intend to make it a great vacation for you!"
Sasham glanced over at him with an expression of concern. "Hey, I'm not one of the Five Families, Taelin! I'm here for some Towers-hidden secret project and to do a lot of work, not to visit with friends!"
"Don't worry so much, Sash! Sure, sure, you've got work to do. So do we in the Families, you know. And that's exactly why you'll be spending a lot of time with us and the Dellitamas and so on."
As Taelin expected, Sasham immediately acquired that half-pleased, half-embarrassed self-deprecating look which, in 99% of the humanoid population of the Galaxy, would be a pretty deliberate act, but in Sasham Varan's case only showed exactly what the Korealan Navy Officer felt. "Torline's Swords, Taelin," he muttered (and it took considerable self-control for Taelin to not giggle at his friend's favorite yet utterly old-fashioned curse), "I just barely make it out of that disaster alive through some freak of luck, and then Shagrath's talking about my possibly getting the Directorship, and you're talking about keeping me at high-profile parties when I'm not working? Don't you know how bad that'll make me look, like I'm trying to leap into the Families or something?"
Taelin pulled the Streetwing out of the standard airlane and parked it, floating in the late-afternoon sunshine above gold and rose-tinted clouds, lights just becoming visible in the shaded land below. "Sash, you are such an idiot sometimes, you know? I put up with it because you're an idiot for such incredibly upright reasons." He smiled in exasperated fondness at the almost hurt look. "Sasham Varan, you great blank-eyed innocent, that's exactly what it should look like, because we've been trying to get through a Nomination for you for years! You think my parents forgot that you might have saved me from kattasi or maybe even worse that time on Wyllas? That the Families stopped looking for the best of the best? If you were anyone else I'd think you were just playing for me to say this, but, sad to say, you're just that way. I mean, believe me, the Families – the Five, the Great, the Lesser – all are real happy to have people like you under us, the foundation of the Empire, but we keep the Families the way they are by making sure that the best get to become part of the Families. The Emperor had told us we had to wait until you did something else that would make it worthwhile – just one more bit of proof that you were Family material – but he accepted our confidence and had set the proper possibilities in motion for whenever you did something notable." He touched the controls and set the Streetwing in motion again. "Then you went and pulled off something so impossible that we almost needn't have bothered starting the process earlier."
Sasham stared ahead out the windscreen, his cheeks noticeably darker despite their naturally-dark tint. 
"See! You're embarrassed! You're about to tell me – again – that it's just dumb luck. That you're hardly worthy. Well, let me tell you, that's the kind of attitude we need in the Families more. The older ones – mine included – sometimes forget that we're no different than the regular people out there. We're supposed to be smarter, better, faster, all that, but, well, sometimes I'm not so sure. I'm sinking sure that we won't be that way if we don't keep looking for the best and bringing it to the top."
"Well…" Varan finally said, slowly, "… I know mom and dad would love to hear that I made it."
"Of course they would. It's the dream of everyone at that level. But there's so few chances that people basically mostly give up, or just don't understand how it works. It's the ones that don't pay any attention to that possibility, but make the grade anyway, that my Dad said we should watch for. And that's you. By your own favorite Swords, Sasham, we talked for a while about whether Mishel should allow you to pledge to her, since –"
"What??" If anything, Sasham looked more stunned than he had when Taelin first surprised him in his cabin.
"You have a problem with my sister, Varan?" Taelin said, mock-seriously. "Not good enough for you?"
"I didn't – that's not –"
"Oh, stop looking so shocked. I know your people only marry for love, not politics, but it's not like we'd have asked her to do it if she found the idea repulsive. She thinks you're sweet. And that would have been a perfect way to bring you in without having to argue with the Family councils."
He heard Sasham mutter "Torline's Swords!" again before his friend settled down into thoughtful silence, the old-fashioned oath reminding him of their little recurring religious debate, and he grinned. He did have to admit that the few Atlantaean relics that had survived were often impressive enough to make you understand the religious awe some attached to the long-vanished civilization. He'd actually been on board one of the few remaining Atlantaean warships, the Niaadea, and there was something about it that was unmistakably different. The corridors, older far then even the ancient Imperial Palace, still shone as though they had been forged yesterday; light glowed from the walls or ceiling as needed, as though the ship itself knew exactly how much light you needed, and where; it responded to commands as though it was a fighter, not a warship twenty kilometers across, and by some mechanism still not understood was able to bring Taelin (or anyone else, for that matter) on board, and send them back to the surface of Oro, without need for a shuttle. Just blink! there I am, and blink! now I'm back. The strange teleportation device did not work through battle shielding, either Longshot Barrier or Gradient Shields – a somewhat comforting fact – but it was still a mystery as to how it worked.
Taelin glanced over at Sasham, seeing his friend was still gazing outside without really seeing anything. He also didn't say anything about his talk with the Prime Monitor yet. Well… I'm sure we'll have a chance to talk that out later. He guided the Streetwing around a large cloud, rose-tinted in the sunset, and noted the indicators in his implanted field of view showed he was approaching the estate.
"Okay, enough letting your head wander the stars, Sash," he said. "We're about to land, and you're going to enjoy yourself if I have to drag you to every party on Oro!"
"I'm doomed, then."
"You certainly are." The Streetwing settled to its accustomed location near the entrance of the Mel'Tasne mansion. Taelin had barely popped the canopy when the doors burst open. 
"Sasham! Sasham, welcome, welcome, welcome!" Mishel was first, smiling, embracing Varan tightly. Taelin smiled as he saw Sasham's face darken again, even as he hugged her back; he obviously still was thinking about the fact that Mishel had been considering pledging to him, and even Taelin had to admit that his tall, slender sister with her cascade of black hair and dusky skin was stunningly attractive. 
Sasham was saved from any more potential embarrassment – at least from that source – by the arrival of Lukhas. "Sasham, good to see you." His brother gripped Sasham's forearms tightly and spoke quietly. "We're all sorry, terribly sorry, and hope you will heal soon."
"All of us!" agreed Mishel, looking slightly put out that Lukh had beat her to the condolences. 
"Thanks… Thank you, all of you. I—"
But Sasham didn't get to finish whatever he was going to say, because this time Treyuusei cannonballed into him, almost knocking him down. And right behind her was Erylle, Taelin's mother, and a mob of other guests, all of whom knew Sasham more or less well. In the middle of the sea of greetings and condolences and social questions, Sasham finally caught his gaze long enough to fix him with an accusing stare – a stare to which Taelin responded with an innocently clueless gaze. Varan's eyes narrowed – though with a humorous glint – and he mouthed something that appeared to include the Atlantaean word setta'ai, which meant "avenged" or "vengeance". 
Taelin laughed and followed the crowd in. He can try to get all the revenge he wants – but right now, I think he's feeling better than he has since it all happened – and that makes everything worth it.




Chapter 15.
Varan:
I emerged onto the sun balcony where one of the servants had told me breakfast was being served. Thank the Eternal that it sounds quiet. No mob this morning.

Treyuusei was actually cooking, to my surprise – and gratification, as I got closer. "Sweet Sevens? Trey, you shouldn't have!"
"You're going to be spoiled the whole time you're here, Sash, so get used to it." 
"I don't dare get used to it, Trey; going back to the standard mealhall – good as it usually is – would seem pretty bleak if I got used to this." I didn't protest any more, because sweet Sevens were one of my favorites and I'd never pass up a chance for the seven-sided cakes rolled with a sweet-sour cream and topped with fruit for breakfast. Especially with Trey cooking, since it was one of her family's traditional recipes, being from Vangen originally.
Taelin waved as I sat down, but didn't say anything immediately because he was busy stuffing the last of a Seven into his mouth. Lukhas grinned. "Morning, Sasham. Taelin, when you're done making a spectacle of yourself, say hello to your friend."
"Hello, friend," Talin said, grinning back. "Trey, another?"
"You'll get another after Sasham has three."
"Oh, I couldn't –"
"You ate ten the last time, I find it hard to believe you won't eat that many this time."
Had I actually eaten ten the last time? Maybe I had. Trey dropped three of the rolled cakes on my plate, one after the other, making the traditional triangle. "Thank you, Trey." I reached out and snagged one of the jars of fruit.
"Pay up," Lukh said to Taelin, who grimaced and handed him the Seven that Trey had just put on his plate. 
"Sink you, Sash, do you have to be that predictable?" 
"What?"
"Taelin," Lukh said with another grin, "was foolish enough to bet that you wouldn't go for the gemberry first."
"Redfruit's always been Sash's favorite, though," Treyuusei pointed out. "You were betting on the fact that gemberry's hard to get anywhere but Oro."
"And that's why I am White Security," Lukh agreed. "My hunches are right." 
"Where's your mom and Mishel?" I asked, ignoring the usual Five Family competition to one-up each other.
"Mom had to go to a Family Council this morning," Taelin answered, accepting a replacement Seven from Trey,"and Mishel's got combat training until midday."
I glanced at his older brother, whose brown hair covered half his face as he looked down at his plate – a current Imperial style but one I found a bit of an affectation and potentially annoying to wear. "And what are you doing here this late?"
"Eating."
"A well-fed security force is an attentive security force!" Taelin said.
"Or one slowly falling into a stuffed stupor," I said cynically. 
"Actually, I have some errands to run but no specific time I have to be back; the Security Council knows I'm expecting to be busy with some personal business for the next few weeks." Lukhas leaned forward. "So, Sash, anything you can tell us about your meeting?"
I thought for a minute. The Prime Monitor hadn't said I couldn't talk about anything yet, though it was clear there was some project involved that would be top-secret. "Well, there isn't that much to tell. He asked me some general questions – including some really peculiar things, like whether I'd like to be Director of Research."
"That would be a step and a half up," Taelin said with a raised eyebrow. "At least."
"More than that, and I don't even have the experience you'd want for that kind of position. I've got some of the training, maybe… and he did make a point about having someone who understands the demands in the field being in charge… but still, it sounds overly generous at the least." At the least, given that all I did was somehow survive an attack without even knowing how I did it.
"What do you think of the Prime Monitor?" 
Well there is a question primed with explosives. I studied both Lukh and Taelin for a moment, and Treyuusei, who was clearly listening even if she was still cooking. "What do you mean, what do I think of him?"
Taelin grimaced. "Demons, Sash, you don't need to walk on crystal around us!"
"I'm not one of your Families yet, even if some day you think I will be. I sinking well better walk on crystal on subjects like that. Especially with one of you being top-level security on Silan-Luria."
Lukh acknowledged the point with a nod. "But I asked the question, and I have my reasons for wanting to know the answer."
"You two need to stop circling the gate and go through," Treyuusei said in exasperation. She put her own plate down and turned to me. "Sasham, we rely on the impressions of others for many things – especially impressions of people we know and trust, and who've shown they have good instincts. 
"Lukhas is almost as high in Intelligence Service as anyone from the Five can get. Once he makes White Controller, there's only one way to go farther in the security of the Empire, and that's –" 
I realized what they were getting at even as Lukh continued, "And that's to become a Monitor. I'd get a big jump in the Monitor Corps, coming from one of the Families, but I'd still have to go through all the same conditioning, all the same training, and even dissassociate myself from my family to a great extent. But…" I could see he was torn. "…but it's something I do really well. I want to do my best, just like you, Sash."
"But," Taelin put in, "we also need to keep an eye on the Monitor Corps. They keep an eye on us and the Navy and the Guards, the Navy and the Guards keep an eye on the Families and the Monitors, and so on. And Lukhas is one of our best eyes."
Torline's Swords! I thought to myself. They… they really must mean to somehow bring me into the Families. They're talking deep, deep policy. With it laid out like this, I could finally read between the lines. Lukh could continue as Imperial Intelligence and maybe go up one more step, to White Controller, but Shagrath and his Prime Seconds would always be able to overrule him on matters of security, unless it were a Families internal matter. The Families could, of course, always force openness in dealings – that was their primary function and why they had specific codes built into every significant system for Family use – but for security/ intelligence/ espionage work, there wasn't anywhere else for Lukh to go, and even his work currently was undoubtedly directed, and watched, by the Monitors.
But if Lukhas joined the Monitor Corps, he could watch them from within. Except, of course, that he'd be conditioned to neutrality. 
I shook my head. "Well… he's not entirely comfortable to be with, but given the circumstances, I wouldn't expect to be comfortable with him. Hard to read – but he's trained to hide anything he's thinking, really."
Trey nodded and looked at the other two. "And what else would you expect? Honestly, you're making this look like he has to give you a key evaluation right away, when he's hardly had TIME to speak with the man."
"Surface, first impressions can still be important," Lukhas pointed out, soberly. "Sasham, we certainly want information about what he's doing – and I assure you, he'll guess that we're trying to get information on him, just as his people are always watching us, trying to dig out information on every member of the Families. But I don't mean to interfere with your purpose here. Shagrath's got to have some terribly important project that he thinks your recent … tragedy can shed light on. I'm not interested in spying on his project," I could tell that was a partial lie – of course he wanted to know what was going on – but the essence of it was true, "I'm interested in making sure he's a man I can dedicate myself to before I decide which direction I should go."
"I'll keep an eye out and see if I learn anything," I promised. "I found him slightly intimidating when I first met him, but that was probably your brother's doing. He told me he found Shagrath uncomfortable."
That also got a grave nod. "Yes. One reason I'm very cautious." 
"I guess I would be too," I conceded. "The only other thing I could say is that whatever he's doing, it's associated with some alien of a race I've never met before… Sooovickalassa, that was his name."
Lukhas looked up sharply. "Reptilian creature? Golden crest?" At my nod, he looked thoughtful. "Interesting. It was actually a Monitor patrol vessel that made first contact with the R'Thann, and almost no direct information has been made available. I've been trying to convince the Controller to let me arrange a Naval expedition to their world, but no luck. Maybe this will jolt her a little, get her to move. What'd this Sooovickalassa do?"
"A doctor of… something, I don't know what. Mostly interviewed me about Tangia, the battle, and then scanned me with all sorts of sensors – a lot of types I've never seen before."
"Trying to figure out why you survived, obviously. But why he'd need a creature from some race not even in the Empire…" Lukh shook his head.
"I'm sure it will become clearer later," Treyuusei said, getting up to grab another Seven off the iron. "But no point worrying at Sash any more for now. You've given him his trauma for the day, pushing at him as though he was a spy."
"It wasn't that bad, Trey," I said, defensively.
"Maybe not, but she's right, we probably should've just brought it up differently. Anyway, you'd better finish eating up. Old Yourin Khardan's invited us to go hunting on his preserve."
"But I probably have to go back to –"
Lukh held up a hand. "No, you don't. Word from the Monitors is that they expect the analysis to take a couple of days at least, so you're free until Niaaday."
Hunting sounded fun – knowing what kind of things Oro preserves would have on them – but… "He knows I'm just Navy?"
"He knows you're my best friend and that's enough. He's wanted to meet you for years. Um, beware, though. He's got four granddaughters that want to meet you too."
I winced. "I really am not ready for that kind of thing."
"Just be polite. I'll make sure to mention Diorre in the right context; they'll understand, or else I'll make them understand. Leave the hard parts to me, Sash." He flashed me a sideways grin. "Don't worry, we'll train you up to being a master of the social arts soon enough."
I shuddered dramatically. "That's what I'm afraid of." 



Chapter 16.
The Eönwyl:
With a distant whining screech, her eponymous starship disintegrated and reassembled itself. Where am I?
The D-scanners determined her position relative to the calculated exit point and an overlay on her vision system showed that Picket 10 should be nearly dead ahead of her… and she realized that there was in fact a brilliant almost-star in that exact position. Great Darkness, I can see it!
Even as the D-comm light began blinking furiously for attention, she grinned, and remembered that time that Commander Sasham Varan had done something similar to Tangia Station. The difference here being he was only doing it for the best reasons. Me? I have more personal reasons. That ought to have given those lazy tzil a jolt! She activated the comm. "Come in, Picket 10."
"Who in the Towers is this?" The panicked undertone was particularly gratifying; it wasn't often she was able to get away with scaring Imperial military, especially here. The scanners showed that a half-front of warships were already being diverted in her direction. That's… a lot more than usual. Someone's increased security here in the last couple of years.
She decided she'd had as much fun as she could afford here. "This is The Eönwyl. Transmitting authentication now."
"The Eönwyl." The name was repeated with a combination of understanding and annoyance. "Of course."
Another voice came on the channel, rougher, but not entirely hostile. "Do you realize we came that close to sending a salvo of skip-missiles your way, Heln?"
As always, the use of her old designation made her lips tighten, even though Ferr was one of the very few that could get away with using it. "You wouldn't fire unless I refused to answer, and we both know that. Your soldiers need an occasional alert, 45." Using his number was the closest she could come to his use of her old designation.
The chuckle showed that her retort had failed to find its mark. "You're probably right. That was hot piloting as usual, Eönwyl. Calculating the emergence point to within visual range isn't easy, and I did rather like seeing the Lieutenant spit out his brew when you popped up on his screen."
"Shut up, Ferr." The other voice was clearly the Lieutenant in question. "All right, Eönwyl. You're cleared for in-system travel. You know the designated ports and courses. Do not stray from them, especially in the direction of any secured areas, or you will be destroyed." The Lieutenant's tone showed he wouldn't particularly mind giving that order.
"Understood. I will be landing at the central hub this time, however."
"That is a restricted zone; what is your business there?"
She grinned, though with vision off they couldn't see it. "I am carrying a courier packet from Tangia Station. If he's in residence, I'm to carry it directly to Borell Dellitama."
She grinned wider at the long pause; the Lieutenant had obviously hoped to deny her the chance to land at the hub. "Transmit the packet ID, then." A moment more passed, and then the grudging voice of the Lieutenant said, "Authenticated. You're assigned landing slip 5. Follow standard landing approach requirements."
"Thank you, Picket 10. Eönwyl out."
The grin faded as she approached; though the planet was mostly lit, it seemed to her that space was becoming darker. I hate this place. Then she corrected herself. No, I don't hate the planet; perhaps it hates us. But the people here, the ones who rule…
The landing slip was open as she approached, and locked on with efficient little clangs when she shut down the landing drives. She picked up the courier package and stepped out.
The oppressive atmosphere seemed to descend on her like a weighted cloak, despite the brilliant lights of the underground port. Part of it's my own knowledge of what this place hides outside of the oh-so-civilized hub… but no one comes here without feeling something.

Two soldiers wearing the insignia of the Five Families, Dellitama uppermost, stepped forward; one, wearing a Green Sergeant's rank wheel, saluted. "We're to escort you directly to Observer Dellitama, Free Trader."
She returned the salute; the soldier had spoken respectfully and without the suspicious or hostile edge she was used to. Looking closely, she saw a lighter area on the Sergeant's neck as he turned. Tanning would eventually make that fade, if he took tanning treatments regularly… but she recognized the pale rectangle. "Thank you, Sergeant. I see you're native."
"Like you." He grinned with pride. "Sergeant Jogon Engrin."
"Congratulations, Sergeant."
"Ahh, it's a while ago. Almost a year. But thanks." 
"Free Trader…" the other soldier was hesitant; his rank wheel showed he was just a Shipman First Class, but his accent was offworld. "If I could ask, how could you tell? That Sergeant Engrin was native?"
She smiled, unable to keep a slight edge of bitterness from the expression, and tapped the back of her neck. "Service designation, Shipman; only when you get your own name do they take it off."
"Oh." 
He's a smart one. Knows it's a touchy subject and doesn't push it.
They passed through several checkpoints in silence, stopping finally before a more ornate door (which, The Eönwyl knew, was almost certainly both armored and shielded as well as a warship). The door rolled open at Engrin's signal, and a tall, broad man with a huge beard spread across his chest rose from behind a shining, natural-wood desk to greet them. "Sergeant, thank you for bringing her here so quickly. Free Trader Eönwyl… what a pleasure."
"As usual, Observer." And if those soldiers can't hear the snarls behind the greetings, they're deaf.
Clearly Engrin heard them, because he bowed out and excused himself – with the Shipman First Class. As soon as the door closed, Dellitama dropped the unconvincing smile. "All right, hand it over, Heln-23."
"My name is The Eönwyl, Borell."
His lips tightened until they were white, and she felt the oppressive atmosphere thicken. It's worse than the last time. Why, though? It seems like it's around him, but he's not actually any worse than the rest of the Empire. Still, she felt a faint throbbing headache beginning.
"Very well," the massive Borell Dellitama said through his teeth, "Hand it over, Eönwyl."
"I get paid for being a courier for the Empire," she said with a poisonously reasonable smile. "In this case, I want two things."
This was what made it worthwhile to do the courier job; it was almost impossible to force Borell Dellitama, head of the Dellitama family, to do anything he didn't want to do, especially on a planet which he was given almost sole responsibility for. But independent couriers did have to be paid, and paid well, and were allowed to set their prices within reason, by ancient Family and Imperial tradition that even Borell Dellitama wouldn't dare violate.
"What two things?"
"First, I get to sell my cargo direct through the hub, at the core market."
He grunted. "I suppose that's reasonable. Agreed." He took a crystal from the rack on his desk, touched it to the terminal port. "Market clearance, Eönwyl," he said; the crystal glowed golden and he handed the crystal to her. "Second?"
"I want to visit my parents. Give them five days off."
"They're working a very tricky excavation and I've had three others get shadow-mad in the past three weeks in the same excavation. No."
She handed back the golden crystal and started to turn away. "Then I'll have to wait on the courier package until they're free."
"You think because you got a name from your worthless uncle and his dumb luck that you can demand I set back the Emperor's work for days or more?" 
She whirled on him with a snarl, barely checking her movement; she cursed inwardly as she saw the smile on Dellitama's face. She glared into his eyes without moving until the smile faded. "I think that because you have to take this packet and we have to agree on price that I can demand you let me see my family. And the review board would agree."
Borell knew that both points were true; news from far-away points of the Empire could only travel as fast as the fastest ships, and even dedicated courier vessels were not much faster than her own Eönwyl. There might be critical pieces of information in that packet, even news of war or new orders to Borell direct from the Emperor, and his failure to obtain and read it could spell kattasi for him.
As far as the review board was concerned, when one of the Five Families was involved, it would include a member of one of the OTHER Families, a monitor, and three officers of the military who weren't in any of the Great Families, and the military took family seriously. So she did have him backed to a wall."You're still demanding too much. I'll give them one day."
"Four."
"Two, and that's as far as I go."
"Three, or I'm walking out this door."
Borell growled something under his breath, then threw the gold authorization crystal back at her; she caught it without visible effort. "Three, then, and may the tunnels collapse on you while you visit. But those three days begin in the next few hours; I'm not giving you all the time in the world to do your buying and selling and then have you decide when their… vacation begins."
She knew this was as far as she could push him; and with central hub authorization, she could probably sell all the cargo she'd brought in a few hours anyway. "Done." She handed Borell Dellitama the sealed courier package. 
"Now get out."
"I assure you," she said, turning away, "You couldn't pay me to stay."
She felt his glare boring into her as she left, and found that she couldn't repress a shiver, the pain in her head even stronger; for a moment there was a phantom sound, almost like a shriek, in her head, but it faded almost instantly. Something's worse about him, or Fanabulax… or both. 
As she moved down the corridor (now bereft of escort, since she was no longer carrying sensitive data), The Eönwyl suddenly found herself thinking of Commander Varan. If he could see this place, that man, he might understand why I hate the Empire. But she remembered how he had looked when she last saw him, and realized the last thing she wanted was for him to see that part of the truth, at least now. Leave him that much to believe in, until he's stronger. The Empire owes him that.
She shook off the strange reverie, and focused on the moment. A profitable visit to my birthplace; a visit with my parents. And I've wrung it out of the false-smiling tzil who runs this secret hellhole. She smiled again, the pain in her head finally receding. It is, indeed, a good day!




Chapter 17.
Varan:
For the third time I entered the huge, enclosed sub-laboratory which seemed to be solely the domain of Sooovickalassa. The second time had been a few days ago, to run some additional tests which hadn't taken nearly as long as the first set. I had been able to talk with the reptilian scientist for a while, these tests apparently being much more a matter of having me present to be scanned rather than having me actually DO anything. While he was still pretty close-mouthed about his past, he did give me the pretty strong impression that he was basically an exile from his own home, and none too happy about it either. If so, that explained why he was working here. Long experience had shown the Empire that one of the best ways to gain a loyal follower was to show welcome to those that others had driven out.
This time, the Prime Monitor was there. "Monitor Shagrath!" I said, and gave him the Sign. He returned it, looking gravely serious. His manner was quite changed from the cheerful, almost casual attitude he had radiated at our first meeting. 
"Commander." He said. "We have been over the results, and I have conferred with the Emperor several times. Did you enjoy the Assembly, by the way?"
I wasn't quite sure how to answer that, given the potential political angles, but I remembered Shagrath's pointed emphasis to me on honesty the last time he asked me questions. It was easier to tell the truth anyway, even if it might give me some trouble later. "It was an honor to meet the Emperor again, sir, and the ceremony was very beautiful, if pretty overwhelming, but… it was also awfully long and seemed a little pointless after a while. I've been to livelier parties in the past few days." I also had found the occasional glances comparing me with that Towers-damned fifteen meter high stonecolor image of Torline to be awfully embarrassing. It feels almost like I'm doing something profane, even though I know I'm not. But I wasn't going to be quite as honest as all that; it was a private embarrassment. But why in the name of the Fall did that image, set in the Imperial Audience Hall, have to be one of the ones that looked almost like a mirror to me?
I didn't know if Shagrath thought there was anything I was leaving out, but apparently my answer was good enough. He gave a soft chuckle, then motioned me to a seat. "Yes, I understand that the Mel'Tasne and Dellitama have advanced your Nomination already." He held up a hand. "I know, Commander, it is not really your Nomination, but that of your friends." He sighed. "But I did not come here to discuss your social or political standing. Rather, I have a much more serious matter to deal with, which these results have made pressing."
That sounded ominous. I suppose my concern must have shown on my face. "No, no, Commander, not serious in that sense. Rather, I have to ask you to assist me in something which may be extremely dangerous, and which is and must remain utterly secret – even from your family and friends, even from your fellows in the Navy. And even if you refuse to cooperate – which is indeed your right and privilege, for I cannot in good conscience order anyone to do the job I am going to be asking you to do – you will be still utterly bound to secrecy."
I nodded after a moment. "Prime Monitor, I swore to serve the Empire as best I could for all my life. If you think that what you're going to ask of me is the best way I can serve the Empire, then I'll do it."
He gave a smile, but one that still seemed troubled. "I of course expected no less from a man with your record, Commander Varan. But I must warn you that it is possible that you will find some of the specific material unsettling and disturbing. I also want you to understand that you do not have to stay and hear me out. You have already given us considerable assistance simply by the data we have gathered in these tests. You may get up this minute and walk out the door, and you may continue your career undisturbed – a career which will undoubtedly be successful."
I thought it over. Warnings like this weren't to be taken lightly, and he was trying to make it as easy as possible on me. Shagrath was making sure that I knew that nothing was forcing me into whatever mission he had planned, and that there would be no consequences if I decided I wanted to just jump out and go back to my old job. And that in his view some part of the job he wanted me to do would not sit well with me, and would have to be kept secret even from Taelin and the Families, let alone my own family. But… "Sir, the questions I have are pretty simple: is the job you have in mind something that other people can do, and will I be serving the Empire better by doing it than by going back to my regular career?"
Shagrath nodded. "Reasonable questions, Commander. Can other people do this job? Perhaps. Almost certainly, given time and effort; few people are so unique that none can be found to take their place. However, I will be honest with you and say that at this time I know of no one else who would be anywhere near as appropriate a candidate as yourself, not in all the people we have surveyed – and that has been a considerable number, Commander.
"And, again in all honesty… no, I do not think you would serve the Empire as well as an ordinary Navy officer as you would by taking on this assignment. It is that important."
"Then," I said firmly, "I will hear the details of this assignment, Prime Monitor Shagrath. And if, for whatever reason, I decide not to take the assignment, I will still remain completely silent on whatever you tell me. In the name of the Emperor and the Six and the One."
It was odd. He seemed to both relax and grow more tense at the same time. "Very well, Commander." He leaned forward. "Commander, what exactly do you know about psionics? Take your time; I want to know everything, whatever you have heard, whatever you have guessed, whatever you know."
Psionics clearly had something to do with this project – that had been obvious from the beginning – so I made sure I had my thoughts in order before I spoke. "Psionics, or in the language of Atlantaea rannon, are special abilities of certain beings to affect the world around them through no instrumentality other than their own minds. These abilities are divided, roughly, into four main categories: mind-focused powers, such as telepathy, empathy, memory alteration, mindshields, and so on; powers of broad material effect such as telekinesis, cryokinesis, pyrokinesis, combat shielding, and the like; self-enhancement abilities that permit the boosting of strength, speed, and other abilities to superhuman levels; and spacetime-affecting abilities like teleportation. The Atlantaean records that we have, fragmentary though they are, indicate that they had a very detailed nomenclature for these capabilities, and some people have suggested that it was really psionic power which was the so-called magic of the ancient culture.This seems very unlikely, however."
"And why is that, Commander?"
"Well, there are a lot of reasons from my point of view, but from a purely scientific view, it's because the psi power in human beings is either physically damaging, causing organic brain damage, or has some effect on the presumed nonphysical component of the mind; either way, the result is megalomania and sociopathy – usually more pronounced with greater power. We don't know which type of damage is actually responsible, because we simply haven't had the chance to study many human psis; they're generally too dangerous to even attempt to capture in most areas. It may be related to the kind of damage we see around people who have been inadvertently exposed to a very poorly tuned DT generator." I glanced at him; he nodded. "That's because one of the few things we know about psionics is that it's somehow related to the Dimensional Tap effect. It's obvious that the human body can't generate enough energy through the brain alone to do more than move an ID card around, let alone incinerate a city like the Black Dragon did thirty years ago. Psis get their power from elsewhere; a miniature, controlled Dimensional Tap appears to be the only reasonable mechanism, although just how it works we'll never be able to say without extensive research. It's something inborn, though; you can't study to become a Psi, and we can't generate the same effects with machines – well, not without having a machine that thinks, and there's definitely a cure that would be worse than the disease. Psionic shields and nullifiers proved that the effect was dimensional related; they project a dimensional distortion around the area in such a manner as to disrupt whatever control the psis have."
"Well described so far. Go on. Tell me about ultras."
"Psionic individuals come in different strengths, just like any other group of people will vary in their abilities." I said. "Most psis tend to be able to do a very limited set of tricks, though they may be pretty strong in one or two of them. But whatever they're born with is all they get; if they start out as a telepath with no telekinetic ability, they'll never have telekinesis.
"A very few psis have wide-ranging powers, covering three or even all four general categories of psi power. And every once in a while, someone comes along who is, well, the equivalent of a supergenius compared to the average thinker. Where a practiced telekinetic of the wide-ranging sort may be able to levitate and move a skycar, one of these super-psionics, which are generally called ultrapsis or ultras (the Atlantaean word was probably terrannon) could lift and throw the building that the skycar was parked on. The Black Dragon had to be fought on the scale of a warship, not like any ordinary living being. The same's true of any ultra – Jiilna, Maldron the Earthshaker, Poitrettan, and so on. They're strong in just about everything, but in some particular talent they're almost unimaginably powerful. Portable psi-screens are of barely any use against them; you need a base-scale generator to hold one off.
"The main problem for the Empire overall is that some races – the Z –zchorada," I stumbled slightly over the name, with all its hateful associations, "the Ptial, the Uralians – not the Ghek'Nan, thank Torline and Niaadea! – have psionic capabilities that don't create psychopathy. We don't know why; some theorize that psi in humans was an incomplete mutation, or a botched attempt by someone way back in history – maybe even in Atlantaea – to give humans these powers. As the vast majority of our citizenry – 90% or so – is human or humanoid, this means that we have no effective psi resources to draw upon. Being totally honest, with our experiences most of the Empire fears and hates psionics, to the point that we don't even have any significant member races with psi capability; the Chakron, for instance, diverged from the Zchorada in such a way that they apparently have almost none of that potential left, except the species-specific bonding found in their nests. And that, alone, is still enough to make many people afraid of them." I was able to speak about this dispassionately, though it caused several twinges of guilt to think of the fact that I now found the thought frightening, when before I would be around Zakhla without even really thinking of the fact that he had some inherent psi ability. I went on.
"Unfortunately, a psi can't be sensed, except by another psi, can't be fought, except by another psi, and if he's powerful, can't be stopped easily at all. You can't put psishields all over the place – they're too energy intensive, can break down pretty fast if something goes wrong, and so on. Ordinary people could barely lift even the smallest psi-screen. I suppose a Chakron or – um, what was that race, the new one I've seen a couple of, the furry ones… anyway, a really big sentient could carry a personal generator, but for the most part they're restricted to powered armor, armored vehicles, and critical installations. Especially since they're D-interference based, and that tends to seriously impact all our other D-technology, including communications, weapons, and regular shielding, without careful balancing."
"An excellent summation, Commander. Which contains one slight untruth. We now have on record one man who has, in fact, successfully fought a quite powerful, though admittedly not Ultra-level, psionic, without either shielding or personal psi abilities." I said nothing to this; I considered it at least partly luck, but I couldn't argue that the situation was definitely unique. "Your summation also leaves out a few facts, not because you neglected to address them, but because you were unaware of them. Some men in your position would have guessed it long since, but you are something more of a patriot and less of a cynic than many others. Which, as I have said, is precisely the sort of man I had hoped to find.
"Commander Varan, the Empire cannot afford this vulnerability. Zchorada can pass as Chakron, as you well know, and this gives them the ability to infiltrate psispies into the Empire. Other races can do similarly. While we make every effort to secure our bases, we cannot keep all of those who know vital secrets constantly in screened compounds. We cannot ban entire species from serving the Empire in whatever capacity they are suited without risking their alienation and defection to another stellar nation.
"Therefore, for quite some years now, the Empire has been making use of psionic agents to ensure our security."
I stared at him, feeling cold. "But… what about…"
"… insanity, megalomania, and paranoia? Exactly our current problem, Commander. We need these people – make no mistake about it, Commander Varan, they have saved the Empire from countless dangers over the years. And many of them begin as loyal citizens. We recruit them when we can, give them at least a chance to do some good before the rot sets in, and give ourselves a chance to detect their breakdown early and keep them from becoming public dangers themselves." He sighed and shook his head. "We are not, I am afraid, always successful. And the more powerful and useful a psi agent is, the more easily he or she can conceal their degeneration until they are ready to act. This has proven extremely costly on occasion. One of which you have already mentioned."
"Torline's… Swords. The Black Dragon…?"
"…Was one of our best agents. Until he decided he was powerful enough to set up his own little empire, disappeared, and was uncovered some years later as the absolute dictator of some unfortunate backwater world. It took two fronts of warships, a year, and over five million lives to first force him off that planet and then catch him between sufficient firepower to take him down." He was silent for a moment. "The most … horrible thing about this, Commander, is that even with such costs – speaking as a man of policy and strategy, and not one of feeling – the use of psionic agents has still been worth it. We simply cannot afford to be completely unarmed against an entire class of direct and indirect weapons."
I suppose I should have realized all of this long ago. The political and strategic necessities were clear. But everyone knew what human psis were like. They weren't agents. They weren't military heroes. They weren't really even human any more, just monsters in human form, as much demons as the things that had brought down the Seven Towers. But here was Prime Monitor Shagrath, telling me that they were indeed still human, human enough to put their few months or years of sanity to work for their people, knowing that as soon as they started to show signs of the inevitable their own government would have them blasted to ashes. It was horrible, and tragic, and repellent. "So…" I said finally, "What is it that I can do?"
"As I am sure you now realize," Shagrath replied, "Dr. Sooovickalassa is studying the nature of psionic abilities. He does so from a rather… unique perspective. Doctor?"
"Psionic all of R'thann are. Cripple defective I am, mindblind. Exile for that am sentenced to. Intellect unaffected psionic absence by, knowledge bring Empire to of psionics, welcomed then." The green-and-gold alien said after a pause.
Well, now I didn't have to guess any more. No wonder Shagrath said that there were 'serious questions' about how peaceful the contact between Thann'ta and the Empire would remain. The entire race psionic, to the point that they considered people without the ability a useless cripple! The latter didn't speak well to their culture, either. The Empire doesn't go around exiling cripples. "So you had both a lot of specific knowledge of psionic science, and a sinking-sure reason to want to work with us."
"And," Shagrath continued the thought, "As we do have psi agents – not many, but a few at any given time who are still sane – we have been able to start and continue useful studies of human psi abilities, and compare them with Dr. Sooovickalassa's knowledge of how his own species' abilities function. It was his theory that psionic abilities existed in potential for a far greater number of human beings than actually manifested the powers, and that such people should show at least some resistance to psi activity. If they could be located, he believed that he could awaken those dormant abilities in a controlled and directed fashion so as to create a stable human psionic, one who would not slowly go insane."
The R'Thann exile took up the narrative in his own mangled version of Oron. Some candidates had been located by our psispies through careful examination of the reaction of thousands of people to covert mindprobes. Some were deemed trustworthy enough to bring into the project – clearly it wouldn't do to just drag random people off the street and subject them to experimental processes, especially ones designed to tamper with the most basic functioning of the mind. A few had actually undergone the process.
"And… did it work?"
"To an extent." Shagrath said. "Some of the early subjects… died. They knew the risks, but it made the results no easier for any of us. Once Dr. Sooovickalassa understood what was causing the fatalities, he adjusted the process and the next subject survived. She developed significant telepathic abilities, which then faded after a few months; she appeared to suffer no undue side effects of these powers, aside from perfectly normal exhilaration at first gaining them, and some depression after losing them. A combination of continuing experimental work showed similar effects in the other subjects we have tried thus far; repeat treatments have no apparent effect at all."
"Cause possible theory revised demonstrated." Sooovickalassa continued. The test subjects, he explained, did have some psionic potential, but the tools that brought out that potential had limits that were based directly on the potential to be brought out. In a sense, it was like trying to stamp a design into some target object. The test subjects so far were like gelatin. They COULD hold a shape, unlike, say, water, but if your shaping tools were limited to the same strength, you were trying to shape the gelatin with jellylike tools; at most you made a temporary impression, a set of dents that smoothed themselves out in time.
"Well, what about just modifying something that's already shaped? Why didn't you use this on one of your current psi agents? Then they'd be able to continue working for you and everyone would be happy."
"Do you think we neglected to think of that? In point of fact, that was the first experiment I ordered – against Dr. Sooovickalassa's advice, I will confess. And he was entirely right, although he was not able to describe clearly the reason it was doomed to failure until after he was able to examine the readings from that ill-fated test." Shagrath frowned, broodingly. "We lost one of the Empire's best agents that day."
The problem, Dr. Sooovickalassa said, was that the process was trying to force a completely different pattern onto something that already existed. "Interference destructive psionic extant powers creates." I nodded. Tree-sculptors came to mind. If you took a tree and pruned it and bent it and guided it as it grew, you could create a towering sculpture in living wood. But if you tried to take a tree that had already grown and force it into the same shape, you'd end up with a lot of shredded and broken wood.
"So," Shagrath said, "we have been attempting to locate people with greater potential which has, in fact, never been awakened. Why it awakens naturally in some people, we don't know. Possibly specific environmental influences, or the number of copies of a particular gene, or any one of a number of other possibilities, we just do not know. We have been searching for some time… and then in came the report of the action on Outpost Tangia, and the quite extraordinary story of a certain Commander Sasham Varan." He nodded gravely at me. "After his examination, Dr. Sooovickalassa has determined that you do have greater potential than any of the people tested to date – far greater. If, as the analogy said, our prior subjects were varying firmnesses of gelatin, you appear to have the potential of steel, at least. And steel tools on steel will leave very lasting impressions indeed."
So there it was. He didn't need to be explicit. They wanted me to undergo a process to turn me – me – into a psionic. Into one of the human monsters I'd heard of since I was a kid. I hadn't said anything about it, but I suspected Shagrath knew that my uncle had been present during the final battle against the Black Dragon, and the stories he told were enough to leave me awake nights; seeing friends going up like incendiary bombs when their personal shields failed, walking through a warship that should have ten thousand crewmen on board and finding only slag and ashes… and I had had my own encounter now, with a mind inside my own, trying to crush out every bit of resistance and thought. Was that something I wanted to become?
"S… sir. Could I think about this for a while?"
"Certainly, Commander. But understand that you have now entered the realm of subjects which you may discuss with no one outside of this lab, not even your closest friends and family. Your own reaction should tell you why."
"Yes, sir." I gave the Sign to both him and Sooovickalassa, and left. 
I doubted I would get much sleep that night. 



Chapter 18.
Varan:
"Discomfort feeling now you should not." The R'Thann scientist said matter-of-factly.
I felt there were considerable grounds for me to disagree, but I suspected he meant from the procedure itself. Strapped down by form-fitting metallic shackles to a pallet at the center of a nightmarish array of emitters, sensors, processors, field-generators, and other devices, injectors integrated into the armlocks, I was far from comfortable and, despite all Sooovickalassa's reassurances, not at all relaxed. 
It had taken me two days to decide what I was going to do – two days made more difficult by the fact that I had to maintain a reasonably cheerful façade in front of Taelin and the others, since I couldn't discuss anything with them. This decision had to be made entirely on my own; the Prime Monitor wasn't pressing me one way or the other, and that was probably the right way to handle it. But that didn't make it easier.
In the end, I made the decision I'd known I would. My family's been Navy for generations – according to tradition, since the days of Atlantaea itself, though that's of course almost impossible. We've served the Reborn Empire faithfully ever since Korealis was brought in and restored to interstellar capability by the Tenth Survey Fleet, almost three thousand years ago. Turn down a mission of such importance, even with all its risks? Kattasi for me, no matter what Shagrath or anyone else thought. The important thing would be that I would know that I had failed the Empire when put to the final test.
"When will I feel something?" I asked finally.
"Nothing during procedure feel should you." He continued by saying that once the actual work began, I would probably be unconscious for most of it, and that until I actually was psionic, I didn't have the senses to detect the changes being done. Unless, of course, I deliberately brought up that somewhat-effective defense of mine, but his guess was that if I was stupid enough to do that, I'd probably die or be rendered seriously brain-damaged; pitting one's untrained and unpowered mind against Dimensional Tap powered generators wasn't the brightest idea. I assured him I had no intention whatsoever of trying to oppose the procedure. I was just nervous.
"A relaxant will be given in a few moments, Commander." Shagrath said. While there were other people aware of the program – the Emperor, of course, some of the current crop of psionic agents, a few high-ranking Monitors, and possibly a couple of others – here there were just the three: myself, the Prime Monitor, and Doctor Sooovickalassa. "We do not want you to even inadvertently try to resist the process, which in semiconsciousness you may."
I felt a faint coolness on one arm, and the room almost immediately looked warmer, the surrounding instrumentation less clinically menacing. "Yeah, that's better."
"Well, then, I bid you farewell, Commander. The fewer minds nearby, the less potential for interference. Doctor."
The glittering golden gaze followed Shagrath to the door, only returning to the readouts after he had left. "Begin now shall we."
As twin emitters, vaguely reminiscent of DD-drive focal hypercones, began to hum, the world started fading away. I drifted into a dreamworld of gray and green and black, vague shadows, twinges of undefined sensation, distant voices of unknown origin. Currents of falling gravity tumbled me languidly, and I tried with only the feeblest sense of self to move within them. 
Slowly, to my very sluggish surprise, things lightened. I heard muffled voices… the Prime Monitor and Sooovickalassa. I couldn't lift my eyelids, they felt heavier than an entire bulkhead, but I was aware, in a disembodied sort of way, of the conversation. Of the intensity of emotion in the voices.
"… stage as I ordered you, Doctor."
"Determined safe grid exponential stage is not." The scientist protested, the sounds falling on my consciousness but having no immediate meaning. He went on, saying that the time for that would come later, after verification of success. Vague feelings of wire-edged nervousness and caution echoed from somewhere, but it didn't feel like me.
"And what of the fact that after-the-fact processing has been shown lethal or ineffective, depending on the subject? No, Doctor. He is the only candidate of nearly this quality we have gotten, and you will apply all possible methods to get me the best results." A heavy foreboding resounded with those words, odd given that my own feelings seemed almost nonexistent.
"Negative. Refusal absolute." I felt a very slight surprise. Given his position – basically utterly dependent on the Empire, no homeworld to go to – Dr. Sooovickalassa was taking a hell of a risk to oppose Shagrath.
"Absolute?" The voice was almost conversational. "No refusal is absolute, Doctor. You will change your mind."
I did not hear the next sentence.
For just a moment – a fraction of a moment, a splintered second of Eternity – the anger within the Prime Monitor focused entirely on Sooovickalassa, and burst forth into my mind, a mind that must have just now begun to receive impressions from outside. And if I had not been shackled, held by alloy and drug and suppression field, I would have screamed until my throat tore. 
Once, during the Ghek'Nan Extermination, in the jungles of Xhaltine, I'd come into a wrecked room and seen a figure seated across from me. Relieved to find even one survivor, I'd started forward. But the poor tzil had been caught in the worst part of the jungle without a mask, without immunizations, and what rose slowly to its feet in my shaking light had been an oozing, slick-black mass of writhing semi-fungal growths, a shambling mockery of a man made of parasites and symbiotes dedicated to nothing but consumption and decay.
The space-black fury of Shagrath was the very essence of that image, cold yet burning darkness, repellent, a loathsome hunger lurking within the shell of a human mask, screaming silent rage at the little creature before it that dared balk its plans. The R'Thann exile died a thousand horrific deaths in that timeless instant, before Shagrath got his… its anger under control. "You will change your mind. Or I will have someone else complete the experiment. Despite the risks. Decide, Doctor. Now."
My drugged consciousness was running in panicked mental circles, and I barely heard the reply; Sooovickalassa acknowledged that if someone else ran the rest of the procedure, they'd be more likely to kill or hurt me even without this additional stage than he would even going through with it. "Agreed. Protesting however."
"Protest noted. Proceed."
There was a faint humming, and once more consciousness faded. 



Chapter 19.
Varan:
Aching pain. Fear. Red-black light. Mumbling voices, whispers, shouts of half-understood words, thundering nausea in my gut, horror waiting, waiting to emerge when I could remember the reason. I heard a gabble of nonsense:
…wait to get Off of that you will isn't the HEY THE READINGS JUMPED hope she doesn't catch TC Conversion Radius 10,119.5, that's a little Oh, sink it, I'll have to I'LL LET THE PRIME MONITOR KNOW Six and One…
Only it was worse than that, the words not separate but dozens of them all at once, yet somehow all trying to make sense, and behind it all a faint yet piercing chorus of whispering cold voices that spoke no language I understood. The words "PRIME MONITOR" caused the horror to leap screaming out of the darkness. I shook my head against that memory, felt actual feeble movement, and the physical sensation was enough to anchor me, remind me that I was still alive NOW, but how much longer was in question. I grasped at that feeble thought, tried to focus, past the fear, past the sick queasiness and blood-red pain. Once more I turned to the best discipline I knew, to the White Vision, the comfort of blankness, a whiteout of a blizzard on Korealis, nothing save the brightness of the sun spread even and soft and crystal-pure.
The pain tried to increase, but the nausea retreated, and the hideous gabble of voices began to fade. I felt… odd, something else strange in my head, cool and smooth and blade-sharp reinforcing my meditation in a way I'd never imagined and couldn't… quite… understand. But right now I needed the relief, the clarity of silence, as I'd never needed it before, so I accepted the alien assistance, built on it, vaulted straight from White Vision past yet touching all of Heart Center, Red Vision, Hand Center, Clear Vision, Deep Center, Wind Vision, to the High Center and the uttermost quiet of the self. 
And it was quiet, a quiet that was both normal and suddenly unfamiliar, as though while I lay unconscious I'd become accustomed to a thundrous tide of incomprehensible voices. I opened my eyes. 
The bright white light stung for a moment, but no worse than usual after a long time sleeping. I was in a clean, high-ceilinged room, painted in whites with rose and gold highlights, with the scanning and recording equipment expected in a top hospital room. An intravenous line ran into my arm, and as I sat up, the door opened. For a split second I was sure it was Shagrath and my heart tried to give a panicked leap and go straight to TC Conversion out of my chest. I just barely managed to hold on to High Center.
But it was a pretty, dark-haired Healer. "Awake at last, Commander Varan! That's a relief!" She gave me the Sign, which I returned rather shakily. "I've notified the Prime Monitor, but even though he's been very interested in your condition he says he won't be able to get here for a while."
She helped me sit up, the bed following me and adjusting automatically. "D…Doctor Sooovickalassa?" I asked, my voice being awfully weak after … how long? … without being used.
"The R'Thann? He's on sleep cycle. Checked up on you a few hours ago."
I cautiously relaxed, maintaining my interior focus, but trying to feel my way around the… mental area? Part of my mind? There weren't good words for this… where I'd been hearing those babbling voices. I felt that cold, smooth alien presence in my head seem to … slide back? … a bit, and I heard that one voice, the one that had seemed to blare out far louder than all the others, but much fainter, with only the slightest trace of the other babblings in the background: …looks still almost ready to faint. Poor man. I wonder what the project is, exactly? If the Prime Monitor's directly involved, it must mean something important. If I can do well on this assignment, it might…
She was turning away, going for something on one of the counters to one side, when it penetrated my understanding: those had to be her thoughts. I was hearing what she was thinking.
I was a telepath. A psionic! The treatment had worked!
The impact of that realization caused me to shake my head in denial and disbelief and confusion. I would never have expected such impact from so ambivalent a reaction; I was simultaneously excited, revolted, terrified, worried, exultant… A dozen reactions, and all of them extreme. I sagged back into the cushions.
Then my practical side took over. I had to figure out if I was really hearing her thoughts or not. I opened my eyes again and watched as she came over with a set of hand scanners. "What's your name, Healer?"
A split second before she actually answered, I heard: My name's Lorri Vanya. Healer Lorri Vanya... Yes, I actually made Healer, just three weeks ago... Towers, that was hard, scary-hard testing, but I did make it. And you might just make my career go places if you're as important as I think you are, Commander Varan…
The soundless monologue continued as she said, "Vanya. Lorri Vanya."
Verified. I'd known her name before she said it. And, I realized, I'd heard several sentences in the time it'd taken her to process the question – surely one of the easiest questions anyone could be asked – and start to answer. Let me verify one of the other pieces of information that had come from that stream of thought, I decided. One's mind is a funny thing, and it was possible I'd convinced myself I'd heard the name in my head before she answered. But there was a specific piece of information in that stream of thought, and if I could verify it in words… "Can I get something to eat?" I asked to continue the conversation, as she finished running the hand scanners up and down me to verify the automatics' readings.
"Certainly, Commander. A little light broth first, to make sure you keep it down, and then something more substantial."
She went to the unikitchen on the other side of the room. "How are you feeling?"
"Headache. Seems to be fading a little. I was sick to my stomach earlier, but that's gone." I debated with myself about some of my other symptoms, decided not to mention them yet. 
"Not surprising after any major experimental work. Clearly not surgery – no wounds – but I'd guess it's a neuro experiment."
I raised an eyebrow. "You're good. Been a Healer a while, I'd guess."
She laughed. "I may be good, but I'm afraid not from experience. Got my Healer ring only three weeks ago, and it felt like just barely, too." She turned back from the little food preparation unit, a small tray in her hands.
No doubt about it. That time I knew how long she'd been a Healer and how hard she felt it was, even before I brought up the subject. I was really reading her mind. I shivered slightly at the thought, making me almost drop the soup as Lorri handed it to me."Careful, Commander!"
"Sorry. Call me Sasham, anyway. Commander is for when I'm in uniform, which I'm clearly not right now."
She smiled. "Very well, Sasham." I like that accent he has. And he's not bad looking now that he's not so pale. This was accompanied by a very personal evaluation of my physique in images as well as words; I was starting to notice that even individuals had layers of parallel thoughts, multiple threads of cogitation moving simultaneously. I was however more aware of the nature of those thoughts than of the interesting philosophical implications thereof.
If I hadn't been in High Center already, I think I might have given myself away by a blush or worse. I kept eating the soup, but quickly forced myself back into the pure quiet, sealing off my perception of her thoughts, feeling guilty and angry. I had no business hearing what other people thought. "You say the Prime Monitor won't be here for a while?" I said, trying to keep my voice under control – interested, maybe eager, but certainly not scared, that was the impression to project.
"I'm not sure how long, C – Sasham, but he gave the impression that it might be an hour or so before he could get free of prior commitments."
I smiled. It felt incredibly phony to me, but she didn't seem to notice anything wrong. "Well, there's no hurry. I'm not going anywhere right now, and I don't think he'll be doing any tests until the good Doctor is up."
"Probably, but he had left very emphatic instructions that he be notified the very moment you were awake." She lowered her voice and almost whispered, "He sounded very annoyed that he wasn't able to come down immediately."
I gave an assenting, noncommital nod. "Unfortunately I can't discuss exactly why that might be, Lorri." I closed my eyes a moment. "The soup seems to be okay, but I think I'll wait a while on anything else. Maybe rest until the Monitor gets here."
"Press the call button if you need anything, then. Seven Standing, Commander." She gave me the Sign, which I returned with the usual "Standing and Unfallen" and the Sign.
As the door closed behind her, I sagged back into the cushions. Torline's SWORDS! What in the name of all the worlds was I going to do? I had a momentary impulse to grab my clothes and get out of here. Except I had only the vaguest idea where "here" was – somewhere on the three hundred-plus square kilometers of Silan-Luria base, I was pretty sure – and even if I knew, where was I going to go? I was that classic and hackneyed staple of mediocre adventure stories since probably the days of Atlantaea, the Man Who Knew Too Much. Running would tell Shagrath exactly what I knew. That the Prime Monitor wasn't what he appeared to be. That he wasn't even the species he appeared to be. He wasn't interested in the safety of the Empire, or of any of the people around him. The mind I'd glimpsed in that incandescent, dark-glowing rage was monstrous, something I could only call Demonic. I shuddered, as the realization and dread sank deeper. Demonic, exactly. Perhaps Shagrath was a Demon. Atlantaea's memory lived on; its descendants were rebuilding. Perhaps the ones who brought low the Seven Towers had their own descendants, ones who saw the Empire as a new threat or an offense.
But to most people, that would be the talk of a madman, or at least a foolish Seeker fanatic. Especially since I hadn't a single shred of evidence. I'd learned what I knew by pure random chance, and at the moment, Shagrath didn't know I knew anything. There was no sane reason for me to try to escape. Be upset, yes, be confused, in pain, angry, whatever, but no reason to run. I'd volunteered for the treatment, knowing what it was supposed to do to me.If I was going to get out of this alive, I had to convince him I was still a loyal, reliable servant of the Empire who still thought of him as I had just a couple of days ago… or a couple of days plus however much time I'd been out. 
Another terrible, deep pain struck me then, of the betrayal involved. Part of it was simply personal: I had believed in the Shagrath I had seen there, the man who held possibly the most lonely, dangerous position in all the Empire, the watcher over all security, yet surrounded by people who watched him to make sure that he didn't abuse that position. I had believed in him, been convinced by the sincerity he projected, the knowledge of decisions made that would cost the lives of good people across the Empire even if the decision was the right one. And it had all been a lie, and worse, a lie that he was getting away with telling to the entire Galaxy. 
That was the other part of the horror. This monster stood at the right hand of the Emperor, directed policy across the Fleets, Navy and Guardsmen alike. The Five Families advised; the Emperor ordered. But the Prime Monitor was the source of much of their information, was the guiding hand in many choices. A fresh shock of horror hit me. How many things like him WERE there? How many of the people I saw every day were like him? Was he alone, or were there dozens, hundreds, thousands of his sort? 
I shook my head again and focused. Those questions weren't relevant now. I had to survive long enough to make them relevant, and that meant I had to be ready to confront Shagrath. I had to focus on my cover story – what had so few hours ago been the honest truth – and make myself believe it, or at least make it look like I did. I might have to do this for weeks. But I had to do it. I had to succeed. If I didn't, even if there was only Shagrath, the Empire was in deadly danger. And one part of the act would be pure truth. I still served the Empire I was sworn to twenty years ago.
So. Loyal Sasham Varan. Psionic, now. Shocked by the swiftness that it worked, okay, that's good. Bit horrified by reading people's minds, there's some truth, and it's what would have been truth anyway. Curious about what else I can do. Eager to return to duty – what kind of assignments will I have? I had to wonder, actually, what Shagrath was up to. Whatever it was, it couldn't be good. Could it be that he actually WANTED disasters like the Black Dragon? Ugh. 
Come on, Sasham. Keep focused on the task at hand. The High Center had to be maintained – it gave me an anchor and calmness to use inside, to guide my actions in reaction that seemed instantaneous yet was fully considered. Now, what would I be doing while waiting?
"Examining my abilities, of course." I answered myself. Scared, repelled, or not, this was the purpose of the program, and I wouldn't waste time trying to pretend they didn't exist.
All right… clearly that incomprehensible babble I'd heard before came from a lot of minds within my range. I'd managed to lower my defenses partly before; the question now was, could I sort out all those voices? It seemed possible to at least some extent; I'd heard Lorri Vanya, but the other voices had been filtered, almost inaudible. But that was the simple approach: listen to the loudest noise. Could I do the equivalent of what most people can do in a crowded room – listen to a particular voice or particular noise, even if it isn't the loudest?
I tried relaxing the barrier again. The babble started to come through; I heard Lorri Vanya's nearby voice, a chaotic hum of other voices from whispers to distant shouts underneath. I tried to focus past the obvious noise of Lorri's thoughts. At first it didn't seem to work. Instead, I heard her louder than ever; the more I focused on trying to both stay "open" to reception and yet push her thoughts away, the more I heard from her – and the more underlayers of thought I started seeing. I shut down, backed off. Not the right way to do it.
A moment's thought showed me the likely error I was making. No matter what my initial attempt's purpose was, the actuality was that I had been focusing my actual attention on Lorri's thought-voice. If that was the problem, I had to reverse the approach. I had to pick out some particular other thought-voice and try to focus on it directly.
This time I opened enough to hear the faint babble and distinguish the garbled, intermingled word-thoughts. I picked up on one fragment that was repeating something familiar, focused on it. The smooth, precise mental structure that was, yet wasn't exactly, a part of me, seemed to click and lock down a sort of window, a filter, and there it was, a single voice with only the slightest echoing voices as background. "…and Torline sheathed his Swords, and, carrying Niaadea's body, walked across the water, away from where the great City had once stood, where now were only endless waves, and he wept. And after two days he came to land, and made a great pyre, and bade the Eternal Queen and his Lost Son and all of Great Atlantaea farewell…" Someone… a man… was reading the Book of the Fall. Sounded like one of the Repentant editions, but I couldn't be sure with that short a piece. I pushed the mindwall back into place.
Now what? I'd proved the basic principle, and I didn't really feel like eavesdropping on more people I didn't know. Telepathy implied the ability to do things like that mindcrawling Zchorada had done to me, but even if I could overcome the twist in my gut about trying it, I wasn't about to try on someone who didn't know what was coming. Leave that for the real experiments, if it got to that point. 
Telekinesis? That I could try. Doctor Sooovickalassa and Shagrath had both talked about my high potential, so it seemed likely I would have at least a couple of the broad categories, and maybe all of them. Let's see… ah, a noteclamp. Small little metal object lying on the counter over there. Now, how would that work? I guess I'd just focus on moving it, right? The point of psis was that they just thought about having something happen and it did. They had to focus on it – otherwise things would happen around them constantly, without control – but there wasn't supposed to be anything strangely esoteric about the way in which they worked. If there was, the natural psis would never get a handle on their powers before someone caught them. I looked carefully at the little noteclamp, focused on it, held up my hand, and then visualized a sort of strong pull yanking the wire structure from the counter to me.
A sort of smooth tightening across my temples and a high singing sound inside my skull, and the noteclamp suddenly leaped off the counter, blurringly fast, smacking my hand so hard that it tingled, despite the fact that the noteclamp weighed barely anything at all. I stared at the innocuous little device, a twining of metal to hold papers and notes together, and rubbed my hand. Telekinetic indeed. I shouldn't have visualized yanking the thing so hard. 
For the first time, I felt a trickle of satisfaction, of wonder. I couldn't deny the fact that there was a thrill and a joy to being able to do something so… so magical. This was also pretty sobering, since it meant the fate of other psis was even more horrid; what felt like a magnificent blessing, a miracle, turned into a curse that led to your own death.
Enough musing. Let's see if I can get a little control over this.
It took a few more tries, but eventually I managed to float the noteclamp more sedately back across the room and onto the counter. Exact placement I couldn't manage; that was going to take serious practice. My head was starting to ache again in a peculiar fashion which, I guessed, meant that I was pushing things. I leaned back again, reinforcing my meditation and the wall around my mind. 
It was funny, I could almost think of that wall as an actual wall, something that could be shaped and colored, though not with paints. With thoughts, I guess. Maybe that's how psispies dealt with each other? I knew that there were certainly cases of a psispy managing to fool other psi counterspies, at least in other star nations, so they must have some way of faking the "right" thoughts.
At that point, I heard footsteps, and the door opened.
"Commander Varan! Exellent, excellent. It is so good to see you well." Resplendent in his black and silver, sensevisor gleaming brightly in the light, Prime Monitor Shagrath smiled warmly at me.
My very heart seemed to stop dead. A pulse of mental power had accompanied those words, a ripple that washed out and touched, delicately but unmistakably, upon my mindwall.
Prime Monitor Shagrath was a psionic. 



Chapter 20.
Shagrath:
He felt the new-built barriers around the human's mind quiver. The smile grew ever so slightly wider, though the man could hardly suspect the reason for the smile. No doubt he believed that his barrier remained a blank wall, and he himself in perfect control. Let him. At the moment, it was important to let him feel less threatened, to explain all the things around him with plausible half-truths, and discover how well the R'Thann's treatment had worked this time. From the momentary sensations, it appeared that they may well have succeeded, despite Sooovickalassa's misgivings. A good thing for the Doctor, if true.
"I sense that you've already awakened to some considerable differences, Commander." He said. "And noticed one in myself."
"You're… you're a psionic." He had to give credit to Varan's discipline. Despite what must be a truly horrific surprise, only a small hesitation and a widening of the eyes – and a rather amusing attempt to stiffen the mental barrier he had managed to erect – showed the confusion and fear that the Navy officer must be undergoing.
"Yes." He dropped the smile, let the expression become one of great weariness. "The only sane human psionic alive, Commander, and I have no idea why… or whether I will wake up tomorrow with the first symptoms of madness growing in me.
"Why do you think I, personally, imposed multiple checkups on the mental profiling of all Monitors – including myself? Undoubtedly, Commander, I am a criminal – technically – under our own laws. I cannot argue that. But I knew I was perfectly sane. I also knew how much the Empire needed people like me. I worked my way up, using my powers as sparingly as possible, never harming anyone as far as I know." The last sentence was really quite amusing, as it was true… depending on how one defined "anyone". If by that word you meant "humans", well, it was a bald-faced lie. But if by that you meant "people", as in, those of your own kind, it was perfectly true.
"But…" Varan appeared to be at a loss. Excellent. It meant that he was starting to buy the explanation – which was, if you accepted the Imperial ideals, a perfectly reasonable one. 
"Commander, you can walk out of this room and denounce me," he said gravely. "And, perhaps, you would be able to make that denunciation stick. You have many friends in high places. But I have done everything for the sake of the Empire. I have protected the Empire from psionic spies, and from madmen, and I have devoted this entire project to a dual ideal, one that I sincerely hope you share: firstly, to make the Empire capable, finally, of defending itself from alien psionics without using men and women who are doomed to becoming, themselves, alien enemies to be destroyed. Secondly, to find the answer to why I am not like others, why all the others go mad, and to make it so that it never happens again – so that those who awaken with these powers will know joy, not horror."
He watched the expressions that shifted subtly over the dark-skinned face. He could, of course, just brush aside the human's defenses and find out exactly what he was thinking, but it wasn't necessary – yet. If he was the paragon he seemed to be, he'd come to cooperate from idealism. If, as seemed more likely to Shagrath, he was a man who simply had never encountered something that really tested his morals, he would come to enjoy the power and be easily led to be a more useful tool. In all his very long years, he'd encountered vanishingly few paragons; almost all beings were corruptible if you found the right bait, and the bait of power over other minds and the world around you was, perhaps, the most universal of them. 
Varan seemed to have come to some kind of decision. The mindwall stopped wavering but relaxed slightly, letting hints of emotion and thought come through. The man was still unsettled, nervous, but loyal to the Empire, and there was already a touch of eagerness relating to the power… ah, there, an image, he'd tested telekinesis already. Very good. "What about the madness, sir?" Varan finally said. "If it does come on you fairly quickly, what safeguard do you have to make sure that you can't, well…"
"…do a great deal of critical damage to the Empire? Well asked, Commander. I have entrusted my secret to a very few people – one, for example, is Borell Dellitama – who have both actual files on my nature, and an intention to never be caught outside of a psi-shielded area. If I begin to act in a peculiar fashion, or attempt to see them in certain ways, they will sound the alert across the Empire. These people have been allies and friends of mine, but they are also very much citizens of the Empire; two members of the Five Families, a few top members of the Guards and Navy. Yes, as Prime Monitor I could assist many of them to their positions. They know that part of my reason for this is specifically to ensure that I cannot become the monster that I fear." 
Again, truths… and lies. Borell Dellitama did indeed know what Shagrath truly was, but that was because he was not, strictly speaking, Borell Dellitama any more; similarly this was true of the other people he had mentioned. He wished he could do the same for everyone in positions of power, but for many reasons he did not dare, yet. Soon, but not yet.
Varan nodded. "I see. Well, sir, what I guess I need to know is, what next?"
"Next, Commander, Doctor Sooovickalassa will examine you and subject you to a variety of tests. Have you done any experimentation yet?"
The Navy officer looked slightly guilty and embarrassed. "A… few. I learned how to shut off the mindvoices I heard outside, and to listen in on specific ones after a while. And … I moved that noteclamp."
"Telekinesis and telepathy already. Perhaps … just perhaps… we have succeeded this time. We can only hope." He noted that if Varan already had that level of control, he might be unusually sensitive. Best to tell his very special allies to keep a good distance; while it was unlikely even a powerful human psionic could detect them, it was better to be safe than sorry, at least at the early stage. No point in taking risks. The role he envisioned for Commander Varan would be best played by a man who thought he knew exactly what the situation was, and acted from what he believed were the best motives… or, in the case of someone not entirely pure of heart, from what he believed were the most practical motives. Either one would work. 
What would not work – at least, not nearly as well – would be for Varan to suspect the existence of unseen forces within the Empire. "For a while, Commander, we will simply be testing you. Remember that our prior experiments seemed to work, then faded. If it seems that you are maintaining your abilities, we will then see what you are fully capable of, and then determine assignments for you. Some of them will undoubtedly be to seek out other men of your potential. Others will naturally be to locate and eliminate psionic spies, or rogue psis, from within the Empire. But I can assure you, we will have a great deal for you to do!" He laughed.
Varan managed a laugh, despite clearly still having to recover from multiple shocks. A rogue wisp of thought indicated that he was still worried about discovering that the Monitor was a psi; unsurprising, and in fact expected. But he'd be used to the idea in a few days. "I have no doubt of it, sir." He tried to stand, had a surprised look on his face as he almost fell.
"No, no, Commander. Don't rush things. I know you're the sort to do so, but it won't do now. The treatment affects your entire neural system, and has obvious side effects on the rest of you. I want you to take it very easy until Doctor Sooovickalassa is ready to examine you, and then you will follow his instructions precisely. Do you understand, Commander? No exaggeration of your undoubted toughness, no pretense to feeling better than you are. Every symptom, howsoever small, may be relevant to the success or failure of the experiment, and you are not to take any risks in this area. Bravado will not make you look better. Understood?"
Commander Varan nodded, sinking back into the bed with a chagrined expression. "Understood, sir."
"Then, until later, Commander." He gave the hated Sign, saw it returned, and left. 
He made sure he was well away from that section of the base before he opened his mind to a particular level, a sensation he found pleasant but, he suspected, a human psionic would find most distressing. Attend my commands. All shall depart the capital until I send word otherwise.
The reply was an echoing shriek, a many-layered scream of warming hunger and comforting bitter hatred. The reason?
I take no chances with my mission. You have no need to know the details at this time.
A waterfall of images, of probabilities and estimations of events. You remove us from the center of things. Advancement and control will progress more slowly. It was not an argument, but a statement and a warning; his allies did not wish to lose the advantages they had gained. Quite understandable, of course, and normally he would agree. But this man… 
Your concerns are noted. You will still depart.
His allies had other roles to play elsewhere. He could attend to Oro himself. And if the play unfolded as he had scripted it, Commander Sasham Varan would do more than any to bring about the ending Shagrath intended. 



Chapter 21.
Varan:
I got away with it.
That thought was just about the only one in my head for a long time after Shagrath left. I could still barely believe it. A combination of luck, my newly-awakened powers, and – I was sinking sure – the fact that Shagrath suspected nothing was what had saved me. If he'd even wondered about what I thought enough to bother, the mind I'd felt brush me with its uttermost edge would have torn my barrier apart like smoke in a hurricane. Like a hunter watching a windwailer from a snow-blind, the only protection I had was that the creature didn't attempt to kill me.
In the first instant of discovery, my mind had gone almost totally blank, the barrier staying up only because, I guessed – and then confirmed to myself – because it was an active effort to change the state of one's psionics. You had to decide to shut off the barrier. That blankness of mind probably saved me; I didn't HAVE an immediate reaction based on what I knew Shagrath was, because the fact that he was psionic knocked even that horror out of my thoughts for a moment. And so it just happened to mimic exactly what Shagrath must have expected – the shock, surprise, fear, and revulsion were directed at him being a psionic.
Then High Center caught up with my thoughts and I managed to keep from panicking a second time over the thought of the monster I'd seen in Shagrath's thoughts possessed of psionic abilities. Was that how he managed to walk around as a human being? Shift his shape or maybe just hide his appearance, and use his unsuspected powers to cover up the telltale differences on things like physical examinations and psychological profiling and conditioning? If so… he must be almost unimaginably powerful, an ultrapsi for sure, to be able to get away with it even in places like this base where there would be many areas that had permanent or near-permanent psionic dampener fields.
His long, self-serving monologue – which, I had to grudgingly admit, would have convinced me before, no question – had given me time to work in. I'd noticed that my thoughts seemed faster, and I'd had what seemed to be a very long time to work on the idea I'd had just before Shagrath arrived – that I might be able to "sculpt" the externals of the shield to show what I wanted, rather than what was really there. That weird cold sensation had come back, sometimes feeling almost like a set of strings, or the guiderails on a transfer capsule, pushing me or pulling me in certain directions as I tried to figure out how to make a shield that would let through only what I wanted, keep in that which I had to hide. It was an eerie and not at all comforting sensation; it did seem to be getting me to the results I wanted, but what was doing it, and why? Was I programmed somehow – did Shagrath, maybe, have some kind of override command already set up? That would explain his apparent lack of concern about bothering to read my real thoughts. He didn't need to. If I turned on him, he had a Tower still ready to play in this game.
Regardless, I'd followed that enigmatic guidance as well as my own disciplines and guesses, and… I must have pulled it off. He'd shown no sign of suspicion. Oh, he could be playing a deep and subtle game with me – the fact that he was here sure by the Seven showed that he was more than capable of it – but if that was the case, I was already sunk with Atlantaea. I had to assume that, so far, he hadn't a clue that I had seen into his real mind. That was easy enough to believe; during his speech, he'd let me "sense" and "feel" certain things from him which reinforced his explanations; I couldn't sense a single trace of the monster I'd detected before. I had a moment's misgivings; maybe what I'd detected before was some terrible fluke of the process, a … a channel to the subconscious, the uncontrolled savage child that lies somewhere behind every impulse. I so very much wanted to believe that. I wanted to believe in the Shagrath I'd known just before the process. 
But that wasn't really what I'd sensed. Yes, there was a level of childish hostility, in the sense of that extreme reaction to being balked momentarily, but in that timeless instant I'd seen far more. That was a thinking mind, a very old thinking mind, and while it seemed to be a bottomless well of hatred, anger, and pain, there was an equally infinite structure of icily controlled, focused intellect that weighed every action and its consequences against a million, a thousand million, other factors, before unleashing that noisome brew of cold-fire hatred. I simply couldn't dismiss that as a momentary nightmare or delusion, much as I wanted to. It felt far too terrifyingly real.
Enough musing. Now the hard part was starting. Not only was I going to have to maintain this façade until I figured out some way of either escaping or of exposing Shagrath for what he was, I was going to have to do it while playing the part of Shagrath's best new agent. And I couldn't manage that if I let myself get too exhausted. So I was going to have to actually sleep. Get rest. Follow the Healer's instructions, and Doctor Sooovickalassa's if he had any for me. 
Using Tor discipline like a tranquillizer, I lay back and forced my muscles to relax, my breathing to slow, and my racing mind to slow down. Somewhat to my surprise, during that process, aftereffects of the process and the exhaustion of terror and tension caught up with me. I fell asleep. 



Chapter 22.
Taelin:
He wandered the halls of the Mel'Tasne estate, not quite sure where he was going. Treyuusei was off at the Dellitamas, since their vacation had been put on indefinite hold – the only thing I really hold against Sash, but it was hardly his fault – and now Varan himself was no longer available. Wonder what the hell they've been doing to him. He was so secretive, it was like they'd put a vacuum-seal on his mouth. That worried Taelin; it wasn't so much the secrecy, which Sasham had basically said was required; it was the worry that Sash couldn't really hide. There was something really dangerous or frightening involved and that wasn't usually the kind of thing that affected Sash. Sasham Varan didn't run from things that scared other people; he met them head on and broke them, even when it should be the other way around.
And if he didn't, I'd be a dead man. Taelin shuddered, realizing one of the reasons he was awake: that scene was waiting behind sleep, waiting to spring out at him as though it was happening again. Rather than fight it, Taelin let the memory wash over him, hoping this would let the tension be released…
The tiny dome-tent, warm inside yet chill with the knowledge of the howling storm outside and above. Trying to rest, the keening wind a constant that might lull you to sleep elsewhere, but here keeping you on the edge of consciousness, as Taelin tried to prepare his mind for what he hoped would be the last day of Arctic Survival here on the ice plains of the northern reaches of Wyllas, one of the Guardsmen training worlds. Just a few more kilometers to make it back to base…
Then Varan's shout in his ear, over the communicator link that they shared despite being perhaps half a kilometer apart. "Taelin! TAELIN! Wake up!"
The wind held a new note, a rising and falling shriek that was growing louder by the moment. His sleep-fogged brain trying to understand, and sudden panic burning the fog away. "That… that's a windwailer!"
"It's not from my comm! That's yours, Taelin! Arm yourself and get out of –"
The shriek suddenly blotted out everything his friend was saying, and something out of nightmare rent the tough dome-tent as though it were paper, and in the fading last light of the illuminators he saw the bladed, grinding maw and screamed. Something struck him a double blow and he felt a stinging, felt the world start to fade around him.
Slow. Slow. Everything was slow. Light filtered in, a dim and chill light that seemed to draw the warmth from him. He tried to move, found his body was sluggish and almost incapable of movement… and it was held down, encased – now that he could force his eyes open – in what seemed to be layered ice. Then the full horror galvanized him, caused him to gasp within the mask that prevented the deadly cold of Wyllas from literally freezing his lungs.
A chittering shriek answered the gasp, and he saw, in the ice-tinted light, the huge jointed-legged windwailer turn slightly in his direction. This was its home, a shaped-ice palace many meters below the snow above, a lair to which it brought prey … and ate it alive. Taelin realized his communicator was dead, and fought against the rising terror, but he could see the scattered bones and exoskeletons of the thing's prior victims. 
It moved towards him now, mouthparts working, multiple gem-blue eyes still steaming in the cold; a part of Taelin's mind, the rational part that was shrinking ever-smaller, remembered that the windwailer had a frighteningly efficient biological cooling system for its eyes, one that actually allowed it to chill the eyes drastically below even the temperatures found on Wyllas, making them almost as good at detecting heat and tracking prey from heat signatures as the best Imperial equipment.
And then the far wall exploded. Through the steam and broken ice, Sasham Varan stumbled, almost unable to stand after somehow tracking them through more than a kilometer of snow deep enough to swim in, Diorre Jearsen following him immediately behind.
The windwailer whirled on the intruders, screamed a challenge, and lunged. Exhausted as they were, Varan and Jearsen weren't able to get a good shot before the monster barrelled into them, smashing both into the wall like dolls. One of the main claws snatched up Varan, and the young Navy trainee struggled desperately against the windwailer as it tried to pull him into the grasping, crushing mouth. Jearsen had lost her sidearm and had no time to regain it; instead she leapt up and kicked one of the jointed legs hard, forcing the windwailer to half-drop Varan and kick out at the Guardsman novice, sending her spinning to the ground.
It readjusted its grip and tried to pull Varan in again, and Taelin saw Varan suddenly do something that looked insane: legs trembling, braced against either side of the windwailer's carapace bracketing the hideous mouth, Varan stripped off his right glove, exposing a hand that Taelin could now see was broken badly, part of a bone projecting from the back of Varan's hand… and then calmly, deliberately let the creature pull him down until he could suddenly jam that exposed hand into one of the windwailer's blue-gem eyes.
The eye shattered on contact with something hundreds of degrees warmer than itself, and the monster dropped Varan, screaming in agony and fury. But before it could recover, Jearsen fired, joined by Varan, unleashing rannai-fire into the thing until it collapsed, a burning ruin. 
Taelin found his heart pounding again on the recollection. Well, that didn't work. I'm more awake now than ever. This wasn't good; he had a race on for tomorrow, and then he was scheduled to preside at an administrative meeting for the Greater and Lesser Family heads; such meetings required someone from one of the Five to preside, and everyone else had ducked out this time; that kind of watchdogging was the least-favorite responsibility of the Five.

Taelin noticed a light from a side room – one of the second kitchens. What's that doing on? Everyone's asleep. As I really should be, but can't.
Glancing in, he saw a familiar figure. "Lukhas?"
His brother raised an exhausted face. "Oh, hi, Taelin. What are you doing up, little brother?"
"Couldn’t sleep. Too many things bothering me. You finally home? You've been gone for days."
"Busy." Lukhas was eating leftover grittan roast from last night's dinner. "Can't sleep with Trey there?"
"She's not here, unfortunately. Borell had just gotten back from Fanabulax and he got a call, had to go running out again. Some kind of disaster. So Trey got stuck running things, since Wannana's also off to deal with some emergency on one of their other planets."
"Heh." His brother's laugh was tired. "Lot of that going around. Half the monitor corps got dragged out of bed or wherever they were a day or three ago, sent out to a couple border problems. I had to send Intelligence agents on every ship with them. Don't know exactly what it was all about yet, but initial reports for the first are a Ghek'nan outbreak."
"Chiss! Where?"
"Somewhere out towards Uralia. The rest of them might be headed for that planet Varan's lizard-type friend is from. Right general sector."
"Didn't the Controller go along with your idea for an expedition after what you told her about the Monitor working with one of those things secretly?"
Lukh nodded, taking another bite. "Yeah, but the mission would barely have gotten there by now, even if they got all the breaks along the way. Whatever trouble there is started before that." Taelin noticed dark circles under his brother's eyes.
"Hey," he said slowly, "you haven't been sleeping at all, have you?"
"Noticed that, did you? Yeah, the Controller herself had to ship out to oversee some of the action. Wasn't going to let the Monitors run the whole show." 
"Lukhas, it’s not going to do anyone any good for you to collapse. You're not going back in until you get some rest."
"You're sounding like Dad used to. Sorry, kid, but I've got things that've got to get done –"
"Don't make me wake up Mishel."
"You wouldn't dare." A pause. "You would. Okay, I surrender. But only on the condition that you get to bed right now, too. You might just get a few hours of sleep before your race."
"Okay." He almost fell for that one. He stopped just before he left the doorway, then turned. "Oh, and Lukh – no going to bed and getting up after five minutes once you're sure I'm asleep. You sinking well better be still sleeping when I leave."
"You are getting just a little too smart for me these days. Okay, promise."
"Good." Taelin noticed, with some satisfaction, that he did feel tired. Doing something – even the small task of getting his overachieving brother to take the rest he needed – really helped.
Maybe he could sleep now. 



Chapter 23.
Varan:
"Evaluation you ready for are," Dr. Sooovickalassa said. 
That was, in a way, a relief. The past few days had been filled with hidden tension – tension mostly on my part, but I sensed there was some for the R'Thann exile as well. Given the conversation I'd partly overheard, I wasn't surprised. Failure to produce the desired results and an inclination to arguing was something that the monster called Shagrath probably didn't tolerate well, and even if he had to keep playing a human role, there wasn't much doubt that Sooovickalassa's career and possibly life were entirely in Shagrath's hands.
Still, since I didn't know what effect these tests might have, I couldn't help but look nervously at the "evaluation tank". It was a sort of ovoid shell which opened on each narrow end to reveal a seat, surrounded by probes and sensors and other less identifiable contact elements. "What exactly are we going to evaluate today?"
"Stability, control, focus baseline telepathic today evaluated," the scaly doctor replied. Someday I might figure out the exact rules by which he selected the words, but I suspected I'd never quite get it perfect. Waving in a grand gesture at the evaluation tank, Dr. Sooovickalassa went on to explain that the tank was designed to create total isolation of the target mind and the evaluating mind, permitting measurement of the specific actions taken by the target and their resulting effects on the evaluator and the target. It also protected the evaluator from attempted attacks or other possible hostile actions, based on parameters set by the evaluator. There was also a simple external monitor with an automated trigger in case of certain events – for example, Dr. Sooovickalassa said in a tone that indicated it was possibly a warning as well as a description, it was relatively easy to detect the pattern of an attempt to control the evaluator, and this would trigger a full area psiscreen, an alarm, and possibly worse depending on the exact event.
"I see. So if the treatment had rendered me insane and I tried to grab hold of your mind to make sure you wouldn't give me away… I'd give myself away."
"Understand situation good to see do you," he affirmed. "We begin shall."
I sat down in the target seat, seeing Dr. Sooovickalassa disappear into the other end of the ovoid. Shagrath had already left; while the tank's shielding should prevent interference, both the Prime Monitor and the scientist wanted to take as few risks as possible. The sensor array descended gently, molding itself to my body, and everything went dark. Then Dr. Sooovickalassa spoke in my ear, obviously through a microphone arrangement, and instructed me to slowly open my barriers and check to see if I could hear anything but his thoughts.
Cautiously, I did as he said. Silence. I could sense Sooovickalassa's presence, but he had his own mindshield up – apparently he could at least manage that much psionic ability – and so his existence introduced only an incomprehensible whisper into what was otherwise dead mental silence. None of the uncountable voices I would hear when I dropped my defenses. "Nothing. I barely hear your own mind's presence. You have a shield?"
A cripple I may be, but not dead. Of course I have a shield.
If I hadn't been restrained by about six tons of machinery around me, I probably would've jumped a meter into the air. The voice had spoken in my head, sounding in tone quite like Doctor Sooovickalassa, but with perfect enunciation… and grammar, for that matter. 
Of course. You are "hearing" my thoughts. Thoughts, concepts, interconnected structures of idea/action/fact. There was an undercurrent of slight amusement. As you receive these directly, they are interpreted by your mind in whatever way makes most sense to you.
You heard me?
That is the purpose
of this procedure, is it not? To test your abilities and to evaluate your reactions. An impression of a deliberate smile. Being more experienced than you, I can also sense many minor impressions that you would not. For instance, your thoughtform of myself encapsulates everything from my appearance to my name – a name which you find unwieldy.
Well, I wouldn't have put it – I answered, while realizing the potential danger if he could read stuff from me that I didn't know I was sending.
Obviously. Your concept of courtesy, in this case, is reasonable, though many of your people's behaviors are possibly counter to logic. I take no offense. Indeed, select a shorter version of my name for spoken conversation, if you wish; I will then be less formal in my address of you.
All right. Let me think about that for a minute. You can hear stuff I'm not sending you?
Not exactly. Not if I refrain from probing. It is more that I can extract more information than you think from what you show me. Thoughts leave impressions on thoughts. Few thoughts are simple and direct; they are usually combined with many others. You can filter out direct components and large thought-concepts, but smaller pieces and components of the large ideas you send must of necessity come through.
I sealed myself back inside my mindshield. I needed to think for a minute. The R'Thann would be watching me more than anyone else – even Shagrath. Shagrath had, at least, told some clear truths, and one of those was that he had a hundred other responsibilities and demands on his time, no matter what his ultimate purpose actually was. Sooovickalassa, on the other hand, had no other purpose outside of this project. He could be the single greatest danger I would have to deal with… or, possibly, the only ally I had. To give me a little more time, I opened for a second. Thinking about your name. It may be a bit short, but how about "Vick"? From the middle portion of your name?
A bit… short? Yes. Let me consider for a moment.
That gave me a few more seconds to consider the possibility that had suddenly presented itself. It was a sinking risky idea, but his reactions during that conversation I'd accidentally overheard might indicate that he had some scruples, and he was certainly being bullied. I heard him speak over the intercom, ignored it for a moment, realized that it had been an acceptance of the name "Vick" which he'd tried to convey to me mentally, but since I was so tightly shielded, he couldn't. And he was now asking that I open up. "Just one minute, Vick," I said. "I'm just getting myself set for the process. Mind-talking was… pretty strange to me."
It suddenly dawned on me that I could possibly solve two problems with one answer – find out if he could be an ally, and verify – for my own relative peace of mind – that what I had experienced was, in fact, real, and not a delusion. I took a deep breath and then sent out a mental question. I don't hear anything from external thoughts in here. Would that be true outside, or is this a one-way shield?
Both ways. No one-way shielding possible from simple mechanisms. Intelligent psionics can manage such things, but not devices.
So if I was standing outside, I couldn't hear your thoughts at all?
Correct. Not without either shutting the tank systems down, or being a powerful enough psionic to smash through the shielding – something which would be very obvious both to those you were trying to read, and to the mechanisms themselves. Now, shall we proceed?
Just a couple more questions, Vick. Is it possible that I would have been receptive to thoughts at certain points during the process, if I had been conscious? Or was this a situation where the capability would only emerge at the end?
I felt slight puzzlement and a moment of thought. Certainly possible, if you became conscious. The process is progressive and may at any point have triggered certain abilities.
All right then; you did mention originally that I would probably be unconscious for most of the procedure. Is it possible that I could have become conscious for a short period in the middle of the experiment?
Why?
Just tell me.
Vick hesitated. I felt a solidification of the shield, a feeling of great caution. Yes… yes, it is. To monitor the progress of much of the work, you must be very close to consciousness, in fact, because I must observe the behavior of your mind at many points. 
From your readings, could you confirm or deny whether at any point during the process I did, indeed, gain consciousness, even for a few moments?
The R'Thann's shield went entirely opaque; I was alone in silence as complete as that of a tomb. I was suddenly aware of how entirely at his mercy I was; this machine could be a tomb for me, if he wanted. What seemed like many minutes crawled by sluggishly. Then, You believe you did awaken at some point, and you want me to verify it. Is this correct?
No point in performing a triple orbit when I could just come straight in. Yes. If there were no points during the time you performed the procedure that you might have been distracted, then I would presume you would already know. 
Let us assume that, in fact, there is evidence you may have reached a state of consciousness at a point in the procedure.
Now here was where things were really going to get interesting. If I were to say that I overheard a conversation between you and the Prime Monitor during that time, would that also be possible?
Very warily, Possible.
If such a conversation had taken place, would it be possible to reasonably characterize that conversation as… heated?
His shield was so tight that literally nothing leaked through this time except the word-thought. If it was…?
If it was, I would be curious as to whether your reluctance stemmed from purely scientific caution, or whether you actually concerned yourself with my welfare.
A long pause. Few are the things that are, in themselves, worthwhile. The essence of a thinking being is one of them. I would not destroy one lightly, especially one who has passed his Testing as you have. The word "Testing" carried with it a thousand overtones that I couldn't sort out – it seemed as fraught with import and emotion for Sooovickalassa as the word "Fall" would have for me. I have seen many destroyed of late.

Is it possible to show to someone something you perceived while receiving such thoughts as I would have been in this theoretical state?
Certainly. 
Can such things be fabricated – that is, if I were to show you something I had perceived, could I be lying?
I felt him think for a moment. Yes, and also no, he answered finally. It is difficult, but possible, for a skilled telepath to project a sensation that they did not, actually, perceive. However, this requires great skill and practice. You have – for several reasons – considerable inherent talent and some instinctive skill, but it is quite impossible for you to be creating convincing fabrications now, or at any time in the near future.
I hesitated. But I'd come this far, and, now that I'd done enough of this telepathic interchange, I realized that the chances that I could conceal a secret from Vick during long and careful examination and experimentation were very low anyway. Time to find out whether the pistol's charged or not. Then let me pass from theory to fact. I would like to have your opinion on something I perceived for a moment during the process. It has been very upsetting to me and I need someone to verify what I think I saw.
Now I felt a real flicker of worry that momentarily flared through the shield. But there was also curiosity, and perhaps something else lurking in the background. Very well. Show me.
I carefully focused on that day, and then released at full force the impressions I'd gotten in that single splintered moment when Shagrath's rage had screamed silently in my head.
The R'Thann's mind vanished immediately. I knew he must have disconnected, and when no corresponding release came for me, I began to panic. He must be calling Shagrath. I tried to move, but there wasn't a millimeter's give in this comfortable multiton prison. Discipline was again my only comfort; I slowed my breathing, which had begun to go ragged as I felt the walls of this high-tech tomb closing in on me, and methodically stepped my way, this time, through each of the Visions and Centers. There wasn't anything else I could do; my newly-created psi abilities were contained, and even if I could manage to activate them, I didn't know enough about the designs to know how I could safely inactivate or unlock the chamber.
Then I felt the presence return. I must apologize. My reaction to that… impression was sufficient to cause the system to interpret it as my being under some form of attack and ejected me from the system. Fortunate for us both, I think, that I had inactivated the external alerts when our conversation proceeded to certain subjects. That was the mind of Shagrath?
Inexpressible relief washed through me. Yes. I know so little of these things – I thought perhaps that was just a matter of seeing the base impulses within someone.
An impression of a violent gesture of negation. Such impulses are intertwined with what we are, true, but they are thus of necessity always accompanied by controlling impulses, unless released. The fact that I did not die in that instant shows that the latter is not the case. Thoughts flying back and forth in his mind, too fast to follow. I had suspected something was wrong, based on certain facts which my studies on psi abilities had shown me, but I had no actual evidence to show that it was Shagrath who was the problem. And this is, of course, only evidence to another psionic, which is utterly useless in your crippled Empire.
I couldn't restrain my inherent reaction. What do you mean, "crippled"? We're the most powerful force in the Galaxy, as far as I know.
In terms of technological power and resources, yes. But as Shagrath's stated purpose in the project already emphasizes, you are severely crippled against forces which use psi. And that is a much larger factor than you currently comprehend. A waving of a mental hand. Irrelevant now. We have already been fortunate that he did not sense the truth. There is no possibility that he will not be able to do so later in the project. Part of your training will involve sparring with another psionic, and obviously he is one of the foremost trainers in this area. So far you have managed to avoid detection partly due to great luck, and partly due to the templates and built-in reactions constructed in your mind during the process.
Templates? What do you mean?
Vick explained that a normal psi grew up with the abilities, had them develop within them naturally, and in most species was raised with people who would help him learn how to control and direct them. This usually happened during the species' growth, during their equivalent of adolescence. As I was well past adolescence (though, due to life-extension therapy, not all that far past it) and had lacked both power and education in the field for my entire life, he had felt it appropriate to impress some equivalents upon my instinctive and biological reactions. This he did based both on his studies of human psi powers and on his extensive knowledge of R'Thann abilities. Some of those, he continued, may turn out to be the most useful of any you have gained. I was unsure earlier as to whether any of that would transfer successfully or not, but it appears that it will, and does. I look forward to observing how much of it really functions; how well will an alien soul learn the Way of the R'Thann?
Scientific curiosity is rather damped in me at the moment, due to a concern that Shagrath seems certain to discover I know what he is. That triggered a ripple of something that could only be amusement. It suddenly occurred to me that there was a different feel to his mind than my own, yet it felt oddly familiar… similar to that cool, alien presence that had appeared on occasion to force/guide my use of certain abilities. That's your "templates", isn't it?
An affirmation. Correct. The ones most strongly derived from my people. You should be aware, however, that they would do you little good without your own inherent discipline. That was clearly what saved you from the Zchorada attack.
Nice to know they were of use. But you say I won't be able to fool Shagrath, even with practice?
Grimness. We would truly be fools to think we could. Perhaps with a very large amount of practice. But we have no knowledge, even, of exactly what he is, the full extent of his powers, his actual age and experience, or what talents he may possess that we have never encountered before. Once the two of you meet mind-to-mind in some conflict, he will know what you are hiding, or at the least that you are hiding something… and he will then make sure he knows what that something is.
Torline's SWORDS! Then it looks like my only hope is to escape. Really fast.
The R'thann scientist seemed to laugh humorlessly. Escape? From the most secure facility in your Empire? When all that Shagrath needs to do is say something about you being a psi in order to turn every word you say to dust? You have no vessel of your own, no allies save myself within thousands of light-years, and – at a generous estimate – would at best have perhaps ten to twelve hours between even the most clever attempt at escape and the sounding of the alarm. Sooovickalassa was thinking furiously. No… escape, at least of the simple sort, is not possible.
I was at a loss. I couldn't just submit meekly to the testing until such time as I had to face Shagrath and then get shot or brain blasted or however he decided to finish me off. But what Vick said made too much sense. At first I'd wanted to respond that I did have other allies, like Taelin and his family… but I remembered that cold look in Taelin's eyes when he mentioned what might happen if he had thought I was actually a psi. Maybe I would be able to talk to Taelin, under the right circumstances, but the instinctive reaction from him or anyone else would be to shoot me or turn me in. Then what in the name of the Fall can I do? There has to be something. There has to be. Sinking hells, I'm Mada, Navy, I swore to serve the Empire to my death, I can't just sit here and let that monster destroy it, or worse, somehow make me help him do it!
For long minutes, Vick said nothing, either vocally or mind-to-mind, and I had nothing more to say.
Then, quietly, his mindvoice spoke again. There is a way.
There is? Tell me!
It is of course dangerous. And in a way, far worse than dangerous for you.
I grimaced at that. How can it be "more than dangerous"?
It will demand a great deal from you that no other course of action would. I could feel cold calculation combined with a sense of grim certainty; whatever it was, Vick knew it would be hard, but felt it was the only way.
What will it demand?
Suddenly, I saw into the R'Thann's mind. A flicker, that he permitted me, to make me understand what he was. The Testing, yes, a species that saw every aspect of life as a test for worthiness; a mind that was undoubtedly smarter than mine, larger, coldly calculating yet filled with a resolve of purpose that made my dedication to the Empire look positively weak by comparison – though I could not quite make out the entirety of his purpose. What I could see, though, was that he was at that moment being deadly honest with me. It demands that you place everything – your life, your mind, and your very soul – in my hands. Willingly. Without reservation, without fight, without any control whatsoever over what I will have to do. And even then, I have no absolute guarantees. I will still be the weak point, one who could at any time give you away.
I took a deep breath. Tell me what I have to do.
He did, and as he explained I realized – with a sick shock of absolute conviction – that he was completely right. This really was the only way I'd ever escape. But that I would never know if it succeeded until it was all over. I realized Vick had stopped explaining long minutes before. My mouth was dry and I felt my stomach trying to rebel against the very thought of what was being asked of me. Trust him? He was an exile who was working with people who might soon be making war on his own species! But I remembered Diorre, and Taelin, and even Zakhla, and how those were just three faces of the countless trillions that made up the Empire. Did I have the courage of my oath, to face something that terrified me – that I'd already fought so hard to avoid? THIS is your Test, a cold alien thought whispered through me, but not from Vick; this was from whatever part of his people he'd made a part of me. It was a part of me, too. I didn't know or understand their philosophy, but that essential question made sense. Sometimes it's a single choice that defines who and what you are, and that's the Test. 
I swallowed, feeling painful dryness in my throat. All right. By the Seven Towers, let that be the right decision. How long will this take?
Either it will be done by the end of the next few testing sessions – before you begin training with Shagrath – or it will never be done well enough. So… soon. Then, with a sincere feeling of empathy which, more than anything else, convinced me that I had, indeed, chosen well: And I thank you, Commander Sasham Varan of the Imperial Mada, for placing this trust in me. By the Choice of the Past and the Testing of the Present and the Ascension, I promise that I shall prove worthy of that trust… a trust that I, perhaps, might not have been able to give myself. I felt odd adjustments starting in the screening field around me. So … we begin.




Chapter 24.
Varan:
I focused my attention on the test bar. Of one piece with this test chamber's wall, the bar had embedded strain sensors to return data about how much force was exerted on it. As the chamber itself was completely sealed, only a window allowing a view inside, any force it registered would have to be delivered by psionic means. "How hard to you want me to pull?"
Not hard at first. Increase pull once I have calibrated my instruments and verified the readings. Speaking by mindvoice made Doctor Sooovickalassa's speech much easier to understand, but did nothing to remove the cold, vaguely hostile precision of his tone. It wasn't really personal – he seemed to have the same attitude towards Shagrath – but that didn't make it any more pleasant.
"Understood, Doctor." I had tried to get a little closer to the R'Thann scientist in the days since the process had first proved itself, but he wasn't a very companionable sort. Not surprising, I supposed; he was the only one of his species here, he might be contributing to the capabilities of the Empire that would quite possibly be attacking his homeworld, and – I suspected – he was slightly jealous of the fact that I now had more psi abilities than he did, when his species normally had them as a matter of course. 
Back to work. I returned focus to the bar, visualized settling my hands around it and pulling very gently.
Excellent. Do not reduce or increase the pull. A few moments passed. Very well. Now increase the pull slowly until you reach your limit.
I took a breath and felt my body tensing as though I was actually trying to pull the bar. I'd found that I often had some physical association with my abilities, even nonphysical ones. I tended to close my eyes, when possible, to do telepathy, for instance. It seemed to help direct my focus, but I was trying to reduce that; it'd be a dead giveaway if I made it a habit. 
Still, as I increased the force on the bar and felt its resistance building, I couldn't help but react by tensing myself. Just as an Exsheath system in a combat suit or fighter converts sensor readings like approach vectors and weapon discharge spikes into visuals of approaching fighters and sounds of airborne weapons firing, psionics apparently translated the indescribable sensations of psionic effort into some sensory analogue which the psi could easily understand – and probably for the same basic reason, though one was a deliberately engineered system and the other some quirk of evolution. 
The bar was still almost immovable, but I thought I "felt" it give, just a tiny bit, and threw everything I had into one last pull that strained both mind and muscle before I relaxed. I was sure it felt like it bent that time. "How'd I do?"
Impressive. MOST impressive. The R'Thann's mental voice conveyed considerable surprise and gratification. You have actually bent the test bar slightly. Peak forces were… well, roughly equivalent to lifting a current-model Streetwing such as that which your friend Taelin drives.
I couldn't restrain a grin. "Too bad I couldn't demonstrate it without getting shot."
"Not quite true, Commander, not quite true," the cheerful voice of the Prime Monitor boomed out from behind me. "You just have to be very careful who you demonstrate it to."
"Sir!" I stood to attention.
He waved me back down. "Commander, I've told you before, no need to hold to the formalities, at least not at that level. You and I are working together in this; it is no longer a matter of my commanding a subordinate. In truth, there are some aspects in which we literally have no equals save each other."
I couldn't deny there was an element of truth in that. If what he and Doctor Sooovickalassa believed was true, I was a sane human psi, which made me only the second one known; the first one was, of course, Shagrath. There were definitely going to be areas that only we would understand fully. "Still…"
He laughed. "Yes, I know. You're an excellent Navy officer, Commander. But that must give way to, in this case, a higher calling. We are the only two who can truly save the Empire. You've seen some of the files on the R'Thann. They're a small, but growing, star nation, and quite formidable. Not our enemies, at least not yet. But if we encounter anything like them that's at all advanced…" Shagrath shook his head, light mood already darkened. "We barely keep the Zchorada at bay, and they are, compared to the R'Thann, at best moderately powerful and skilled in the use of their abilities. By human standards, the ability to form a mindshield at all is significant; Doctor Sooovickalassa can make one stronger than yours was, but by his people's standards he's a complete cripple – apparently he was exceedingly fortunate to be able to escape with exile." I felt the weight of his concern descending on him. I had gotten very sensitive over the past couple of weeks; I could now sense moods in people even when they were partially screened. "The Empire needs people like us – but tens, thousands, tens of thousands. But with the past knowledge against us, we cannot yet even speak out. We will have to do this all in secret."
"Can't we tell them the truth? Sir, there has to be a way. We've learned a way to make sane psionics, or so we believe. Can't a proper campaign of education –"
"Of course it can, Commander. But not quickly, nor easily. You are not a socioanalytic specialist, but I have a large number of them at my command. The overall analysis is quite clear: changing this reaction to the point that the public would accept – even reluctantly – a force of psionics in the Empire will take years – a generation, possibly more given that life-extension therapy prevents older individuals from leaving the picture as they would have a few thousand years ago. "
"So we have to work in secret even while building up numbers? Isn't that risky – to say the least?"
The smile he gave was wryly humorous. "Risky? An excellent word, Commander. A bit… mild, but a good choice. Risky indeed. And demanding, both of our vigilance and, to some extent, our consciences. You know the stakes, Commander. We cannot afford to be discovered. If, by mischance, someone discovers what we are doing here, you know what will happen."
I knew, all right. I remembered Taelin's cold look, and my own revulsion and hatred. It was hard to imagine a riot and lynching happening here, in the very core of Empire, but that was exactly what would follow if the public learned that two powerful human psionics were there, trying to hide some secret project.
"Indeed. And so, if by any mischance someone does discover us, or even begins to suspect us, we must prevent them from ever conveying that information. And, if possible, make sure they forget it."
"I can't do that," I said automatically, my stomach trying to turn over. He was talking about mindtwisting, like that Zchoradan monster had tried to do to me, and about doing it to our own people.
"Commander – Sasham – you must." He had removed his visor to rub his eyes, and looked up at me. The gleaming space-black eyes were surrounded with red, and under them were dark circles that the datavisor hid. "Don't you think I know how terrible that is? Do you have any idea how hard it is to do? Morally, I mean; in terms of effort, it's hardly anything for someone like you or me. I very nearly failed to establish this project at all, because I hesitated. The Emperor was fractions of a second from sounding the alarm when I stopped him and made him forget."
I felt my hand make a reflexive twitch towards a gun that wasn't there. My reaction was nearly as violent as the gunshot could have been. "You dared touch the EMPEROR?!"
He shot to his feet, glaring at me, pain written across his face. "Yes, I did. And I would do it again. And I have nightmares about that, and about what it could mean that I would come to enjoy it too much. But I – and you – have no choice."
I glared back, my own powers just barely restrained by the fact that I knew he was a lot stronger than I was. 
And as I forced myself to calm down, I knew he was right. The very laws we knew were against us. Not even the Emperor was immune to hysteria and emotional decisions. I might have to do the same… or end up dead and leaving the Empire undefended against the threats that were undoubtedly out there. The sacred rights of all the Empire, versus the sacred rights of a few people who could learn too much and destroy all chance… it was a rotten choice. But it was also a pretty sinking clear choice. I sat down slowly. "Sorry, sir."
"Forgotten," he said, tired but with a faint, sad smile. "As I said before, I was looking for a very specific sort of person for this project. Anyone worthy of the responsibility would have to have responded in that fashion." He looked up. "Apologies, Doctor, we've rather thrown off your tests."
"Notified I be, starting for ready when you are," the R'Thann said shortly. We have much to do and your incomprehensible difficulties about doing what is obviously the most rational actions for your people are wasting your time and mine. But it is you that have more at stake. His mindvoice amplified.
"Quite so," Shagrath agreed. "Well, Commander…?"



Chapter 25.
Taelin:
"Wh… What?"
Taelin couldn't help but laugh at the stunned amazement on his friend's face. "You complete child, Sash! And I mean that in the best possible way, but by the Fall you're innocent! There was never any doubt that the petition would pass, not now, not after everything you've done!"
Sasham's storm-gray eyes actually shimmered for a moment in a way that made Taelin suspect tears were trying to emerge. Fortunately for the Navy officer's dignity, Treyuusei threw her arms around him and gave him a resounding kiss on the cheek. "Congratulations, Sash! You're going to be one of the Families!"
Sasham wobbled and almost fell, then laughed weakly. "I… I'm sorry. It's just all so much. I –" He cut off suddenly, and Taelin got the impression of someone trying to dam a river at peak flood. "Thank you, Taelin."
"You can thank everyone at the Elevation ceremony. Don't waste them on us, we've been planning this for years, and getting you here is our reward," Treyuusei said. "Now I've got to dash, I'm stuck on two judgement panels today, two of our less well behaved Great Families are having a spat." Taelin slowed her long enough to enjoy a drawn-out kiss, and then regretfully let her go.
"You're a lucky guy, Taelin," Sasham said, watching Treyuusei leave.
"I am at that," he answered with a grin. "And if you can notice, I guess you are getting better."
Sasham laughed, this time more naturally. "Maybe… maybe I am. Diorre sure wouldn't want me to spend my time mooning over the past. That doesn't mean I'm planning on seeing anyone yet, though. That's… not something I'll be comfortable with for quite a while."
"No one will expect you to, unless they're too politically ambitious for their own good." He punched Sash's arm affectionately. "C'mon, you've got just this one day with us before you have to go back to your top-top-ultra-secret work, let's get in all the fun we can! How about some Doubles Targets?"
For a moment he saw a shadow cross his friend's face; something about the question touched on that same loss. But then Sasham nodded slowly and a smile came back to his face and even showed in his eyes. "Yes, I think that would be fun."
Taelin had thought as much, but he began to reconsider after Sasham whipped him the third straight game. I thought I was a good shot. He's amazing. Of course, he's had real under-fire practice, while no one's ever let me out into the field, at least not where I'd have any chance of getting in trouble.
"Don't you ever give a guy a chance?" he said, watching two of Sasham's targets disintegrate before he could get his first to break up.
"Give you a chance? And what would you say about giving me a handicap in Six Towers?" Varan's answer didn't slow him down a bit.
Taelin had to admit that he had a point, but that didn't mean he had to actually let Sasham know that. "I'll bet you weren't that cold to Diorre."
The mention of her name did make the pistol waver the tiniest amount, but that only gave Taelin a chance to not fall behind any more. "You know … knew Diorre Jearsen, Taelin. If I'd cut her any slack, especially after we started seeing each other, she'd have beat me like a Fallday rattlestick. She wanted that competition." He destroyed his last three targets in rapid succession, leaving Taelin several seconds to catch up, and wiping a tear from his eye along with sweat from his forehad. "And so you know, the last thing we did together – before that attack – was Doubles Targets."
"Oh, vorces, Sash, I didn't –"
"Don't apologize! I'm glad we did. It's always been one of my favorite sports, target shooting, and wouldn't it be terrible if I'd let that memory take it away?" He nodded and smiled. "I'm going to remember her every time I do this, and I'm going to be happy I remember her."
Taelin could almost see Diorre Jearsen for a moment, red-gold hair tumbling over broad shoulders, a white-flashing grin in a deeply tanned face, an athletic figure just a bit larger than life, faster, stronger, tougher than anyone she met, standing behind Sasham, almost a head taller. "Then I won't even complain about losing," he said, echoing Sasham's smile. "But I think I've done enough of that for now. Look, let's get back and clean up – Ghelliq's party will be starting not too long from now."
"Ghelliq… they're Tanemell, right?"
"Right! See, you're learning already!"
"Pfah. That's my Navy training – you memorize the unusual ones first. Humans and derived-human are the majority – more of that evidence of Atlantaea, eh?" he said with a sly grin as he got in the dig, "so I always remember the aliens in a group first, and Tanemell are memorable anyway. Not many amphibious sentients around, and the Tanemell are freshwater types instead of saltwater amphibians like the Mydrwyll or Lomdallu." They passed inside and headed up to the secure private quarters; as they passed the threshold Varan winced and wavered, putting a hand to his head. 
"What is it, Sash?"
For a moment his friend just stood there, eyes closed; then he opened them and smiled, though with a pain wrinkle still visible. "Headache, suddenly. I think I'll have to borrow an inductor. Probably strained something during Doubles, tracking those darn targets."
"No problem – use the one in my room, it's closer. I'll have someone bring your things down –"
"No, no, Torline's Swords, Taelin, I'm not crippled," Sasham said, waving off the idea. "I can survive another few minutes going to my rooms. Just give me a few extra minutes to run this thing out of my head and I'll join you downstairs." He headed down the hallway.
Taelin watched him for a moment, but Sash seemed reasonably steady, so it was probably nothing. You could strain things at Doubles Targets – you were expected to move around a lot, and the targets could demand a lot of quick movement in reaction – and Sasham had certainly been showing off at points.
He took his time showering off and dressing; the Ghelliq party wasn't that soon, and even though Sasham was getting better at handling the social whirl, there was no reason to drag him there before he'd fully recovered. A good inductor session took at least fifteen minutes and more likely half an hour.
It was more than an hour before Taelin finally made his way downstairs, seeing Sasham coming down the other staircase just ahead of him. His friend's face was much more relaxed. "You look better, Sash!"
"Lots better. Strained muscle or whatever, the inductor and a few run-throughs of the Centers and Visions cleared it up." 
Taelin surveyed him, taking in the wrappings of colored silks and carefully-shaped foundation garments. "That's got to be Mishel's influence. She loves the Ankhar period look."
"I don't mind. I wear the same uniform so often it's not so bad, now that I'm getting used to the idea, to just wear something so un-uniform-like." 
"It's certainly that. But it's stylish, in a loud kind of way – and it fits for your current social position. Selected candidates are supposed to draw attention to themselves." He grinned. "But that does also make you a target…"
Varan gave a theatrical shudder. "I don't care how socially advantageous it is, I'm not pledging a Tanemell, no matter how shiny her scales are."
They left, laughing together. 



Chapter 26.
Shagrath:
Varan dodged out of the way of his kick with startling speed. Even though he'd been expecting it, the swiftness of the Navy Commander's reactions caught him momentarily off-guard, and gave Varan an opening to deliver a cannonlike kick to his back. I actually FELT that, Shagrath mused, as he somersaulted across the floor, regaining control before hitting the wall. The Commander's enhancement abilities appear to be fully the equal of all his others. He's becoming a quite formidable human.
He was careful to rise with just enough slowness to show that the impact had really hurt. The power level that he wanted Varan to see was that of someone more powerful than he, but not completely untouchable. This not only made Varan more comfortable – he could believe that Shagrath was vulnerable to him, given more time – but also gave Shagrath a large margin of safety in case Varan was, himself, trying to play a deeper game. The latter was unlikely, of course. He and the Commander had gone mind-to-mind often in the past couple of months, and aside from a few early lingering self-doubts and concerns about whether Shagrath was really as sane as he claimed, there hadn't been any sign of hidden agendas. 
The dark-haired, gray-eyed officer was streaking across the floor at a speed impossible for any ordinary human being. To Shagrath's full senses it would still be a snail-slow crawl, but it was, measured objectively, a shockingly large improvement over the original capabilities. Shagrath blocked several blows before allowing himself to speed up a bit, taking advantage of that to return the Commander's prior favor with a punch to the midsection that folded him up like a pocket-tent and slammed him into the far wall. 
The hardest part of the entire project was restraining himself. It was excellent discipline, and he had no doubt that the long years he had spent doing this and similar projects had been very useful to him in the long run, but in this case it was very hard not to just kill the oblivious little creature; Varan was so odiously sure of himself. It did not make it easier, either, that he looked so very much like the only enemy Shagrath had any reason to fear. But he would be worth a very great deal for the overall plan if he survived. 
As the two of them continued the psi-enhanced sparring match, under the watchful instruments of Doctor Sooovickalassa, Shagrath admitted to himself that he had been wrong about one thing. Varan really very nearly was a paragon of virtue. Most people Shagrath knew had been easy to lead down the path of expediency and self-interest, but it had taken him a week to figure out even an approach that might work. 
That approach itself was deliciously ironic; he used appeals to the virtue itself to help undermine it. Varan's sense of duty, loyalty to the Empire and his friends, and so on, could be coupled with his concerns to lead to him rationalizing a few questionable acts in the name of the greater good. Then a few very, very subtle psionic nudges to reinforce those acts, another discussion, another rationalization… and eventually he would be a wonderful mockery of his old self, just as apparently sympathetic, just as self-righteously convinced of the correctness of his course of action… but willing to excuse any action whatsoever on the grounds of preserving Shagrath and himself. The best part of that was that if Varan was loyal to Shagrath, eventually he'd become something even more useful, if less human, and serve an even greater purpose. If he wasn't, Shagrath knew how to break him if necessary – by confronting him with the unalloyed truth.
It was the need for the subtle enhancement of the justification for questionable acts (such as erasing small bits of memory from people who accidentally saw things they shouldn't) that really pointed up how close Varan had been to his own ideal. He had sufficient humility and self-doubt underneath the rock-solid convictions that, left to himself, he would examine each questionable act on its own merits, and couldn't be led to do more such acts just because he'd done it before. This, of course, made the end result more amusing.
A signal from the R'Thann, and the two stopped and bowed. Varan still insisted on giving that ancient Sign in ritual; breaking his faith was going to take some considerable work, and unfortunately might not be necessary. "Not bad at all, Commander," he said, smiling.
"You're… still better," Varan answered, trying to catch his breath.
"But…" he made sure to look as though he was tired as well, "Not by much. You're still improving, and Doctor Sooovickalassa is unsure how long that may continue before you reach your final peak. If you keep improving at this rate, you may begin to outdo me."
"Maybe when Atlantaea rises again," the Commander said as they exited the chamber; he promptly sat heavily in one of the chairs conveniently near the door. "You're going easy on me. I can tell."
That was a bit of a surprise, and not exactly a pleasant one. Judging by Varan's overall emotional attitude, however, he hadn't seen anything particularly damaging. I'd best reinforce the shields and wards, Shagrath thought to himself. "Well, perhaps a bit," he said. "Your perceptions are sharper than they were just a few days ago, Sasham. Excellent. This just reinforces my point, however – you are advancing in all areas at a startling and gratifying rate." 
Clearly he'd done the right thing in getting certain allies well out of range, despite the inconvenience this was causing. One touch on those minds and the Commander would start asking very hard questions, which would mean having to either kill him, forcibly erase the impressions (which could easily permanently damage him and reduce his usefulness), try to program him directly into obedience (notoriously unreliable), or hand him over to those same allies. While the latter would produce another entertaining, and to some extent useful, disaster similar to the Black Dragon's rampage some years before, it definitely would set back other parts of the overall timetable. Best to tell them to just leave the planet for the duration. 
Besides, if Varan did catch on and was able to get away before Shagrath could stop him, one accusation could turn the entirety of the Empire against Shagrath, Prime Monitor or no. Shagrath had no illusions whatsoever about what would happen then. He was powerful, yes – as far as he knew, the most powerful single being in the Empire and its surrounding stellar nations – but against the power of the Empire, alone, he would die or, at the least, be so sorely wounded it would take centuries or millennia to recover. The Black Dragon had lost,and his powers had been, even by Shagrath's standards, quite impressive. Shagrath was more powerful still, but the energies controlled by an Empire that even had some remaining Atlantaean warships? No, he would fall, and his "allies" would not help him then. They worked for him because he was stronger and could not be used for their purposes, but they had no investment in his purposes, either.
Not to mention that if that eventuality did come to pass, it would also have the extremely unfortunate effect of confirming the truth of what was now mostly believed to be myth and parable. The thought of an entire Empire converted into Seekers like Varan gave even him a chill of fear.
At the same time, he could not simply destroy each civilization at the base level; only huge multi-system star empires such as this one could and would cover enough territory to find significant amounts of the traces of Atlantaea, the things he sought to truly erase, and – more important by far – there were … other forces which made use of the bustling masses of humanity (and, of course, other species) which were only possible with advanced technology, and they would be extremely displeased to find every planet ground back to the stone ages or worse. Shagrath had no intention whatsoever of doing anything to get that monster's attention. Almost better to be caught by the one I fear than … that.
"So, Kerlamin," Varan said, using for only the second or third time Shagrath's first name, "When do I stop playing lab animal? It's been three months now!"
"Developing still are abilities your," Doctor Sooovickalassa said as he emerged from the observation chamber. Do you want to be sent out without full knowledge of what you can do?
"No. And yes, I suppose," Varan answered after a moment. "I guess I can't argue about waiting while the powers themselves are still changing quickly, but I really can't afford to hang back and wait until I'm a master. That could take years."
"I sympathize, Sasham," Shagrath said. "But our plans must be laid for the long term. If events require it, of course one of us must investigate major potential threats, but on the whole it's better if we take what time we need to be truly ready before taking an active role. Especially since you, as the first success of the project, are a crucial element for us to study in-depth to ensure that we can succeed with others."
Varan nodded reluctantly. Shagrath knew the pressures which drove the Commander; as Varan had said to him on their first meeting, even doing useful research wouldn't really feel like doing something to him. 
"Don't worry, Commander," he said cheerfully. "Everything's moving along quite nicely. I'll make sure you have a part to play in my next major operation." 



Chapter 27.
Varan:
Dr. Sooovickalassa gave a hiss combined with a chiming rattle as that fantastic golden crest rippled; this was, I'd come to learn, an R'Thann's equivalent of an exclamation of awe. "Stable your abilities two weeks have been," he said. You appear to have reached your peak – and an impressive peak it is. On a sideband which he probably didn't mean me to see, I could also hear Possibly as strong as one of the Masters of the Dawning Light. [untranslatable curse] That he have such power while I am crippled! Still… I must suffer my Testing and prove my own worth.
"Impressive is an excellent understatement, Doctor," Kerlamin said, studying the graphs. "Congratulations on this achievement, Doctor. You have exceeded any expectations I might have had."
It had taken six months to reach this point. I'd found after three months that Shagrath was holding back when we sparred; a month later, I sensed he wasn't holding back much. Last month, I'd beaten him. I couldn't deny the occasional sense of pride and superiority any more, and to be honest why should I? There was certainly superiority present. I was approaching ultrapsi, and not just with one talent; like Shagrath, I had several high-level talents, and there wasn't a single known psi power I couldn't handle decently. I now existed on an entirely different level than normal human, or even most alien, beings could imagine. Shagrath and, presumably, our alien opposite numbers were the only others who could understand what it was that I now had. "So now what?"
"Time, I think, to try you against some threats that you will encounter in the field. You've practiced a great deal against me psionically, but you need to hone your reaction against the kind of dangers that even ordinary people can present to you."
"What in all the Seven could any of them – even one of the Five Families – manage against us? Be serious."
Shagrath smiled tolerantly. "Don't get carried away, Sasham. True, when prepared and warned there's little on a small scale that can harm us, but that 'little' can be enough. Once again you will fight against me, but this time I will play the part of an extremely competent Monitor without my psi abilities, but with all the resources of a moderate-sized base at my command. Your mission is to reach me and incapacitate the base."
"Oh," I said. "That's what you and Doctor Sooovickalassa have been working on over at the weapons testing range."
"Indeed, indeed, Commander. Modifying one of the standard assault force scenario models. You get to play the part of the entire assault force."
That was a bit daunting, I had to admit. Assault forces against a moderate sized base would have full powered armor, heavy weapons, and significant numbers. The base itself would be armed, monitored, staffed by hundreds of trained personnel. "Do I have at least the advantage of enough surprise to get inside?" I was having the uncomfortable vision of trying to reach the base against real heavy weapons fire and either Longshot Barrier or Gradient Shields, either one of which would be a sinking big problem to get around.
"Not quite so confident now, eh?" Shagrath chuckled. "But yes, I assume that with reasonably clever approaches you will have managed to enter the outer area of the base before the alarm is sounded. A rather standard assault scenario."
"Umm, what about the people involved? You can't play them all."
"They believe they are in training simulations to deal with psi assaults. From their point of view, you are just a simulation being given apparent psi abilities through some extremely complex equipment that's been installed throughout the training base."
There was an implied problem with that. "Shagrath, that means that they'll really be firing live ammunition at me and trying to kill me."
He raised an eyebrow. "Yes. Would training ammunition be a worthy test? I of course am standing by to stop the exercise if you go down, but you should, I hope, acquit yourself better than that."
I nodded. I was now no longer feeling that moment of superiority; maybe it was better that way. Overconfidence breeds failure. "And after this…?"
"Assuming you do well, only a few more training missions and then I think it may be time to advance my timetable. As I said, the project appears to have succeeded beyond my original expectations."
Finally! Getting to do something REAL! I saluted with real enthusiasm. "Then let's get to it, Sir!" 



Chapter 28.
Varan:
I focused on the room beyond and muttered a tired curse. Like many of them the closer I got to the center, this area had a psi-damper. I'd found I could still function in rooms with a standard damper before, in my earlier training, but it was like fighting underwater, or in extra-heavy gravity; you just had a lot less to devote to the cause.
Worse, the screens were more than sufficient to scramble even my best attempts to remote-view or listen. As far as I was concerned, those areas were grayish, pretty much featureless fogs, occasional almost invisible shapes moving within them. And up ahead, at the base's central control, the whole area was gunmetal-gray fog. Fighting my way blind and weakened through the whole area was just not going to work. 
I sensed movement behind me, noted the approach of two armored forms. This particular corridor was not damped, so I just ripped a couple of support beams out and brought the ceiling down on them. It wouldn't quite crush the troopers inside the suits, but they weren't digging out of that any time soon.
This didn't solve the main problem, however. I'd already found that my command codes were not functional in this demonstration. Presumably the super-psi I was playing wasn't a former officer, or they'd found out and changed his authorizations before he got here. Hacking or otherwise tricking the systems into dropping the shielding was out, then. 
But… there might be another way. I reached out… Yes, one of the troopers under the rock was unconscious but pretty much intact. His suit would work, and he actually had the least amount of rock on top of him. This would be really risky, but not as risky as charging through probably three rings of security with dampers all the way. Part of the advantage still lay with me; as I was now both a powerful psionic and an experienced officer and engineer, I could see that the security and tactics we had were built on, like anything else, reasonable assumptions. An ordinary psi – even a pretty powerful one – would probably be stopped here. An ordinary man would never get this far no matter what his knowledge. But an extremely powerful psionic, powerful in all four categories of psi ability, who was also an expert Imperial engineer and who understood all the systems, including the combat and defense protocols… that was something for which the system just wasn't designed.
I hoped.
I continued along the corridors that weren't shielded; these were mostly deserted, and the automated weapons weren't anything to worry me, as by now I knew the layout perfectly. In the meantime, I worked carefully on the unconscious trooper… Hawthen Gelmas, as his mind informed me. Doing stuff like this still nauseated me, but if I couldn't steel myself to do it here, the hesitation would kill me out in the field. Besides, it wouldn't do him any permanent harm. I was really on his side, he just didn't know it. Once everything was set, I was able to awaken him. It took only a little telekinetic assistance to let him fight his way free of the rubble.
A few minutes later, rannai bolts blasted into me. I'd barely gotten the shield up in time, but by then twin rockets had detonated, one to each side of the corridor, and the double concussion smashed me to the ground, my body tumbling limply. Not satisfied with that, the Guardsman armored trooper, who'd used his suit's shield power sparingly in order to approach me undetected, launched a barrage of gas grenades that turned the air around me into a narcoleptic brew that would put an assault force of Zchorada into a six-hour sleep; a human in that concentration might never wake up. As there was need for human psi study subjects, there WAS a standing order to capture them if it appeared possible to do so – one of the regulations I knew of and counted on. The trooper then called for backup to bring a portable psi-nullifier unit to convey me into the secure area.
Obviously, this was a setup on my part, but the danger wasn't over yet. I had practiced certain tricks in the lab, but pulling them off under the noses of near-panicked, hair-trigger Guardsmen was a different matter. Still, I felt I'd pulled off the "ambushed and blasted unconscious" pretty well – and I had the bruises to show how close it actually was to a success on Guardsman Gelmas' part. My whole body ached, and so did my head. The past half-hour had been by far the most strenuous test of my new powers and of my old skills I'd ever gone through. Only that terrible seige at Tangia Outpost had been worse. 
Gelmas and the others approached. One, carrying the portable psi-nullifier, moved along the wall, leaving his friends a clear field of fire. When I didn't move, he activated the nullifier and approached, locking me into the device. They then hoisted me up and carried me… into the shielded area of the base. Before we got there, I had already forced the built-in sensors on the thing to show me as unconscious, and deeply so.
This was still the most dangerous part of the ruse. Inside a double nullifier field I really was pretty much powerless. If someone stopped and checked me, or got suspicious in some other way, I could end up dead – or, if Shagrath intervened in time, I'd at the least have failed this one entirely. But these guys were using live ammunition; death was clearly a possible outcome if I really got unlucky.
But we passed through the secure doors without incident; I was placed in a guarded holding cell while Gelmas' minor injuries were attended to; he was then sent to debrief the main command. He never reached the command briefing room, of course. It was at that point that my subconscious trigger instructions took hold on him. He diverted to the secondary control area which was located nearby, stunned the duty crew, and – using the knowledge I'd placed in his brain – caused a cascading shutdown surge to go through the generators in the entire core area.
As I felt the nullifying fields fade, I concentrated all I had on the portable nullifier. A critical circuit shattered, and immediately I hurled my mind outward, breaking similar circuits throughout the base along a wedge-shaped region leading to the central area, where Shagrath himself would be. I was just a split-second too slow; the backup power came on for the the central control room and it vanished in a shielded haze. 
Still, much better, I thought as I walked – with a slightly pained limp – out of the holding cell, knocking attacking Navy and Guards aside casually. Now I had only the one shielded area to deal with, and the entrances to that area were in my sensing range; I brought down the corridors leading into main control, except for the one I would be entering by. Now there'd be no reinforcements to contend with. 
Nothing significant barred my way. It was actually pathetically amusing to see these people keep trying to stop me. Didn't they realize they hadn't a chance? That I was being gentle with them? Oh, there were a few broken bones, probably, but that was part of the risk you took in the business. It was like fighting a mob of toddlers; there wasn't anything they could do to hurt me unless I told them HOW, and let them, in the bargain. Even Taelin, I realized sadly, was just a child to me. He couldn't see, feel, or think the things I could. I was as far beyond even a child of the Five as I was beyond these poor helpless soldiers.
I blew the final door open with a theatrical gesture and stepped inside. Only one figure waited for me, in the heaviness of the central damping field. But that figure – Shagrath, I was sure – was encased in the finest model powered armor, and it had its own nullifier active. 
I'd half-expected that, but that didn't make it any better. I couldn't hit him or his mind with anything significant. A hurricane of automatic rannai sunfire ripped at me.
I threw much of my remaining psi reserves into speed, moving faster than he could react. I picked up and hurled one of the armored door-fragments at him, a 500 kilogram missile that he barely blocked. The impact shoved him backwards and somewhat sideways. That gave me a clear view to a critical control panel. 
In a split second I activated three controls and locked them. The room's field faded. As it did, I launched a mental bolt at the mind within that armor; without the double protection, I should be able to finish this battle quick. 
Oddly, it didn't quite get through. I felt the mind through the shield, vaguely, but it was much fainter than I'd expected. Well, no matter. I glanced over, pulled the same door-fragment into the air. It felt oddly heavier, and throwing it felt like a mighty strain. 
He was moving faster than I expected, and dodged that one. Was Shagrath cheating? Using his abilities to match me? No, I didn't feel any active psi energy from him… actually, I felt nothing from him at all now. The shield seemed entirely opaque.
Energy bolts splattered on my shield, feeling like molten sledgehammers instead of the patter of raindrops. What the sinking hells of Atlantaea was happening? Somehow, I realized, I was weakening, and fast – and with him having a shield up, I had no way to tell Shagrath this – he might kill me before he realized there was a problem!
I focused as hard as I could, my head feeling like it was caught between colliding warships, increased my speed. I pushed myself as hard as I could, feeling mental and physical muscles screaming, and suddenly I was there, too close to the armored form for it to safely use its weapons. With the last of my treacherously fading strength, I reached down, and with telekinesis and muscle power together managed to lever one leg up, up, tipping the armored form over. As it struggled to right itself, that gave me one short second to trigger two more controls – controls whose movement felt like forcing boulders to roll – and the internal defenses of the control room fired heavily into the armored form, shattering parts of the armor and, I hoped, ending the contest. For a moment I stood there, wavering; the damaged armor remained on the ground, then opened, to reveal a grinning Shagrath. "Well done, Com – Sasham!"
That was the last I heard as I pitched forward. 



Chapter 29.
Shagrath:
Restraint. Restraint. Patience. Are these not the lessons I have learned over the years of my penance? Do not let them be lost. Shagrath repeated this to himself several times until he was sure he could maintain control. Such things were so contrary to his people's nature. Yet there was no choice. So much had been lost before due to impulsive actions. That was why he was still here, with these creatures, following their actions and mimicking their behaviors. He couldn't – didn't dare – return yet. It would be a long time, he knew that now.
But the incompetent Darkness-damned soul-weak fool! He has failed me again! Aloud, he said, "Explain this to me, Doctor." His voice was cold, though far from as cold as he wished it to be.
"Reversing itself psionic development rapidly is," the R'Thann said. Though he had little physical expression, his concern and, yes, fear were plain to sense. Doctor Sooovickalassa went on to explain that the degeneration appeared to be orderly and, other than the loss of power, nondamaging. There might, he said, be some minor capabilities left at the end – probably enhanced mental shielding or something of the sort – but no active psionic abilities.
"Why? WHY?" demanded Varan. The Commander was amusingly distraught with the loss of powers he had but a short time ago reviled. He had begun just recently to realize his true nature as a superior being, and now he found himself being cast down to live among the ordinary mortals once more.
Dr. Sooovickalassa rippled his crest apologetically. Shagrath's sensitive sense of scent picked up the aroma of fear. It appears that the process as it currently exists requires some method for stabilization. To use another analogy to describe the situation, it is as though we may make an impression in some sort of elastic medium; the powers develop all through the "stretching" of the medium, but degenerate during the rebound. The greater force provides a greater "stretch", but the times involved actually do not vary greatly. Some method of stabilizing the process – halting development at the point of maximum "stretch" – would be needed.
Varan had been straining to catch this conversation; his telepathic abilities were now very weak, and there were actual tears in his eyes as he realized how little time he had remaining. "Then you might be able to fix this?"
The R'Thann's eyes met Shagrath's for a moment. Shagrath considered telling the R'Thann that he wouldn't have any opportunity to blunder again… but there was Varan to consider. He could actually still be a useful tool. Few were the humans that Shagrath could have trusted in any capacity, but he knew this one's mind intimately. He would be resentful of Sooovickalassa's failures, but willing to assist him in any additional research on the chance of regaining his abilities. He was completely convinced of Shagrath's ultimately benevolent aims, and while bereft of his own special powers could be a useful agent; one disadvantage Shagrath had was that many of his regular agents couldn't be used around certain sorts. And with this blow to his pride and confidence, he could be even more easily brought around to the right sort of attitude. Who knew? He might even survive the end of Shagrath's plan. What a deliciously ironic outcome that would be!
So instead of a stony glare, he gave a very brief, almost imperceptible nod. 
Dr. Sooovickalassa's relief was palpable even to Varan; a ghost of the old smile flickered on the Commander's lips as he realized how close the alien had come to death. Perhaps. I make no guarantees, but the fact it worked at all shows we are on the right track. We could begin at once –
"I'm afraid that won't be possible, Doctor. I have other projects that require this space. War with Zchorada – real war – appears closer than ever."
But… I thought you meant that I could continue my research…
"You are correct. But not here. You are a scientist of considerable achievements in dimensional fields as well as in psionics." Yes, thought Shagrath. The idea was coming together. It would work. It would make Varan unbreakably loyal to him, keep the R'Thann working while under a watchdog who'd never let him escape… and, just to be sure, he'd put another watcher of his own with them. And, as a side note, it solves a minor staffing question the Emperor had posed to me.
He turned to Varan. "Commander. I cannot offer you sympathies that would be sufficient. Of all the people we know, I'm the only one who understands what you've lost."
Varan raised his head. Hollow-eyed, he still managed to stand and face the Prime Monitor with a courage that instilled even more loathing in Shagrath. "Yes, sir. And I understand… that you'll have to make me forget it. Maybe that's best. I'll be better off then."
Paragon indeed. But one on my side, now. The thought made the sunlight smile easy. "Forget…? Normally, perhaps, yes, Commander. But… I can't do that to you. Or for you. You actually can protect your mind to some degree. And you, almost alone among those I know, I can trust fully, for we know each other. I need people I can trust. A Navy Commander on the frontier, even a good one, is not all that valuable a commodity. A man who understands the thoughts and powers of a psionic, a man who understands fully the dangers the Empire faces, and one who has an unswervable loyalty to the Empire – and who has the courage to keep the pain of his memories – is much more valuable."
A spark of faint hope, mingled with the vestiges of his pride, returned to that disquieting gray gaze. "I serve the Empire as it requires, Sir."
"Forget the formalities, Sasham! By the Towers, I can't undo what's been done, but I can by all we hold dear make sure you don't pay more of a price for it. Remember what you said to me – how you loved the thought of directing research here, yet couldn't see yourself tied down to a single location?"
"Yes, I remember." 
Shagrath grinned. "Then how about doing both?"
Varan's eyes blinked. "Excuse me? Kerlamin, I don't quite get you."
He pressed a few controls; the image of a great, shining vessel of ancient design faded into view, the crescent-shaped, three-spined curved wing-and-dagger shape of an immense Atlantean warship. "How would you like to be Captain Sasham Varan, Commanding, Imperial Research Vessel Teraikon?"

The look of joy rising from hopelessness was answer enough. I have your very soul now, Captain. And the most wonderful part of this is that to gain it, I've given you nothing more than what you would have earned anyway.




Chapter 30.
Varan:
Torline's Swords, it's been a long day. I thought. Now I get to rest. I headed wearily for my cabin. My Captain's cabin. That did manage to bring a faint smile to my lips still. 
Other things… I was still awfully conflicted. The depression at my loss wasn't going to go any time soon, that was for sure. I wondered if I'd managed to hide that from Taelin. It wasn't something I could talk about, so I had to hope so. But by the Towers it had been hard to talk so happily about my promotion, my new command and likely career choices… although, I admitted, not nearly as hard as my Elevation to one of the Great Families, sponsored by the Mel'Tasne themselves. Only a few months ago, that would have been a ceremony of such joy that I would have cried. Now it seemed almost a mockery; I had been so much higher than they would ever understand. Like children awarding a real soldier a paper medal.
Well, thank the Seven, it was over. Teraikon was a sweet ship – an actual old Atlantaean hull, though stripped of just about everything else, and now outfitted as a top of the line Imperial research lab for multiple sciences, with a staff of a hundred of the best scientists in the Galaxy. That included Doctor Sooovickalassa, of course, something I couldn't avoid and wasn't sure I wanted to. Every time I saw him it reminded me of what I'd lost… but he was the only chance I might have to get it back.
Enough of that. We were now well underway – heading to pick up our new Ship's Monitor. Good old Kerlamin Shagrath, he'd tried to make everything as easy on me as possible; he'd assigned Nissen Frankel to be Teraikon's Monitor. So a cruise out to Outpost Tangia to pick him up, and then to wander around the Empire as the needs of research dictated. I couldn't complain that much, I guessed.
The door of my cabin slid open and I stepped inside. For the second time in less than a year, there was someone else waiting for me in my own room.
This, however, was not nearly so welcome a visit. "What in the name of the Seven are you doing in my cabin?" I demanded of Doctor Sooovickalassa, who was sitting quietly at my own desk. "If this is an example of how you're going to be behaving, I might just –"
"You are safe, Commander Sasham Varan," the R'Thann said, with an exquisitely careful and precise enunciation of words and grammar alien to it. "You are safe."
A star novaed inside my skull, and I screamed. I remembered. I remembered! The black-squirming corrosive hatred of Shagrath. The terror of discovery. The pact I made with Vick…
"It… worked. Thank Torline and all the ancient gods, Praise to Niadeea and the Seven, it worked." I felt, also, the psi abilities starting to reawaken. Thank you, Vick. Thank you. I can't even begin to thank you enough.
No thanks are needed. It was my duty, once such trust was given and accepted. We are still in much danger.
I thought back over the last few months. As I did so, I suddenly felt the thoughts of that other "me", the one just very subtly different than the real one, and as I started to grasp what I'd become, I felt utter horror welling up in me, almost surpassing what I'd felt when I sensed Shagrath. No, this was worse, in a way, more repulsive and personal. My gut rebelled against it as I realized how I'd been thinking towards the end, and I barely made it to the toilet before I brought up everything I'd eaten. I sat there, shaking and sweating, with tears of revulsion. "So much … ugh… for my old pride. Six and One, I was so sinking sure that I wouldn't at least compromise that fast!"
His arguments – without knowledge of his true nature – were formidably accurate. And you should also know that he used his own abilities on you to enhance the results. Very artistic, that one. You made most of the choices, yes… but we had already decided that this "Sasham Varan" would not be quite as unbending. And he still needed some additional incentive, some behind-the –mind manipulation, to keep you going down the path.
"Yeah… but I can feel I was starting … oh, Torline's Swords…" what little remained came up this time. "… ick. Starting to really feel that way. That I was something so much better than everyone else. That I had a right to do anything at all, as long as I could justify it." I shivered, then shook my head. "I guess that's for the good. I'll never forget this lesson." 
Vick inclined his head. "Learn lessons worse that than could you." If all idealists could have a vision of how easily they could pass to corruption, I think final corruption would be far less common. Making you even slightly more amenable to such manipulation was necessary.
I nodded. We'd discussed it, that terrible day when I'd agreed to let Vick suppress my real memories, modify the persona that would remain, and guide my progress (and arrange the fading and loss of my powers). Someone like Shagrath – something with a mind that twisted – probably hated people who actually cared about what happened to others, and couldn't really understand them. Making me able to be bent, even with some effort, in his direction made me comprehensible, made me something he expected and could understand.
And that made it much LESS likely that he would become sufficiently frustrated, or suspicious, to probe ME.
"Which would have been the end of our little game. Yes." I nodded again. "And I've got some insight into the way he thinks and acts." An echo of loss panged through me. If only Shagrath had been the man he played at being. What a shame. But I couldn't dwell on that; I had to focus on the fact that what he really was was a monster of almost inconceivable power and, to me, incomprehensible malice.
I got up, ran a cleanspray through my mouth and managed to dissipate the worst of that sharp smell. "You were right," I smiled at him finally. "And it did work. And my psi abilities?"
Unreduced. They may even continue to increase. You will have to practice them, but with great care. In such an enclosed space, with highly sensitive instruments of various sorts and with a Monitor – even one who is your friend – present, it will be a masquerade you cannot pull off without grave danger.
"No worse danger than we just got out of, my friend. So what are your plans?"
He spread his talons and waved his crest in a noncomittal gesture. I have no other destination at this time. And on this vessel I can, with care, replicate my experiments. Especially if the Captain will assist me in certain things so as to ensure no others recognize what I am doing.
"Vick, after what you've done for me – and don't protest, you risked a hell of a lot to save me, when you could have easily saved yourself – I'll get you whatever you want. But why do you want to assemble all that again? My powers aren't really gone."
Idiotic human [talakk'u]! The last word was a vision of a rather stupid prey animal. YOU have your psionic powers, yes. But do you think that I cared one bit for giving your species controllable psionic power? The whole point of this project was to give ME the powers which I should have had by birth!
I couldn't help it. I burst out laughing, and couldn't stop for several minutes, while Vick radiated considerable outrage that I dare laugh at him. Finally I got my body, and mind, under control enough to reply. "Vick, sinking hells, I'm not laughing at you. I'm laughing at the fact that you were quietly scamming the entire EMPIRE into financing your research just for your own personal use!"
Oh. The mind-voice was slightly apologetic. Yes. I can see the amusement. A mental smile – with lots of emphatically sharp teeth. To me, the far more amusing idea is the thought that my foolish people would exile this "cripple" here, and that one day I will return them the favor by defeating one of the Masters of the Light!

There was clearly some rather un-civilized savagery inherent in his species. That did rather fit with the ultra-elitist impressions I'd gotten from him – sort of like the Five Families gone berserk. Still, I also could appreciate his grim amusement. "Then you have my word. I'll help you build whatever you need. And when the time comes, I'll run that treatment for you and, I hope, give to you what you gave to me."
He bowed low and made – as best he could – the Sign of the Towers. Then it is agreed. Time is not unlimited, however.
"No." My mood darkened somewhat. "Shagrath will come to inspect us every so often. And there's no way I'd be able to meet him without him realizing how we've tricked him. And strong as I am, I think he'd still break me like a stick."
Concurrence. I have been able to scan him only in limited settings, but he is far stronger than you are at present, and other readings and indications are … unusual. I still do not know what he is, or what his real capabilities are.
I nodded. "That means that before the next inspection – about a year – we have to either get out of here, or be ready to expose him, somehow."
A year. A short time. Yet it may be enough. 
"It will be enough," I said. I went and placed my hands on the old vya-shadu – the traditional swords of a Tor master – that rested near my bed. I was making a personal oath. "It will be enough. I promise it to myself, and to you, and Taelin, and to all the Empire. I won't fail you. I know how I could fail myself now. I will watch for that. And we will find a way to beat Shagrath. Somehow.
"I promise." 



Chapter 31.
Taelin:
"Something's bothering you, Taelin."
He blinked, realizing that Treyuusei had been studying him with increasing concern for a while now. "It's nothing, Trey. Really." He reached down, picked up two of the cases. "Come on, let's finish loading up Valabacal before your uncle changes his mind and says we need to stick around!"
Trey caught his arm and forced it down. "Do not try to evade me, Taelin Ar'Dan Mel'Tasne." Once he had dropped the cases she took his hands and looked at him gravely. "I know you too well, Taelin. If something's bothering you like this, you're going to keep worrying at it unless you can figure it out. Or at least talk it out."
He stared back, then felt his gaze drop, turn aside. "It's… It's Sasham."
She nodded. "He was so tense."
"You noticed it too?"
"Lukhas probably did also. I don't know about your mom. He was doing really well hiding it, but you could just tell that even during the induction to the Great Families something was bothering him – and not his usual embarrassment, either."
Taelin bowed his head in relief. "So I wasn't imagining it. He seemed… distant. I swear, there were a few times I thought he was actually annoyed to be there, which makes no sense at all. As though the whole ritual was a waste of his time."
Treyuusei's green-gold eyes narrowed. "Not that bad, surely."
Was it? He couldn't pick out any specifics – words Sasham had spoken, gestures he'd made – that went to that extreme, yet… "Maybe not. But something terrible was bothering him, and he'd been so … happy before, almost too happy if that makes any sense. Then suddenly he felt like he'd closed everything down." That felt… right. "Like he was playing at being himself for us, because he knew we needed to see him fine… but he wasn't." He turned away. "Sink it, now I'm going over it in my head again. This isn't the way I want to start our vacation, Trey."
She sighed, then hugged him. "Well, Taelin, if you didn't worry about your friends, you wouldn't be you. Why don't you take a walk and see if you can work it out, then come back and we'll load up. I'll go see Uncle Borell for a few hours, he'll appreciate me not just ducking out on him."
"I… I'll do that. Thank you. I love you, Trey."
"I love you, Tae." She gave him a quick kiss and left, calling for her own Streetwing to be brought out.
Okay, Sash, I have to figure this out. You're messing up my vacation. He set out to walk around the grounds of the Mel'Tasne estate.
It wasn't so much that he couldn't guess at things that could have bothered Sasham. It was more a matter that Sash usually talked to him about things that bothered him, and keeping a phony happy front wasn't something Sasham tried to do – or, really, could do. And he had, actually, done it. Only a few people had noticed, and even they couldn't really be sure what they were seeing. This was something so completely different from the Sasham Varan that Taelin remembered that he really wasn't sure what to make of it. 
And he'd been given this new assignment and taken off almost without goodbyes. There should have been more parties for his promotion and his being assigned what was undoubtedly one of the most prestigious commands in the entire Navy, and yet Sasham had seemed almost unable to wait to get away from Taelin and the others. He'd never said anything of the sort, of course, but when you were a member of the Five Families you were trained to read posture, glance, breathing, everything, as much as you were taught to read books. 
No, there was something wrong. With him? With what was going on with Shagrath?
He realized the latter was a dangerous thought, even for a member of the Five. While the Five could force openness in dealings, it was obvious there were many secrets that shouldn't be publicized, for the good of the Empire, and the Prime Monitor's job was to maintain those secrets. No one tread lightly on ground another claimed, especially when that one was the Prime Monitor.
Mikkel, one of the newer servants, came running up to him. "Lord Taelin! A delivery for you, under Family seal!"
He blinked at the slender sealed envelope, then turned it over to look at the seal itself. He felt something both tense and relax as he recognized the parallel-sword design that Sasham had chosen for himself. "Thank you, Mikkel."
Taelin stood, irresolute, with the almost uncuttable steelweave envelope dangling from his hand for long minutes before he came to a decision and strode purposefully back to his own rooms. It wasn't unusual for a newly-elevated Family member to indulge in a few extravagances – like the luxury of being able to send sealed messages home, via Nexus couriers – but it was odd for Sasham Varan to do so, especially so quickly. Taelin would have expected it to take time for his friend to adopt any of the habits of the Families. Out of habit he locked the doors behind him, then sat down at his regular work desk. "Taelin Mel'Tasne," he said, placing his hand on the seal.
The imprinted circuits recognized his voice and handprint and the seal dissolved, allowing him to reach in and extract the sheets of paper. 
Sasham had, as usual, handwritten his letter – another of the minor but very characteristic quirks that defined his friend. The handwriting looked slightly – very slightly – less even than Taelin remembered, but then it had been a long time since he'd gotten a decent letter from Sash. 
Taelin,


I hope this letter finds you and Trey well. I'm writing this from orbit around Hrilandar, so if this gets there are fast as I've heard Family messages do, you can see that Teraikon is a very fast ship as well as being amazing in other ways. I never imagined I'd be commanding an Atlantaean ship – even just the hull. 


I know I left suddenly, and it was I'd guess abrupt enough to be rude. I owe you an apology – and unlike Canta you shouldn't have to beat it out of me.


That did get a small laugh; Remin Canta, another of their old friends from that long-ago survival class in the Talanda, certainly had often needed… heavy encouragement to learn the niceties of civilized behavior. 
The simple truth of the matter is that the project Shagrath wanted me for was something wonderful and important, and I almost made it. But not quite. I know, that sounds really vague, but even now I can't really say any more about it. It's that secret. 


So, really, I was sort of… no, let's be honest, I was sulking. Being childish – when I snapped out of it I almost expected old Helkoth to be slapping sense into me the way he did on Wyllas. It wasn't fair to any of you, especially after everything you've done for me, but… I guess I've never really failed something that important before. Diorre would be terribly disappointed in my behavior too.


Something was nagging at Taelin as he continued to read the letter. It sounded like Sasham. No, it was Sasham, and the Sasham Varan he'd come to know, too. But…
Suddenly he froze. Canta… Helkoth… Diorre… Morno… All of the references he was throwing in were from their time in the Talanda together. No one else would find that strange, probably, but Taelin knew that Sasham and he had other memories to share, and more, that because of the deep honor-debt Taelin owed him, Sasham wouldn't usually bring up that subject himself, he'd wait for Taelin to do so. There's something else in this letter…
It took him almost an hour to figure it out. Sasham Varan had created a message based completely on trusting Taelin to make the right associations, and his first couple of tries produced gibberish. On the other hand, it was an almost completely unbreakable code because it did, in fact, rely on an individual's experiences and reactions. No wonder the handwriting looks slightly sloppier; he must have had to work at this for hours – maybe a couple of days – and then re-copy it to look normal while making sure the information was there.
When he was done, he looked down and felt as though a chill wind was blowing down his spine. Varan's message was short, cryptic… and terrifying for all of its brevity, because of what the need to couch so simple a message in obscurity implied. For Sasham Varan's real message, hidden within the three sheets of handwritten apology and news, read simply: "Please trust me."
There was no reason, objectively, for those three words to make Taelin feel as though something monstrous loomed behind him. Yet… it did. 
Please trust me.
This was his best friend, a man who had saved his honor and his life many years ago, who had done the same for others many times. Of course Taelin trusted him. So what could it possibly mean, that he would send a message so secret, so obscured, so desperate, asking for what he already knew he had?
Taelin sat for a long time, looking at those three terrible words, before he finally took a deep breath and stood, gathering up the sheets. He took the papers, and all the scraps he had scribbled on, and fed them to the disposal – then went and wiped all trace of the activity from his own terminal. 
I don't know what's going on, Sash. I don't know if it has to do with the Prime Monitor, or if there's something else, but you're scared – and scaring me, too. He looked up, wishing he could speak to his friend, but knowing that not only couldn't he do that, he would have to be careful in even sending letters to him. If what that frightening little message implied was true…
But I owe you… maybe everything. So no matter what, I will trust you. You've called in that debt, and a Mel'Tasne always pays his debts.
So I do trust you.
I promise. 



PART THREE: Fortress of Sand
 



Chapter 32.
Varan:
"Welcome aboard, Doctor Guvthor." I couldn't help but stare – stare rather sharply upward. The Teraikon's newest scientist was a Thovian, which meant that he stood considerably over four meters tall and massed well over a ton – little of it fat, as far as I could tell, and all of it covered by thick brown fur that made the huge creature loom even larger. He wore relatively little, mostly thick leather harnesses like bandoliers to carry equipment – the equipment that wasn't in the six giant crates that were being loaded in with him, that is. Completing the incongruity of his formidable and rather non-introspective appearance, he had, strapped across his back, a double-bladed battleaxe of intricate design. I wasn't sure what to make of that.
"A great pleasure to be aboard such a vessel, Captain, a great pleasure." The huge eyes looked down with a twinkle in them, and despite the grimly formidable array of teeth set in the blunt muzzle, his overall demeanor reassured me. He gave a deep bow which gave a momentary impression of a descending furry avalanche. "Guvthor Hok Guvthor, Savant of the Meidalacamadan, Holder of the Makthu Hok Guvthor, thanks you for your greeting and welcome into your vessel. Would it be too great an imposition to ask that I get some assistance in bringing in my equipment to the main laboratory?"
I grinned; that twinkle in his eye had a familiar glint to it, somehow, even though I'd never met one of his people before. "Only if you stop trying to overdo the courtesy and make your Captain look like a boor."
His laugh almost deafened me. "Ahh, now, I can tell you are a military sort. You have work to do, and I waste your time." He hefted one of the massive crates, his head almost brushing the ceiling as he stood. "If you could show me…"
"Of course, Doctor. This way." Normally, of course, someone else in my crew, such as Commander Tontis, would be doing this duty, but Guvthor apparently had some particular goal that required Teraikon's resources, a goal important enough that our orders had been to divert to his location and go pick him up, then follow his directions. That made him the most important person on the ship – aside from me, of course. "You are a savant of the 'Meidalacamadan'?" I repeated as we moved down the corridor – me jogging to give Guvthor the chance to walk rather than move slow step by slow step. "What might that be?"
"Well, now, in literal language it would, hmmm, be translated to something like 'The Study of How the Stars Fall', but in more accurate terms you would call it astrophysics – the study of the nature of the wider universe."
"A subject not exactly unknown to me, at least in practical terms."
"Indeed? You are a scientist as well as an officer? Ah, no, wait – you emphasize the 'practical'. An engineer, then?"
"White Master certification in Warship Engineering, to be exact," I said, as we entered the transport tube to the main labs.
He glanced down at me with respect that I could feel echoed in his thoughts – though those thoughts were startlingly hard to read. Most people broadcast their thoughts far and wide – I did not, of course, directly intrude on anyone's mind, that would be wrong, but it was difficult-to-impossible to not get something unless I closed myself off… and in my current position, watching for potential spies of Shagrath's and preparing for what seemed an inevitable confrontation, I couldn't afford to close my mind to the world around it. 
But with Guvthor I found I was getting very, very little. I wasn't actually getting any thoughts, just feelings, and even those obscured. "If I understand your educational denotations correctly, you are a man of very considerable education. I see why you would be chosen to command this vessel." The room gave a very faint twitch as the transport capsule began to move. 
I laughed, feeling a little embarrassed. "Well, yes, they did want someone who wouldn't be completely lost when talking to the scientists. But I'm far from an expert in the theory. I know enough to keep a ship running and to know if I'm talking to someone who thinks you can ignore the laws of physics, but past that I can get just as lost as anyone else."
"We shall see; I will of course be briefing you on our little mission, especially as it shall be taking all of us on quite a long trip indeed."
We exited into the main research area of Teraikon. Not quite as large as the vast lab complex on Oro where I'd been Vick's lab animal, but quite possibly the largest research laboratory ever made mobile. There were two dozen major researchers here, some of whom I was still just beginning to know, and each generally had several assistants, research fellows and partners, and advanced students. In fact, aside from Vick, Guvthor was the only one without (as far as I knew) any additional staff. "Doctor, will you be having any assistants or co-workers joining you?"
He had sat back a bit on his heels, clearly impressed by the laboratory's expanse. "Very good! Very good indeed!" he was muttering. Then he glanced down at me. "Oh, no, I do not think so, Captain. With my equipment properly installed I should have no problems performing the observations myself, and I really do work best on my own. Besides," he glanced around at the surrounding lab, "built as I am on a somewhat different scale, working with others not from Thovia is difficult, and there are few enough of us around."
I had to agree with that. The Thovians were a very new race from the Empire's point of view, discovered within my lifetime by one of the spinward scouting parties. Few Thovians were seen in the Empire, but no one who met one ever forgot it; they were, as far as were known, the most physically massive race of intelligent creatures in the Galaxy. It was possible that a very large Zchorada would equal Guvthor's mass, but I doubted it. This obviously presented a lot of problems when it came to accomodating their needs in Imperial ships. 
Fortunately, Teraikon, as a former Atlantaean vessel, was built to their grand, wide-open scale. Guvthor would have had to spend most of his time crouching, or possibly even crawling at times, on Tangia Station, and might not even have fit through some of the corridors on Taelin's yacht, but he could walk upright through almost any part of Teraikon, and there were plenty of cabins which could be outfitted for someone of his size. Knowing he was a Thovian, I'd assigned him three research sections for equipment space. I gestured to that area. "Over here will be your personal laboratory subsection, Doctor," I said.
The great teeth were bared in another grin. "Considerate and more than adequate. I shall, therefore, proceed." He turned and saw that the next of his crates were being brought in; I'd signaled for additional transport once I'd received the good Doctor on board. "I shall proceed, as I say, to begin to set up my equipment. The third crate, that one should go to my cabin."
I nodded, and decided that as I was nearby I should take a bit of a turn around the entire scientific section. "I look forward to your briefing, Doctor."
"I should hope so. Tomorrow, I believe, as long as you set the course as directed."
As that course had been also given under the direct Imperial seal, there was no question on that score. "Certainly."
Satisfied, he turned away and tore the sealed top of the shipping container open as though it were a plastiseal bag of candies, reaching inside and pulling out a complex set of devices. I noted that and decided that, if ever Dr. Guvthor became a security problem, it would be a job for heavy assault armor. Fortunate he seemed so jovial.
I nodded to Vick as I passed his station. One of the key aspects I had to balance in this masquerade was my attitude towards the R'Thann scientist. In actuality, we were not merely allies, but friends – but the past that Shagrath knew was quite different. That version of me would keep Vick around for his potential use, but would not fully trust him. So any work we actually did together had to be done as a sort of sleight-of-hand. 
The preposterous golden crest nodded, chiming, in my direction, and I saw a glance towards one panel and a narrowing of the eyes. The R'Thann was making progress – both towards his public goal, and his much more private one. Assembling the entire system to awaken his repressed psionic abilities was a delicate operation; it was not out of the question that one of the other scientists was more than he, she, or it seemed, an agent of the Prime Monitor. And while he had always been my friend, I could not entirely discount the fact that Nissen Frankel was a Monitor, and thus subject to directives and commands that came, in the end, from the monster I was hiding from – commands that he was conditioned to accept. 
While detecting psionics was normally impossible, we also did not dare take many risks in that area. There was no telling how many allies of what type Shagrath might have. It would take only one, sensing something … unusual about Captain Sasham Varan, and then if we were lucky we'd be dead. If we were unlucky, we'd be cheerfully working for him again.
I passed onward. The next station included a bowl-shaped pool at its center, because the resident scientist was Hmmseeth, a Mydrwyll. My prior tours of the lab levels had somehow ended up timed so as to miss the periods when Hmmseeth was active, but this time the slick, purplish-skinned, multitentacled creature with its single bandlike eye running around its main body was well out of the pool and studying computational readouts – barely visible to me, as they were mainly projected in color patterns appropriate for Mydrwyll. 
"A greeting and request for dialogue, Hmmseeth." I said, recalling the formal approach for Mydrwyll.
The rear-facing portion of the eye opened, glowing with yellow phosphorescence. The tentacles continued to operate various controls, but twin tympanic membranes vibrated on the side of the body-head. "Recognition of your position, Captain, rationally re-orders my priorities. I shall speak with you. What would you know?"
"I find it useful to understand something about the people I have on board, and their interests and research. This is the first time I have had the opportunity to speak with you."
"Eminently rational. You cannot properly act for your passengers and researchers without data, and some data cannot be gathered except in person." The body itself stll hadn't moved, but somehow I had an impression of someone turning fully to face me. "Hmmseeth, Child of the Seventh, theoretical cultural sentiologist specializing in progression replication and modeling."
Child of the Seventh… I knew that was important, but I had to wrack my brain for a moment before it came out. That was it. That meant that in childhood he had reached the final pool of seven that formed a sort of testing and sorting gantlet for all Mydrwyll spawn. As they had literally thousands of children – a species with R-type reproduction – the first few pools were basically lethal sorting traps. Those who survived the first few were increasingly lucky, smart, or both. If I remembered correctly, less than one out of every hundred thousand hatchlings made it to the seventh pool, possibly less than one out of a million or more – which meant that many Mydrwyll might never have a spawn that reached the Seventh. "I am honored to meet a Child of the Seventh. I am unfamiliar with your specialty, however."
With some difficulty, Hmmseeth managed to get the gist across; his profession focused on understanding the broad progression of cultures – what caused them to develop, what caused them to stagnate or die. He was using multiple multivariate models with so many complex calculations that he was clearly one of the causes of major computational load on the main laboratory systems. Have to look into adding capacity to that, I thought. "I thank you for the explanation."
"Thanks unnecessary. Rational exchange of ideas; you must understand my work, or you may not understand requests or activities. Now I return to work." The rear portion of the Eye closed and it was clear the interview was over.
I finished the rest of my not-quite-so-quick tour as swiftly as I could; by the time I left, I could see that Guvthor had all his equipment and was already testing some of it, probably verifying calibration.
As I made my way towards the bridge, I winced. That sound again. It bothered me badly – it sounded like many voices in the vast distance, screaming like an echoing chorus of pain and hunger in my mind. I'd heard that once before, I seemed to remember, when my psionic abilities first awakened, but there wasn't any really clear detail in either case. And it always faded very quickly. I'd never been able to trace it, and Vick's instruments didn't seem to notice anything. 
I shook my head, but the head-sound was already fading away again. I'll figure it out eventually, I suppose.

The door slid open and I stepped onto the great crystal-fronted bridge of Teraikon, the brilliant rainbow glow of TC-Drive space shining through. 
I smiled and walked to the Captain's chair. I may not command her for much longer… whenever Shagrath becomes suspicious or comes to examine me, it's over.
But for now… for now, I thank Torline for these few months. 



Chapter 33.
Varan:
"Ahhh," Guvthor said as Vick entered the room, "Thank you for coming, Doctor. I believe we are all assembled."
"Accepted thanks are," Vick responded with a bob of his crested head. "Requested is clarification for meeting reason."
"Doctor Guvthor is about to brief us on our mission, or so I understand," I said.
"Exactly so, exactly so," agreed the immense Thovian, glancing around the room. There were only a few people in the briefing room – besides Guvthor, there was Commander Tontis, frowning slightly from under the fringe of brown hair she couldn't quite keep straight, Monitor Frankel, Commander Soc'Ran from Engineering, Vick, and myself. 
"Well, now, you are all familiar with basic astronomical phenomena, and undoubtedly you are all very much familiar with the one that you call a 'black hole', yes?"
We all nodded with varying degrees of emphasis.
"Good, good. I rather like that term myself, 'black hole' – a hole in the universe, dark, difficult to see through. This is of course the problem; calculations tell us what we expect from such a… phenomenon – it is inaccurate in the extreme to call it an 'object' in any reasonable sense of the word – but… where was I? Oh, yes, calculations tell us what to expect, but with such a phenomenon it is hard to say, even with our current technology, how well the interior of a black hole matches the theory."
"Isn't 'interior' a poor word as well?" Soc'Ran asked acidly.
"Well, yes, but ordinary language is, itself, a poor substitute for mathematical and conceptual symbology. However, out of respect for our less scientifically inclined members, let us keep to the common language and seek to explain as best we can, yes? Yes. Good enough, then." He rocked back on his heels, looking a bit disconcertingly as though his entire four-meter bulk were about to tip over, but steadied. "So, as I was saying, we can tell little about the… interior, essence, of the phenomenon. We have learned quite a bit, of course, from the interface, the event-horizon as some say, and its interaction with various other effects. This gave us understanding of dimensional effects that we now use in our daily lives – the Dimensional Tap, the Longshot Barrier and Gradient Shield, the Nexus and Tachyonic Conversion stardrives and the Imbalance and Dimensional Distortion short-range drives, and so on and so forth." He nodded slowly. "Still, there is so much to learn. Theory tells us how they are born, how they may eventually decay, but these phenomena have never been observed in nature, and artificially, alas, only the Atlantaean Singularity Cannon performs that function and its method of operation, like so many things Atlantaean, remains a complete mystery."
"Not meaning any disrespect, Doctor," I said slowly, "but you appear to be scouting around the perimeter without actually reporting in. Could you perhaps get closer to the point?"
He gave one of his booming laughs. "Ah, now, am I already becoming overly wordy? Yes, I suppose I am; my teachers at the Thov Hok Shu used to say – but I begin again.
"As I said, we have never seen the creation or destruction of a black hole; but we of this expedition are about to change that."
I sat forward. "What? How?"
"It is a most fortuitous coincidence. A scout vessel came across a most unique phenomenon and reported back to Oro; fortunately, I was in communication with some of the scientists there and the information was forwarded to me." He gestured, and a starfield appeared and grew over the conference table, zooming inward on a single point, a point that grew and slowly separated into two glowing, egg-shaped spheres whirling about each other. "Here you see two kandro'van trillda, neutron stars, in exceedingly close orbit with each other. Calculations of their orbits and other characteristics show that the combination of their movements, their passage through a large stellar system and absorption of mass in so doing, and the magnetic fields – with opposing spin – are robbing the pair of momentum with every orbit; as a consequence, they are spiralling inward and will, in a short time indeed, contact each other."
"Torline's Swords…" I immediately grasped the implications.
Frankel wrinkled his brow for a moment, then it smoothed out. "I think I see. What makes a black hole is enough mass concentrated in a small enough area without anything to force it to expand outward against gravity."
"In essence correct, and you clearly grasp the basic point. When the two neutron stars coalesce, the critical mass threshold will be exceeded, and – if our calculations are correct – the two neutron stars will disappear into a single massive black hole. This will occur, not in years or decades or centuries, but in months or even weeks. We must not miss this opportunity. Such an event is exquisitely rare, unheard of, and it is towards this phenomenon that we are currently heading."
Vick's crest was rippling rapidly. "Sensors reconfigure must I!"
"Many of us will do so, I am sure," Guvthor said seriously. "I of course have very specialized equipment indeed to track and monitor this event. It will, however, be very demanding for you and your crew, Captain."
I had a feeling about this… "How so?"
"Radiation, gravitic and dimensional effects, and so on – this is the sort of threat we would expect during the collapse, and there may be others, that our current understanding is insufficient to truly work out. In any case, the Teraikon will have to maintain a monitoring distance extremely close to the target for us to perform our scans in the most efficient manner. Obviously, a mistake under these conditions could be… inconvenient."
The Thovian way was apparently to master the concept of "understatement" and use it at all times. "Yes," I agreed dryly, "I suppose having the ship torn apart under the stresses and sending us all plummeting into the gravity well to be disassembled into our constituent elementary particles could impede your studies."
His grin showed teeth longer than my fingers. "It is good to see that you understand the situation."
Vorces! This was going to be one of the most delicate operations I'd ever seen. I thought for a minute, and noted the expressions around the table ranged from thoughtful distraction to serious concern. "Tontis, how long before we reach the vicinity of the neutron star pair?"
I could see her glance momentarily into the distance, consulting the ship systems through her visor interface. "Approximately three weeks, Captain."
I raised an eyebrow. "I hadn't realized it was that far Coreward. That's another fifteen hundred light-years – technically outside of the Empire. We'll be just outside the edge of our space, over six thousand light-years from Oro." I turned to Guvthor. "Doctor, we will need the most detailed information you currently have on this neutron star pair. To control our position accurately, we will also have to set up some kind of feedback or update system from your instruments to navigation. Very small shifts in their position could cause immense gravitic variations if we are close – and we'll have to probably minimize our use of shielding, which could be problematic."
As Guvthor nodded his assent, Soc'Ran's expression darkened. "Wait, Captain; what do you mean, minimize shielding? While near a neutron star pair that's actually passing through significant material?"
"I don't like the idea much myself, but both Doctor Guvthor and Doctor Sooovickalassa will undoubtedly be performing experiments and readings of extreme delicacy and precision. A Longshot Barrier will attenuate the readings drastically, at the least, and a Gradient Shield will severely distort them, if I understand correctly."
"Understanding correct you have, limited detail to." Vick confirmed. "Concern appropriate."
"Indeed," Guvthor said gravely, "and I have no enthusiasm for the concept of lowering our defenses while near what may be one of the most energetic events ever observed at close range." The huge Thovian absently toyed with the handle of his ceremonial battleaxe. "We do have some weeks, however; it may be that if we can characterize the shield behavior sufficiently and synchronize it with our sensors, we will be able to obtain acceptable results without needing to seriously reduce our defensive protections."
Soc'Ran's dark face – darker than my own, which was rare – seemed to light up. "By the Fall, that might work – if your sensors rely on known or at least reasonably well-characterized wavebands."
"Nothing too exotic, I think – Dr. Sooovickalassa may have something a bit unusual, but still, hmmm, yes. Perhaps a phase-locked loop in the first stage Gradient generators…"
"I'll leave you to that, then," I said. I actually was interested in what they'd come up with, but I wanted to conclude the meeting and have individual discussions later. "Doctor Guvthor, thank you again for the briefing. Difficulties aside, this is a fascinating opportunity and exactly the kind of thing I hoped to have a chance to see as Captain of Teraikon."
"My pleasure entirely, Captain Varan." 
"Meeting adjourned. Commander Tontiss, if you would…?" 
Tontiss' narrow face bore a faint, sharp-edged smile once we were in the corridor towards the bridge. "I have a feeling the Captain is about to dump a load of work on me."
"And the Captain appreciates how well you handle loads of work, which is why you are rewarded with more," I said agreeably.
A quick and barely repressed snort of laughter. "Too much reward like that and I may ask for a demotion, sir."
"Don't even joke about that, Tontiss. In all seriousness, I'm always grateful for your assistance. You handle so much of the day-to-day –"
"My duty as second in command, sir. Besides, you interface with the researchers much better than I do, and that's the real focus of Teraikon's operations, and you're welcome to it. Not my field of expertise at all. So what do you need?"
"No matter what tricks Soc'Ran and Guvthor come up with, this is going to be one dangerous mission – more dangerous than doing a spy run into Zchorada space, to be honest." A pair of whirling neutron stars, each twice the mass of a typical human-ideal star, only twenty kilometers or so across… "They'll want us as close as possible for observation, but even at two hundred thousand kilometers we're talking hundreds of gravities – and varying drastically with every motion. The closer we get, the worse it will be – there will be differing gravitic forces from one side of the ship to the other, and the compensators are going to have to be adjusted directly in time with the feedback loop Soc'Ran and Guvthor were talking about."
Tontiss whistled through her teeth. "Emperor's Balls, this is going to be ugly. That's a squared function, isn't it?" She went on without waiting for my answer. "This is actually going to be worse because of Teraikon's size, you know. Longer and wider means more differential. And as they get closer, the gravitic changes will get faster and more extreme. And…" she trailed off as we entered the bridge, but not because of anything there; she was consulting her visor again. "Captain, the radiation's going to be absolutely insane. If we get hit by an accelerated jet it will be like a full salvo from a warship-class null-rannai cannon."
"We've got full-scale warship defenses even if our armament is minimal," I pointed out. "And jet phenomena should be able to be predicted enough in advance to prevent us from getting caught. In any case, that's the responsibility I'm putting on you. You need to make sure the crew's prepped and understands the full range of differences in this deployment as compared with normal operations. The last thing we need is someone acting on instinct that's no longer valid in this situation."
"Understood, Captain. I'll get a detailed plan together and brief the crew." She grinned wryly. "On the positive side, there's no way this won't meet the requirements for White Overhaul, and after all this time I'm looking forward to going home." She saluted and moved off to her station.
I somehow concealed the reaction to her last sentence, but I felt as though a ball of solid ice was forming in my gut. She's right; once this mission is done, it's virtually certain Teraikon will be up for a full inspection and maintenance recall… at Oro. I settled into my command chair, trying to look as casual and relaxed as I had been just a few moments ago. I needed to have a talk with Vick – but not anywhere we could be seen.
The next few hours would be long. 



Chapter 34.
Varan:
"Three weeks."
I am fully aware of the timeframe. Vick's mindvoice, inside our psi-shielded bubble, was a bit testy. You are certain?
"Nothing's absolutely certain, Vick, but I really can't imagine that the stresses we'll be putting my ship under won't meet the criteria for a full inspection and refit somehow. And that's assuming we have no 'incidents' during the observation. Anything that actually ends up damaging the ship itself and we'll be absolutely required to go back. Unless we're too badly damaged to make it to Oro, but that wouldn't help matters."
No, definitely not.
The problem of course was that if we had to head back to Oro, Shagrath would – virtually certainly – be there. Pulling off the same trick we'd done last time wouldn't work; we had no way of simulating the changes in development that would almost certainly have happened over the last year, and there would be another major factor that couldn't really be hidden at all.
"Will you be ready before then?"
The golden-crested R'Thann bared his teeth in a simulation of a human grin. Most certainly. All is nearly complete. In one week, you shall repay your debt to me.
"Part of it." I figured this was also the point to make sure of what he meant by paying the debt. "I hope – no offense – that doesn't mean that you'll be looking for a way to just get out of this mess, because I'm going to need your help… probably until I can figure out how to take Shagrath down for good."
Vick's crest twitched downward, then rose again. I would truly be offended, save that I see that your true concern is not my inconstancy, but worry for forcing me to continue to involve myself in your Empire's affairs.
Do not trouble yourself, Captain Sasham Varan, Sooovickalassa continued, and there was the impression of a hunter's smile. The one who calls himself Shagrath is no friend to any in this galaxy, and if he is not stopped, he will most certainly turn his attention to my people as well. While we fear no Testing, only a fool invites danger that he does not understand, and there is much about Shagrath that neither of us understands. I would consult my people, for they may well know what manner of being Shagrath is – but consult them I cannot, until I have addressed my shame and weakness.
Which, he'd just said, would be done in about a week. In the past year he and I had carefully and methodically constructed, piecemeal and with great subtlety, a duplicate of the treatment setup that had been used on me back on Oro – with the slight modifications necessary to fit the treatment to an R'Thann instead of a human being. If it worked, Vick would finally have the psionic capabilities his people took for granted. If it didn't work it would most likely kill him, and Vick and I had planned for that unfortunate eventuality; as Vick would be dead and thus beyond worrying, we had evidence set up which I could use to make it appear he was conducting experiments completely on his own and possibly planning on some form of espionage. 
"So you want to go to your people afterwards?"
Eventually. The first priority will be to escape.
"Don't worry about that. On the way back from here, there will be plenty of opportunities to stop; after all, getting back to Oro from out here will take at least three months, and if we choose the right place and time, we can abandon ship in a way that will leave everyone confused about exactly what happened, and no way to track us. A busy spaceport can have thousands of ships going in and out…"
… and with very minor use of your abilities, and at that point perhaps mine as well, there will be no one who will clearly recall where we went. 
I really didn't like that thought, especially as it was the same kind of thought that Shagrath had used to start me down his own path of corruption. But Demons were always said to find truth their best weapon in a war of lies; if I subjected every decision of this type to the same soul-searching analysis, I might – just possibly – keep myself from forgetting my basic moral compass.
And getting away clean from Shagrath, so that I would really be free to figure out what he was and how we might stop him from destroying or using the Empire for whatever purposes he had in mind was important enough to justify, at the least, clouding a few people's perceptions. "True enough. How long will the treatment incapacitate you?"
Not long. Even you were only out of function for a few days. I have refined some aspects of the project and understand its full effects more clearly. I will mention not feeling well to Tokaratak, perhaps a day or two before the event.

Tokaratak, the ship's physician, was also the only member of the crew I found troubling – not because there was anything wrong with her, but because she was a Chakron, and my phobia of Zchorada and everything like them had not faded. "She's good at her job, though," I pointed out. "Will you be able to fool her into thinking you are actually ill?"
Vick gave vent to a hissing laugh. "Better than that it will be." She will note a hormonal imbalance and looking through the records suggest that I have failed to properly care for myself and require specific care and isolation for a few days. She will be correct, within her knowledge. There are certain requirements for our health which are best carried out in privacy – not due to any shame, but for safety.
"Safety?"
The bared teeth were a threat with only a thin veil of humor. Hunters of prey, killers and warriors we are, and used to killing and consuming living things. Aspects of this hunt are part of our biology. In truth, there is a limit to how long we can go without hunting down and killing prey for ourselves. There was an impression that something else lay behind that reasoning, something that even now he was not ready to tell me. Thus during the time we attempt to address this… need while on board a ship, with no prey to be had, it is often unsafe for others to intrude.
It did sound like he had not only an excellent reason to be medically ordered to retreat to his cabin for a few days, but also one to be left alone. "Well, in that case I'll stop asking questions. Just make sure you give me all the information I'll need to run the equipment."
The information is being gathered this evening and placed in a format you will comprehend.
I nodded, bowed to Vick in the way his people preferred, and checked the security sensors before exiting. It was difficult to have these meetings, but we couldn't risk telepathic conversations outside of a shielded area (and, of course, lots of warship areas were shielded anyway, meaning that transmitting long distances through the ship wouldn't work most of the time). 
Leaving the cabin put me back into the psi-shield again. The sensation was unpleasant, like having a huge wet mass dumped on me that weighed me down, slowed me, and made me blind and deaf. All the cabins were shielded, though with my expertise and Vick's we could negate the shield inside the shielded volume, a trick apparently used by the R'Thann in their warships. The Bridge had another psi-shield, as did Engineering, but they weren't on all the time. Neither were the personal quarters usually, but given my experience nearly getting killed by a Zchorada psispy, no one questioned why I preferred to have the shields on for the cabins at all times.
Coming around the corner I almost ran into Frankel. "Sorry, Monitor!"
Frankel seemed somewhat distracted for a moment, but focused back on me. "What? Oh, no need to apologize, Captain. I wasn't really watching where I was going."
"Any trouble?"
He looked at me as though there was something he was thinking of saying, but then thought better of it. "Not… at the present time."
His presence so near my cabin, and Vick's, was slightly worrisome – although a Monitor could show up anywhere, and was in fact required to inspect all the different areas – and personnel – of the ship frequently and without predictable schedule. "At the present time?" I repeated. "That sounds like there's something going on, Frankel. As Captain I hope you will inform me of anything which could concern me and my command."
The brown eyes studied me with a sudden distant coldness, the eyes of a Monitor, not those of my friend Nissen Frankel, and I restrained a reflexive twitch. The black-and-silver of the Monitor uniform was like a shadow in the low lighting of the corridor, a shadow with a few sparks of light like the reflections of a blade. 
Abruptly he gave a sigh and his expression softened, looked much more like my old friend. "I have … requirements and limits, Sasham. You understand this. I can say that there are some events and situations I am required to investigate, but at this point I have nothing more that would be rational or useful to tell you. I do expect to resolve certain questions soon enough."
That sounded like something was bothering him. That could be good or bad for us. I'd have to watch him – subtly – and see what I could figure out. "Fair enough. Your duty, and I'm probably getting in your way right now. Seven Standing."
He smiled very faintly and returned the salute and greeting, and then turned, continuing down the corridor past me. I winced again, because around the same time I thought I heard that distant, horrid shrieking, but it faded almost instantly.
The memory of that sound was unsettling, but I had much more important things to worry about. I entered my cabin with a sense of urgency and sadness mingled; I realized why, as I gazed around, seeing my medals, my swords, other personal touches framed on the wall or sitting at my desk.
In a few weeks, this would no longer be my cabin, and I would have chosen to flee, becoming a renegade from the Empire… in order to save her.
"So let's make these last weeks count," I told myself. My instructors at the Talanda would have said the same, especially old Helkoth. "Take the pleasures life offers, and don't let the future poison them," I remembered him saying during Arctic Survival. "There's always something to worry about in the future. You'll never stop worrying if you let it into your present. Plan for the future; don't live in the future." I remembered with a laugh that he'd then looked over at Canta, who was half-asleep from trying to study all night. "Especially you, Canta, because you don't have much of a future to live in!"
I smiled again and nodded, the smile fading as I remembered that Helkoth was dead, somewhere out on the Zchoradan border. "All right, Sergeant. I'll live for today; we already have plans for tomorrow." 



Chapter 35.
The Eönwyl:
"Hey, Trader – mind if we join in?"
The Eönwyl glanced over her shoulder, cancelling the next target sequence as she did so. The twosome behind her were familiar, and a rather jarring study in contrasts; Lieutenant – no, now Commander Rington, still with something of the gangling adolescent about him despite his thirty-some years, blond hair escaping the usual neat strictures of regulation, and next to him Commander Zakhla, Chakron engineer for Tangia station.
"I have no objection, Commanders." She reset the board and set it for three, adding extra space for Zakhla. "Competitive or just practice?"
"Zz-zk!" Zakhla's buzz was a chuckle to those who knew him. "Your reputation precedes you; practice would seem the prudent course for those not seeking defeat."
"Reputation often exceeds the actuality," she said with a smile, "but practice it is." The target range began regularly dispersing targets into the range area, concentrating in three areas directly in front of the trio.
"We appreciated that last shipment, Eönwyl," Rington said, nicking his second target with a hasty shot. "Naval Replenishment keeps us up on all the essentials, but they're a bit stingy on the luxuries."
"No need to thank me." She shattered two targets in quick succession. "I make quite a decent profit on these runs."
"Undoubtedly," Zakhla agreed, demonstrating that his accuracy had probably suffered due to his engineering work of late by missing one target completely. "Kzzaz! Must concentrate. However, it is not to be argued that it is difficult to get the ordinary traders to come to Zchorada border regions – especially after the recent skirmishes."
That brought something else to mind. "Speaking of skirmishes – what ever happened to that Commander I sat Vigil for?"
"Varan? You haven't heard?" Rington continued, answering himself, "Of course you haven't heard, news gets here faster by military courier and you're busy trading around the frontier. His friend Taelin Mel'Tasne came out and collected him personally, took him back to Oro."
The Eönwyl could not quite restrain an expression of surprise. He is friends with one of the Five Families? But Rington was still talking.
"He was there for several months – rumor says," he paused to demolish two targets, showing some improvement over his earlier attempts, "as I was saying, the rumor is that he was in some top-secret research the Prime Monitor himself was running."
"Might be true," Zakhla said, trying to improve his own aim, "there were certainly interesting questions about his survival of that massacre. Whether that was true or not, apparently that last bit of heroism was finally enough to get the push through; there's now a Great Family of Varan entered on the Imperial Wall."
"Great Family?" She couldn't keep the disbelief out of her voice. "They actually elevated him?"
Rington laughed. "You sound as though you don't think it ever happens."
I… didn't, actually. Not to those who actually serve the people, at least. "Not just for one heroic act, no matter how spectacular, anyway." She realized she'd missed a target in her surprise.
"Why'd you think I said 'that last bit of heroism'?" Rington asked, eyebrow raised. "Varan's been in the middle of messes like that more than once."
"Before he even left the Talanda, in fact," Zakhla said. "That is where he met the Mel'Tasne, and saved him during survival training. Then there was the Wytheria Star episode…"
She remembered that one – some freak accident with a TC-drive causing a cruise ship to split apart, only a small Naval patrol vessel anywhere in range, young officer got onboard through a dangerous space-walk and managed to somehow get her mostly sealed up and back to a port, losing only 340 of 3,000 passengers and crew. "That was Sasham Varan?"
"That was. Two or three other episodes like that. Not that you could talk about them much with him," Rington laughed and shook his head. "He'd get so embarrassed that he'd insist we stop talking about it."
That did fit with the officer she'd met, the way he talked. I might… have been wrong, at least in part. Perhaps the good can be rewarded. "So he's on Oro, starting a Great Family?"
"No, it gets even better. You didn't know Varan, but he's an engineer at heart, at least as much as he's an officer, right, Zakhla?"
"Zzz-za. An excellent engineer, and I hope he continues to heal. But what Rington was saying is that Varan was assigned the Imperial Research Vessel Teraikon and promoted to Captain as well."
She laughed suddenly. She had known the earnest officer only a short time, so it was astounding how much joy she felt at the idea that the courageous, yet terribly hurt man she had met was being rewarded as he deserved for his services. "Good for him, then. Good for him. Thank you for this news; when I sat Vigil for him, he was … not well."
"Towers, don't we know it."
The conversation drifted to other topics before the target practice session concluded, but The Eönwyl still felt a lingering sense of… well, hope, positiveness, that rarely stayed with her long. The long, sometimes seemingly endless, grind to gain enough money to buy out her parents' contracts was bad enough, but she knew she wouldn't be satisfied with just saving them; there were so many people in Contract Service like them, on Fanabulax and on other crucial worlds across the Empire…
But if people like Commander – no, now Captain – Sasham Varan could be recognized by their superiors, gain in status and continue their careers – then perhaps there would be a chance to do away with the whole rotten practice; she knew, even from the brief conversation she had had with the gray-eyed Navy man, that if he understood what she and her family had gone through he would never stand for it. A few allies in the Great Families…
She entered her eponymous ship with a small leap and checked her manifest again. Naval spares they didn't need here, some gray-market material I picked up at my last stop, another container of core-world entertainment chips, a few exotic perishables… She nodded. Meletta, that's the world. It wasn't that far away, on the rim of Imperial and Zchoradan space, and maintained its own neutrality by trading with both sides. How long either the Imperials or the Zchorada would let that go on was anyone's guess, but she hoped it would be a while. Meletta was the kind of place that just about anything could be bought and sold – and for a good price.
"Time to get back to work, then," she said with a grin, and opened a comm channel to Port Control. "Tangia, this is The Eönwyl, preparing for departure." 



Chapter 36.
Taelin: 
"I've made up my mind," Lukhas said without preamble, as he walked into Taelin's room and sat down, the door sliding shut behind him.
Taelin jumped in his seat; he had been going over the industrial overview summary for the past hour and hadn't even heard the door open. "What? Lukh, don't you even chime before you enter?"
"Lack of alertness is a weakness, little brother."
"If I have to be worried about my own family, Lukhas, I've already lost. I know which of us is more dangerous, and it isn't me."
Lukhas laughed, but the laugh was subdued. Taelin looked more closely at his brother, noted the subtle circles under the eyes that even a quick colorbrush couldn't hide. "Decided what?" he said finally, picking up on what his brother had said upon entering.
"What I'm doing about my career, of course."
Taelin didn't speak for a moment. There was something very… off about this. Normally he'd expect Lukhas to make his announcement at dinner, with everyone present. Coming in like this… just wasn't like him. 
And there were other recent events that, while not out of character, did make him nervous. Is Lukhas trying to tell me something? Now I have to show him he can tell me whatever it is… and count on me understanding. "You've been going around and round on that decision for weeks," Taelin said, and let his hand activate the DD security field for his room as he turned his chair to face Lukhas.
Was that approval in the flickered glance from his face to hand and back again? "Years, in some ways, yes, Taelin." He got up, as though he simply couldn't stay still, and began walking around the room, looking idly at the artwork on the walls, but Taelin doubted his brother was actually seeing what he was looking at. Judging by the path he took and precise way he was standing, shifting… is he looking for recording devices? Bugs in my room? I check it twice myself, every day, but I've never found one – well, not since I was a child and going through the training.
"I'm going for White Controller."
Taelin felt a burst of relief – a relief whose source he couldn't entirely pin down. Some of it was obvious, of course, but the intensity of that relief was surprising. "Not joining the Monitor Corps?"
"That's still not entirely out of the question," Lukhas said, completing his survey of the room and sitting down again, this time relaxing just a miniscule bit more. "I could always step down as White Controller and take the Monitor course later. But…"
Take the sword in hand now. "But something's bothering you enough to come here and check my room."
Lukhas nodded approval. "Bothering me about the way things have been bothering you since Sash left."
"How—"
"If I couldn't see something bothering my little brother in our own house – even when he is with his wife a lot more than us, as he should be – well, what kind of security officer would I be? Certainly not the kind that gets to White Controller, that's for sure. And I knew something was bothering Sasham before he left."
That answers that nagging question. "You noticed it too."
"The fact that it was hard to notice really brought it to my attention. But you understand that; subtle and deceptive aren't Sash's major traits." Lukhas smiled faintly. "And that's my understatement of the day."
"Why come to me? Mishell –"
"Mishell's good at what she does, but she's not Navy, and you were – did your tour. You're a Mel'Tasne, you're military, you've had all the training Mishell never will because she didn't have the interest. And Mishell and Mom are off to Osea for the next few months."
Taelin considered that for a minute, trying to figure out exactly what they were talking about. That's the problem with being in the Families; sometimes indirection is the direct route. "So what about this decision of yours?"
Lukhas shook his head. "I don't like the current Controller, to be honest. It's been subtle, but she's tried to divert me away from some briefings, focus me in other directions. Started a while ago, too – maybe before Varan showed up, and certainly shortly after he arrived."
"You think there's a connection?"
He frowned, rubbing his chin. "I … don't know. It's hard to say. There was something … maybe not funny, exactly, but damn important, unique – going on with Varan. He was spending a lot of time around the Prime Monitor. No one does that idly, and Shagrath doesn't have the time to waste with any one person, normally, not anyone outside the Emperor anyway. It was a project that seemed to center on Sash, and yet suddenly it's good-bye, good work, Commander, let's make you a Captain and send you off, and Sash practically rushes through the ceremony and sprints off for the frontier as fast as a TC drive would let him."
The message Sasham had hidden in that letter came echoing back in Taelin's mind. Please trust me. Again that chill ran down his back. 
"What is it?"
Lukhas was too perceptive by half. Demons, now what? Lukhas has come in here trusting me, and if I start hiding things from him…
Still, there was the sheer desperation of that letter to remember, and the caution it implied. "You've been upping security on the estate."
"And I thought I was being subtle about it." His brother's eyebrow quirked upward, showing he'd noticed Taelin's evasion.
"There's a limit to how subtle you can be and still add in major increases in security. Oh, the excuses you gave were top-notch, and might have fooled Mother. Maybe even fooled Mishell, some of the time. Trey figured it out first, though. And don't bet that any of the other Five have missed it." Time to play another bet. "Though they might not have caught on to the fact that you were doing three security upgrades inside of each other."
Lukhas looked grim now. "Little brother, not so little any more. I would've bet no one would catch the th—"
He broke off as Taelin grinned suddenly, and then cursed. "Towers Fallen! One of the oldest tricks in the universe and you just got me with it!"
"Exactly, big brother. I didn't know there was a third… but you just told me."
Lukhas tried to maintain his frown, but couldn't manage it, instead bursting out in laughter. "All right, all right, Taelin, you win." He was suddenly serious again. "But you might wish you hadn't."
"So might you." He's ready to take me all the way inside his problem. So… I have to trust him. "I got a message from Sasham."
"That's no … You mean one that wasn't in the clear."
"In associative code."
"You taught him associative code? And he could do it?"
"Better than you could, sometimes. We used to practice with it in private in the Talanda, and then afterwards."
"I'm guessing this latest message wasn't just arranging a chance to sneak out and meet girls, though."
Taelin shook his head. "No. He took three pieces of paper to say, 'Please trust me.'."
Lukhas went completely still, his face expressionless, and for a moment a cold shock of fear lanced through Taelin. What if Lukhas is…
But then his brother rose slowly, face a shade paler, and he realized with unutterable relief that it had simply been Lukh's way of dealing with the same shock Taelin had felt when first he decoded that terrible message. "Demons of… that's maybe the most horrifying message I've ever heard."
"Yeah."
Lukhas' grim expression was back. "But it fits. If I assume that there's something wrong with security."
"You mean with the Prime Monitor."
"Or with the Monitor Corps as a whole. If Intelligence is actually being controlled by the Monitors… Taelin, technically everything of importance shown to the Emperor gets filtered through two sources, Imperial Intelligence and the Monitor Corps, with the Families able to force openness when necessary. But if they're not separate, they're not providing the unbiased or at least balanced points of view they're designed to. Potentially it means that one man is deciding what the Emperor gets to see."
"Well, then, all we have to do is force an –"
"Shut that drive way, way down, Taelin!" Lukhas' voice was sharp enough to cut right through Taelin's sudden enthusiasm. "I don't think you understand what we're implying. Neither of these services operate in a vacuum. There are many checks and balances around to prevent it from happening. If it's really gotten this far – that it took someone like Sasham, on the inside of the Prime Monitor's counsels for months, to get a hint of what was really going on – this is something that goes all through the upper echelons of the Reborn Empire."
For a moment, Taelin couldn't figure out what Lukhas' point was. Of course it was through the upper echelons of Intelligence and the Monitors, they'd just said that…
And then it hit. "Emperor's Name, Lukh – are you saying that some of the Five …?"
"Almost have to be involved. Probably no one in the Mel'Tasne line – I know I'm not, you aren't, Mishell or Mother I'd really, really doubt, and there wasn't anyone who'd have even whispered something like this to Father. But I would be very surprised if there weren't at least one or two in the other Five."
The concept slowly penetrated. He, Lukhas, and Mishell had the Mel'Tasne override codes, but using them unilaterally would last for only a few hours. If they couldn't convince the other Families to side with them, everything would be shut down. What could possibly be forced open for a few hours that would matter, and not end with them getting killed, assuming their worst-case fears were true?
"So your decision…?"
"Is to start working my way in without being all the way inside. I'm not sure what the Monitors might be up to, but the problem is the conditioning; if something really is wrong in the Monitor Corps, there's no telling whether some of it's already in the conditioning designs. There may be ways to keep the conditioning from really affecting me… but that'll take time to discover without tipping anyone off. In the meantime, I displace the current Controller of Imperial Intelligence, and maybe they'll decide to approach me. They can't continue to control everything effectively if the person running Intelligence isn't part of their scheme, after all."
He could see in Lukhas' eyes that he knew just how deadly a game that could be. "And what about me?"
"You, little brother," Lukhas said, "have just become an invaluable weapon. But one that needs to be completely ignored."
As Lukh explaned, Taelin realized that this would be the most painfully comfortable role he'd ever had to play. 



Chapter 37.
Varan:
Entering the main lab area, I could feel a sense of anticipation building with every passing day. Even those scientists – like Hmmseeth, astroarchaological researcher Karal Offt, Lirr from biosciences, and so on – who had no direct interest in astronomical or dimensional phenomena showed that enthusiasm was contagious; there was more energy and focus at every research section than there had been in the months before Guvthor arrived with his unique problem. 
I was looking around and enjoying the restrained bustle so much that I almost tripped over Researcher Golden Pattern of Crystal Inlay. "Excuse me, Researcher Golden!" I said to the low, streamlined boulder with its complex twinings of different minerals – including the eponymous golden crystals. 
The grating voice was fortunately amused rather than annoyed; an annoyed Myrandaa can eat through deck plating, given time, and needs almost no time at all to go through anything less resistant. "Had stopped myself at inconvenient place, Captain Sasham. Admiring the energy of work as well."
I laughed. "You are awfully perceptive for a planetary geophysicist, Golden; are you sure you aren't a psych researcher?"
The stony creature skittered around in a clownish loop on its myriad unseen legs, hidden beneath an armored skirt of stony exoskeleton. "Needs little training to see what is on an honest face, Captain. For other psychologies, HA! I will remain focused on geophysics; much easier." It gave the rocking gesture which indicated a bow or salute and moved off towards its research station.
I glanced towards another currently vacant research area. Doctor Sooovickalassa was now in his cabin – as far as anyone else knew, temporarily incapacitated by some personal illness. I, on the other hand, knew better. Last night we had completed the connections on the last piece of equipment and I'd strapped Vick into the psionic awakening device. Operating it had been, as Vick had promised, simple. I only had to verify that certain readings were within tolerances, use an auxiliary induction helmet similar to the anti-pain transducers I was familiar with to put Vick into a half-awake state, and then set the pre-programmed treatment running. The bindings could be released by Vick himself after the treatment was done, and so with any luck I wouldn't have to risk being seen going into his cabin when no one was supposed to be there. 
"Ahh, Captain Varan!"
When the booming voice addressing me was emanating from a point more than two meters over my head, there was no doubt who it came from. "Doctor Guvthor. How go the preparations?"
The massive furry figure grinned down at me, ten-centimeter fangs making this perhaps not quite so friendly and harmless as it was intended to be. "Excellently well, excellently well indeed. Your Soc'Ran is a fine engineer and he and his department have been most helpful. I am pleased to report that we will be able to maintain effectively full shielding during the study."
I had heard positive noises from Soc'Ran previously, but this sounded much more definite. "I'm pleased to hear it, Doctor; given the potential for destruction at this event, I would have been extremely leery of approaching at all closely without full defenses."
"And I would not blame you in the least, Captain; scientific data, valuable though it may be, is of no use if it is reduced to vapor along with its collectors." Guvthor led the way over to one of his outsized panels, which had some recent modifications. "As you can see here, we have introduced several damped-feedback controls run by a self-adjusting phase-locked loop which synchronizes the field of the defensive screen with the sensor pulses going out."
I studied the readouts and devices for a few moments. Guvthor was actually simplifying the explanation quite a bit; it was a complex control system they'd set up, one allowing the sensor signals to be effectively heterodyned onto part of the defensive screens as a sort of carrier wave, then using another part of the defensive screen as a receiver. 
I frowned as a thought struck me. "Doctor, pardon me if my question appears foolish, but if you can effectively pass signals like this through the shields, it would seem to me that you could pass a beam weapon through as well."
"Technically, that is not a question, Captain," Guvthor pointed out with a chuckle. "However, the answer to the implied question is yes, I certainly could. So could anyone who had precise and advance knowledge of your shield operational pattern; this, however, would be – to say the least – rather difficult to come by in combat."
"What if they had very good sensors – like yours, or Doctor Sooovickalassa's? Could they analyze the shields during a battle?"
He tilted his head back and gazed absently at the ceiling. "That's an… interesting question." Guvthor stood that way for several minutes, with a distracted pose I'd seen before – sometimes in the mirror, when trying to work through a hard problem. 
"In theory… possible, I suppose," he said finally. "It would depend on many variables, of course. For example, the Longshot Barrier uses the Dimensional Distortion drive principle to increase the effective distance to a target… in this case, the problem would be that the sensors need to get a reading on the inner edge of the field, which will be some almost arbitrary effective distance away. The Gradient Shield puts a high-order gravitational "wall" around the vessel… by its nature, much easier to scan. Then there is the question of radiated power, effect of other attacks on the shield – as the defenses are designed to degrade gracefully rather than be all-or-nothing, this means that the specific characteristics of the defense will significantly change during battle. So… possible but utterly impractical. And of course utterly useless if your opponent is in an Atlantaean vessel."
I laughed. "If he's using one of those and you aren't, everything's utterly useless; he'll start by flying around you in faster-than-light circles." Atlantaean Drive had all the speed of Nexus jumps but all the convenience of a TT-drive and TC-drive in one, which meant it could fly to any point at a speed more than twenty times faster than the Teraikon could manage at full power.
"True indeed, Captain. Still, the important point today is that we shall have our defenses active throughout our rather dangerous mission."
"And that is good news indeed. Thank you, Doctor."
"The pleasure is entirely mine." He turned back to his console as I continued my survey of the research area. 
As I passed Hmmseeth's area, the great single eye opened a section facing me. "A greeting and request for dialogue, Captain Varan."
"My responsibilities include interaction with all scientists on board Teraikon and providing them with whatever assistance I may; it is therefore a rational and reasonable request, and I will speak with you, Hmmseeth," I said in my best Mydrwyll fashion.
"A conundrum is presented me by my research," Hmmseeth said, with a general gesture at his workstations. "On occasion outside viewpoint assists in resolving intractable problems."
That made sense; sometimes you were too close to a problem. "Describe your problem."
For a few minutes, I thought I'd made a terrible mistake. Hmmseeth unleashed a torrent of sociological jargon combined with multivariate, multidimensional statistical analysis that was almost entirely opaque. But after a little bit I thought I was getting the gist. His specialty was trying to model the development of multi-species cooperative societies, and he had recently been trying to model the Reborn Empire (in general terms of course). To perform such modeling, of course, while you could know generally what a given subculture – individual components of the Empire – was like, and historically you could locate the founding colonies and begin the development in that fashion, you couldn't know the specific state at any given time. So you had to, in effect, randomize the data at the start.
But there seemed to be a problem. "So what you're saying is that you're not getting the results you would expect?"
"Not obtaining results logically consequent from behavior and known tendencies," Hmmseeth clarified, or attempted to. 
"You realize human beings – or most other beings, for that matter – aren't generally logical," I pointed out.
Hmmseeth gave a snorting grunt of derision. "Only on one level. Logic still applies if you understand the usual method of functioning. Should not be departing from extrapolations in this fashion. All models show this process, which is not possible."
I leaned over Hmmseeth's panels and managed to get them to deliver the information I needed. I checked over the randomization matrices several times, then shrugged. "My regrets but I must speak directly, meaning no injury. You understand?"
"Understood. I am ready to hear potentially negative evaluation."
"All scientists I know," I began, trying to be at least somewhat diplomatic even though – according to his own philosophy and method of speech – Hmmseeth should, theoretically, be completely unaffected by anything I said, at least in an emotional sense, while in this discussion. "All scientists I know have some kind of expectations when they go into an experiment. It's hard, maybe impossible to avoid it with most people. In any case, this means you sometimes get too… close, too focused, or even too fond of your theory. The fact is, Hmmseeth, that if your models really are capable of what you claim, and you're seeing totally wrong results, then you've left out something in your randomization. All the elements you've included appear to be properly randomized, so you probably missed one when you were setting up the matrices."
A Mydrwyll stare is extremely unnerving, and even more so when most of the eye facing you opens; it means they're focusing their entire attention on you, but for what purpose it's hard to tell. That blank, yellow-luminous circle running about the head stared at me for long minutes. Then it shut completely – the sign of a Mydrwyll in the most concentrated possible thought, removing the burden of visual processing from their brain entirely to focus on a single problem.
Finally Hmmseeth quivered, settled down in the nearest thing to a bow I'd ever seen from a Mydrwyll, and turned back to his controls. "A rational assessment yet a departure from my own studies. The perspective unexpectedly produces insight. I may owe you Rational Debt. I compliment your observation."
"You're welcome," I said, not knowing if there was a really good Mydrwyll equivalent, but it was a good departure line. He didn't respond, already deep in examining his model from a different angle.
I personally wasn't expecting too much from Hmmseeth's work. Modeling civilizations was all well and good, but I really doubted you could do it well enough to predict anything useful. But who knew? Maybe the multitentacled scientist would prove me wrong. His reaction had been strong enough – startlingly so. Mydrwyll took "Rational Debt" extremely seriously, as they were naturally completely asocial creatures and their society was constructed entirely on rational grounds of exchange. They prided themselves on being rational and of always fulfilling their obligations for the sake of rational intelligent cooperation. Whatever I'd said must have sparked some major new train of thought.
I grinned inwardly as I continued. In a way, this was exactly what Shagrath had been implying about my usefulness in this position: that it might be that I'd have perspective to contribute. He was a monster, but he was a very, very intelligent and competent monster, and in this case he might have been right. 
It was a shame I'd have to be leaving soon. I focused my attention back in the here and now, speaking with the other scientists as I continued my tour. As I began to head for the exit, Guvthor gestured for my attention, so I diverted to his station again. "How can I help you, Doctor?"
"As you know, Captain, even on a ship such as this one there are some resources which can be… strained," he began. "We can ill-afford to waste significant amounts of, for instance, power or computational resources. Look at the demands of that Mydrwyll, for instance."
I frowned. "Hmmseeth's usage is high, but it's hardly wasted."
"Oh, indeed, indeed so, I apologize. I can be so confused in my discussions at times; I still do not really think in your language, you know."
I knew nothing of the kind, of course. I suspected he knew Oron better than I did. But whatever sort of fiction he needed to talk, I could handle. "Of course. So what did you mean?"
"Certain stations appear to be not shut down properly when their users leave. Unfortunately, of course, unless you are yourself an expert in that person's speciality, it is almost impossible to determine whether it is safe to shut it down yourself. I'm particularly concerned about Doctor Sooovickalassa's station."
The hair on the back of my neck wanted to stand up, because I thought I saw a glint of something not at all casual in the huge dark eyes. "How so?"
"I believe the R'Thann may have misconfigured his board severely. There are very heavy computational loads that come and go and that appear – to someone with an excellent eye for detail, of course – to coincide with increased operation activity on his board. There have also been some transient power spikes of quite significant level," he continued, his voice much lower, almost as close to a whisper as a Thovian could manage, "which are so badly damped that at times it almost appears they are being channeled to some location entirely outside of the laboratory space."
My heart was hammering now. What did he know, and what did he want? "Really?" I said, trying to sound casually interested, "Are you sure?"
"That his board is the source? Well, nothing's sure, Captain. Nothing save life and death, in any case. And I have not discussed this issue with anyone else – I would not in any way wish this to reflect on Doctor Sooovickalassa's reputation, especially while he is ill." His gaze darted about, surveying the room. "But it would … ease my mind greatly if you could go look over his research area. As a trained engineer and one familiar with this vessel, I am sure you could make certain that any signals associated with it are properly damped, and shut it down without loss of data."
He suspects something… but he's not drawing attention to it, and he's warning me. I wonder what he thinks is going on. In any case I'm taking no risks. "Thank you, Doctor. I will check it out immediately."
He nodded cheerfully. "My pleasure. Always happy to be of assistance, Captain." 
As I worked on Vick's board – finding, as Guvthor had implied, that the signal shielding and damping on the process and control functions that were having to be partially handled here as well as in Vick's cabin were inadequate in actual use – I could feel Guvthor watching me. But what he was thinking, I could not tell – and dared not try to see. 



Chapter 38.
Varan:
I stared at the viewscreen, feeling goosebumps of awe and, I had to admit, a bit of fear prickling my arms. "Torline's Swords…"
The view wasn't even being presented by Teraikon's normal systems, capable though those were; in order to make sense of the monstrous, wavering distortion of Hykath 1 and Hykath 2 whipping about each other in their doomed, decaying orbital dance, the basic readings had to be processed by Guvthor and Vick's systems to make what was happening there comprehensible by human eyes or normal ship's systems. 
Slowed to perceptible time – for the two doomed stars were spinng about their common center of gravity at velocities now reaching percentages of lightspeed – the neutron stars could be seen to be bulging, elongating and distorting to the other's tidal forces. Blazes of blue-white light and other invisible, lethal radiations showed as matter being consumed by the dual vortex of destruction plummeted inward and was in its turn spun about. No solid object survived any close approach; the tidal forces disintegrated it. A small asteroid, part of the huge, thick nebula through which Hykath was travelling, approached, drawn in by the combined gravity well; it hurtled closer, broke up into smaller pieces, and in the space of a few seconds the pieces crumbled, tore into dust, and in a flare of eye-searing radiance the dust itself was ripped asunder, its very atoms giving up their substance in energy or being crushed, in the end, into hyperdense matter or even into pure neutronium.
"I want full shields from now on," I said quietly, tearing my gaze away. I saw several other members of the bridge crew start at my voice. "Gradient Shields only," I continued. "Not only will a Longshot Barrier increase the difficulty of our scientist's readings, but also Dr. Guvthor and Commander Soc'Ran have indicated that there is a strong possibility that the increasing spacetime distortion we will experience could cause damage to, or even a disastrous inversion of, the Longshot generator systems." I looked at Lieutenant Pyrchild, defense and damage control coordinator. "Lieutenant, to make sure, I want the Longshot systems locked down. No one is to be able to activate them until I give the release code."
"Understood, Captain. What if we encounter hostiles, though?"
I couldn't restrain a laugh. "Lieutenant, any other ships coming near us will have to worry about themselves; no hostile will be more dangerous than what we're observing."
"Yes, sir." I watched as she ran through the lockdown sequence, provided my personal ID scan when the time came, and saw with satisfaction the red "lockdown" icon light up. One less thing to possibly get us all killed. I activated the intercom to general command broadcast. "This is Captain Varan to main laboratory. Dr. Guvthor, Dr. Soovickalassa, have you fully coordinated operations with Engineering?" 
The thunder-deep voice of Guvthor answered with his usual cheerfulness. "Indeed, indeed, Captain, your Commander Soc'Ran has been most helpful. Our board also showed that the Longshot system has been completely shut down; I find this very gratifying. The Gradient system has been coupled with the drive systems to disperse gravitic surges across the entire ship. It is not, I admit, absolutely perfect, but gravitic variations should be very minimal. They may, to some, be detectable, however, so Dr. Sooovickalassa recommends that you have your medical staff, especially Commander Tokaratak, be alert for signs of dizziness, disorientation, motion illness, or other effects which may be seen in various species due to significant gravity field variation."
As I'd keyed the conversation to general command, any of the main command sections could hear and comment; accordingly I heard Tokaratak's buzz of acknowledgement. "Understood and will observe reports of personnel. Memo has gone out already to encourage all aboard to report unusual sensations."
"Good," I said. Vick hadn't spoken, but I knew that in this area he was probably leaving Guvthor to do the talking; it wouldn't do to have any misunderstandings due to the fact that his spoken Oron was difficult to parse. "Commander Soc'Ran, is Engineering fully prepared?"
"As well as can be, sir." Soc'Ran's clipped Cithrin accent was even more abrupt-sounding, showing he was on edge. Not surprising. "We've arranged redundancy in compensation through the backup shielding systems, but if we have to go to that, I have no idea how long the systems could sustain function; we will have to retreat immediately."
"Understood. Tontiss?"
She saluted, showing she knew what I needed. "I'll tie our navigation systems directly to the main compensation system; if that goes out, we'll automatically head away from Hykath at maximum safe DD speed. I'd prefer to do it even faster, but I have this terrible suspicion that trying to do a Conversion from Hykath orbit might be a tiny bit risky."
"Ahh, Commander, I see you have mastered the art of understatment indeed!" Guvthor's voice boomed. "The calculations for accurate Tachyon Conversion vectors would be… most entertaining in that situation. With 'entertaining' meaning 'not feasible for actual use', you understand."
"So noted," I said. "All departments, stand by." I settled myself into the command chair. "Tontiss – take us in."
The whirling destroyer on screen blurred as the view went to a live feed; there was no eye living that could follow two stars – even ones as small as those – orbiting each other at nearly a hundred times a second, and increasing in speed.
"Approaching Hykath system," Tontiss acknowledged. "Closing to a target range of one hundred thousand kilometers."
I knew the scientists would rather we got closer – a lot closer – but a hundred thousand kilometers would still be close enough to make the differential between one end of the Teraikon and the other be many hundreds of gravities, enough to easily kill the crew and maybe tear even the Atlantaean hull apart. I wanted to see how well the compensators handled that before we tried closing in.
"One million kilometers and closing."
Attuned as I was to Teraikon since coming on board almost a year ago, I could now sense, perhaps by hearing the faint vibrations transmitted through the entire ship, a pulsing strain on the drive system. Teraikon vibrated faintly but definitely with a low, complex, disturbing rhythm. As Tontiss counted down the distance, I could feel a very slight variation in the generated gravity field. There was no constancy to it – no clear change I could have pointed a finger to – but I knew now that even here, thousands of radii out from the system, Hykath 1 and 2 were reaching out invisible talons, trying to rend my ship apart.
"Two hundred thousand kilometers. One hundred fifty thousand. Preparing station-keeping and shield maintenance subroutines for long term operation." Tontiss watched narrowly as the automatics completed the maneuver. "One hundred thousand kilometers. We are on station, Captain."
"Thank you, Tontiss. Status?"
"All systems operating as predicted. No sign of problems. "
I let out a breath. One more hurdle over. "Captain to main laboratory: we are now on station. You may begin operations immediately."
I cut off the general intercom and turned to Tontiss. "Commander, you may – at your discretion – bring us closer in to allow our scientists their best opportunities for observation. Some risk is justified given the uniqueness of this opportunity. However, you are not to allow any of them to pressure you in any way, and if at any time you feel that you are being pressured, you are directed to hand the issue over to me immediately. Is that understood?"
Tontiss flashed me a bright smile. "Very much understood, thank you, Captain!"
"My pleasure, Commander. Now," I said, glancing back to the screen with the blur of destruction in its center, "let us just hope we can all get through this without incident."
Despite all the preparations, despite the quietness of the ship, the competence of my crew, the careful assurances of Guvthor and Vick, I had a sudden, terribly grim conviction that something was already very, very wrong.



Chapter 39.
Varan:
I focused on the two vya-shadu in front of me, my own held parallel in the ready stance. The other two swords floated in midair, as though held by someone else.
I was, of course, holding them – psionically, a telekinetic grip on each sword keeping it suspended as easily as though I held it in my hand. At that thought, I reflexively glanced again at the telltales hidden among the regular desk controls; both layers of psi shielding were active, the one that shielded my cabin from psi effects, and the interior one, that created a psionic "open space" within the cabin so that I could practice my abilities without being shut down by the psi shields, and without being psionically detectable outside of the cabin.
Vick's own process had succeeded, of course. He had returned to duty a week before our arrival at Hykath, looking slightly worn but otherwise normal, and Tokaratak had said his bioprofile looked improved. Privately, he had told me that there had been considerably more pain, and even some small damage, than he had anticipated; his psi shielding ability had, apparently, been enough of an awakening to put him nearly at the point of having the process do more harm than good. But he had survived, and already – two weeks after his return – our tests had shown him progressing forward even faster than I had. We had then tested the shielding, given that we now had two psis to use, and found that while Vick – naturally more sensitive – could, with great difficulty, pick up on some sort of psionic effects when I was practicing inside my cabin, the signals were so faint that even an experienced and powerful psi would be unlikely to notice them even right outside my cabin unless they were specifically looking – and no devices, even Vick's, could detect the emanations at all.
I returned my focus to the floating vya-shadu. The difficulty of this exercise wasn't in the levitation and movement of the swords; I'd long since proven, back when I was Shagrath's lab animal, that I could lift and hold vastly greater masses and move them quite freely. It wasn't even really in the ability to manipulate the swords accurately and swiftly, in a manner similar to that which would be seen if I were wielding them in my hands. That was, in fact, a much harder process, but with Shagrath I had done quite a bit of practice to master the ability to do complex and precise actions with my telekinetic powers. 
No, the trick in this exercise was mastering the mirror-mind, the ability to think something yet have another part of your mind truly unaware of it. Perhaps – on the ultimate level – that wasn't literally possible. However, it was certainly possible for a mind to perform actions that other parts of the mind were not aware of consciously and, to at least some extent, even subconsciously; studies on fragmented-mind disorder had shown that. 
Tor masters had long described a very similar state, part of achieving the Mind Center, a combination of High Center's discipline and the reflection of Water Vision. It was this, the masters claimed, that permitted a lone master to continually reach ever higher in his skill, for he could provide himself with an opponent who was ever his equal. Popular fantasy, of course, took this to extremes in imageplay depictions; along with showing Tor and other martial-arts masters running over water and dispensing spiritual bolts of energy as though they were living rannai cannon, they would show a Tor master literally splitting himself into two or even more and training against himself – or even fighting off multiple opponents by literally being everywhere at once.
In reality, the idea was that – just as any clear, steady, repeated visualization of activities can make the visualizer actually improve at the activity, if they are also physically trained and aware of the real requirements of the activity – the mirror-mind allowed you to truly visualize combat against a matched opponent and carry out numberless duels in your mind, with the limit not being your body's strength or endurance, but the endurance of your will and focus.
It had occurred to me that if I could manage this at all, by combining it with my telekinetic abilities I might be able to actually come close to the imageplay vision of being in two places at once. I'd been working on this for the last couple of weeks, with only limited success. 
"All right," I said to myself, "let's go."
I focused deeper, to the vision of myself standing within my cabin, facing disembodied swords. I allowed the vision to build to the detail of Hand Center, every hair, every fold of clothing. Then I reflected the vision, a shadowy duplicate of myself holding swords in front of myself, and reached within myself to the same part which had produced the exterior thought-screen that first day I had discovered Shagrath was a psi. It had been able to show thoughts I did not have… but could. It came from an alien template, an R'Thann fragment of mental structure embedded in my mind by Vick's process, but it was also a part of me. With that, and Tor discipline, maybe…
The disembodied swords suddenly slashed out. I parried, with only a vague sense of having anticipated the cut. More followed, driving me backwards, and I was forced to counterattack. The floating pair of weapons blocked and spun, retreating some but also leaving me with the recognition that I was at a distinct disadvantage. Yes, the mirror-mind wasn't yet perfect; I got some sense of when "other-me" was attacking or defending. But that meant that "other-me" presumably had the same anticipation of what I did, but – unlike me – had no physical body to worry about protecting.
That was actually a flaw, now that I thought about it. The visualization had to reinforce the fact that both "me's" were physical – even if one really wasn't. Practice had to be realistic, and realistically speaking anyone trying to hit me with a sword would be a solid person. 
I backtracked my meditations and started again, this time making sure that my envisioned duplicate "felt" the same things I did – including the idea that being hit with even safeguarded swords stung. Then I readied myself and the strange duel began again.
Back and forth I went against myself, my mind trying to manage two separate sets of actions as though it sat in two bodies. I backed myself across the cabin, then from the other side redoubled my attack, pressing forward, leaping to the table for an advantage, flipping away, returning to the battle from another angle. It was clumsy, now – no doubt about it – but I was starting to do it. The two "me's" duelling were nowhere near as skilled as I really was, when fully engaged with a single combative focus – but they still were practicing, and I realized that I could still learn from this. And, with time, perhaps even close that gap in skill. At which point, perhaps, the full-me would be more skilled, just as the Tor masters had claimed.
My head had a faint ache, and my arms were getting tired. I think that's more than enough for now. No telling at what point I'd be really overdoing it, and the last thing I need to do is hurt myself this way.

I removed the safeguards from my main blades and returned them to the sheaths on my back. The other practice blades I also sheathed in their scabbards that leaned against the wall, and then I grabbed a towel and rubbed off the sweat. I felt my breathing slowing and the faint burn of effort throughout my body that signaled the conclusion of an excellent workout, and grinned. Not bad, not bad at all. 
Glancing over at the clock, I saw I had about an hour and a half before I would be expected on the command deck. Despite my forebodings, nothing had gone wrong. Tontiss had, in fact, found the system performance reliable and solid enough to move us in to our current location, twenty-five thousand kilometers from Hykath. The two neutron stars had continued their spiral, and while there were still some variables, Guvthor now estimated that coalescence and formation of the black hole was imminent in two days. Otherwise, everything seemed to be working perfectly, the systems showed no strain, and there was no pressure other than the simple fact that we were sitting so close to one of the most destructive forces in the galaxy.
Time enough for a quick shower. I could clean up, grab something to eat, and be on the command deck in plenty of time – or possibly go on another inspection tour for the first hour and then let Tontiss go off-duty. Decide that when the time comes. I was turning in that direction when my door chimed.
I sighed. A quick glance around showed no signs of anything particularly odd – I was known to do a lot of practicing in my cabin, so the fact that I was a bit winded and that there were new boot-prints on my table wouldn't be remarkable – so I just let my mind-shields go up to full and called, "Come in."
The door slid open, revealing Nissen Frankel. The silver of his rank-wheel and Monitor decorations glinted like cold stars in the blackness of the uniform, and he wore a strange smile that sent an involuntary shiver down my spine. "Monitor Frankel?"
The smile widened. "Captain." He stepped inside, looking casually around, and I realized what was wrong with his expression. The smile was entirely on his lips; the eyes seemed almost dead, the rest of his face was untouched by the smile. And then, as he passed entirely through the doorway, I heard a distant echoing screaming, a howl and babel of voices.
"I've been aware of some sort of psionic activity on Teraikon for quite some time," he said, and I felt as though my heart was about to stop. "And I've been trying to trace it. But I must confess," and now the smile was as wide and humorless as the jaws of a Ghek'Nan, "that I never expected my search would lead to you."



Chapter 40.
Shagrath:
"I congratulate you on your promotion, White Controller Mel'Tasne," Shagrath said with a wide smile, shaking Lukhas Mel'Tasne's hand.
Inwardly he was much less pleased. Somehow he was able to find sufficient irregularities in Raiasha's activities to make it necessary for her to step down gracefully. While it is unlikely, forcing a full investigation might possibly uncover other things best kept hidden for now. He directed an irritated thought towards his allies. Why did you allow this to happen?
Limits on expansion, both yours and ours. Selected other targets, Mel'Tasne have not joined us yet; so many worlds, so many ships, so many candidates for joining and the Nexus not fully formed.
"Thank you, Prime Monitor," Lukhas was replying, with a smile that Shagrath thought, almost incredulously, had an edge of challenge in it. "I appreciate you taking time from your most busy schedule to offer me these congratulations. I am sure I can look forward to the same cooperation from the Monitors that my predecessor enjoyed."
May my Father consume these arrogant creatures utterly one day. The offices are shielded and I dare not override them. Not yet.
He knew, also, that his allies' statements were well-founded. There were so many key individuals across an empire this huge, and he dared not concentrate his allies in one place too strongly; separately they were much harder to detect than together, and – of course – they had their own agenda that he had to keep control of, for otherwise they might decide they no longer needed him. 
Oh, they would have to be gathered, and he would eventually have them start taking members of the Five Families much more frequently, soon enough. But not quite yet.
"The Monitors, as always, look forward to assisting Imperial Intelligence in whatever way they can," Shagrath agreed, smile still in place. "In turn I hope we can count on your support if any crises emerge."
"Of course, sir."
"I admit to being slightly disappointed," Shagrath said easily, lowering himself into the chair across from the new White Controller. "It has been many years since one of your family joined the Monitor corps, and your scores – both physical and intellectual – were as high as any I've seen in the past twenty years. You would make a superb Monitor, Lukhas."
"Don't think it was an easy decision, sir." He thought the expression indicated honesty, at least in that statement. "To be the living embodiment of the Emperor's justice, impartial and fair, is a high calling indeed, and I envy and very deeply appreciate what you and your fellows go through to achieve this goal. But…" he smiled apologetically, the warm brown eyes seeming to echo the apology, "I am the real head of my household – Mother deliberately has put much of it on my shoulders – and so at least until either Mishell or Taelin wants to be head of house, I can't take myself entirely out of that picture. And as you well know, the Monitor training would both take me away from our home for many months, and is inherently designed to eliminate… partisan feelings, even for one's own family."
Yes, indeed it is. Or, rather, these days it's designed to help re-orient your loyalties in the proper direction. Without, in some ways, your even knowing it at first. Had you joined, we'd have had our first agent in the Mel'Tasne home, and you would not be a potential thorn in my side. Perhaps, however, you will prove to be… flexible, just as your predecessor was. 
"Quite understandable, quite, Lukhas, and I commend you on your attention to such duties. Still, I hope that one day we will be able to welcome you to our ranks."
Lukhas grinned. "I have not at all excluded that, as long as someone else can take over my family duties." Shagrath caught a flicker of a less-positive expression and pounced on it.
"I cannot help – as a Monitor – noticing that something about that subject is bothering you."
Lukhas' eyes narrowed, and for a moment Shagrath thought the new Controller would refuse to continue that conversation further. But then the younger man sat slowly back. "Well… Mishell is doing well enough, but still hasn't chosen to bond to anyone, have children, or adopt. And while Taelin's married…"
Ah. How common, if I understand aright; so frequently the younger loses the fire. "You have concerns?"
"Never mind." The expression was closed now, but Shagrath had to suppress a much more honest smile; he now knew, or had a good suspicion, of a concern that – if it continued – could possibly be used to undermine White Controller Lukhas if the new head of Imperial Security turned out to be… difficult. 
But before Shagrath could say anything more, the distant screaming voices strengthened and one spoke:
Confrontation aboard the research vessel; unanticipated.
When just said as "the research vessel", there was no doubt as to what was being referred to: the Teraikon, Sasham Varan's ship. And he could not carry out a dialogue on this subject in front of the Mel'Tasne. Wait.
He nodded and stood. "My apologies if you feel I have been intruding, sir."
"No, no, not at all." Despite his words, Shagrath noted distantly that Lukhas Mel'Tasne made no effort to dissuade him from leaving without so much as a drink. "Thank you for stopping by, and I look forward to working with you, sir."
"My pleasure, and my feelings as well." He forced himself to maintain his blandly pleasant expression and give the infuriating Six-and-One sign.
Once well out of sight and sense range directly to the compound, Shagrath opened his mind again. What happens?
We located psionic activity. 
Shagrath nodded, and internally was almost certain of what he would hear. And the source…?
Was Captain Sasham Varan.
For a moment – an instant only – his mind froze with incomprehension. Then like a thunderbolt from the sky it exploded in light, bringing all that had passed before into crystal clarity. By the Towers we felled, I have been played. I have been played by that scheming little lizard, that crippled cast-off of his people --!
Even as he thought this, he was striding forward into decisive motion. I want Captain Varan alive. If not alive, I must have everything he knows. Do not destroy his mind in the conflict if you have not taken all his knowledge.
What of the heretic scientist?
A twitch of a smile at the phrasing. Dr. Sooovickalassa also obviously has information of use. As they are both now psionics – this is inevitable – they may be imprisoned and then disposed of. Capture them and hold them.
Allow us to destroy them afterwards.
Far better than that, my friends. You may use both of them. Prepare for it.
You are coming?
He smiled, and if any had been watching, they would have known the Prime Monitor was anything but benevolent. I am… and in one of the ships of our ancient enemies. You will not have to hold them long.



Chapter 41.
Varan:
For just a moment I thought about trying to deny the charge, bluff my way out of it. But Monitor Frankel hadn't stated that as a guess. He knew, somehow. 
That distant, alien shrieking kept echoing in the background. I remembered the first time I'd heard it… way back when I'd first awakened in the hospital. What in the name of the Emperor is it?

"Monitor… Nissen…" I was searching for something to say, but nothing came to mind. What can I say? Psionics are universally detested and feared. It's his job to catch me and put me away before I can become an even greater danger. 
But that did bring up the question of exactly how he knew. "How can you accuse me of that? I haven't done anything that would make me look like a psi!" Even as I said it, I began to prepare to reach out mentally. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt one of my old friends, but if he really meant to kill or imprison me…
"No, not publicly. Not obviously." Nissen had his pistol – same as mine, a Maradan 500F rannai – out and trained on me now.
"Not at all! If you haven't seen anything, then you couldn't possibly be able to say you know I'm a psi, because the –"
My words stopped then, because as I opened my senses in preparation to strike, the alien shrieking increased… and I felt an answering ripple, saw an invisible shimmer, and my heart nearly stopped as Nissen Frankel finished my sentence for me.
"The only thing that can detect a psi… is another psi, yes." The dark eyes narrowed. "And thus was I placed on board." Frankel glanced around. "And the hollow screen – to leave psionics active within – confirms your nature, even if I had no other way to sense it."
That much was true enough, but the very fact that Nissen Frankel – whom I'd known all his life, long past the time he could have developed psi abilities – was saying it simply failed to ring true. I tried to make sense of it. "Nissen? Were you one of the experiments?" If he had been, my story might just be believable to him. Shagrath was convincing, but Nissen Frankel had known me for years.
That smile was back, and it looked dead. It was the rictus of a corpse, not the smile of a friend, or even of a Monitor who could no longer be someone's friend. The hair on the back of my neck wanted to stand up, and I felt a crawling of my flesh that made me almost wish to be back in that damned corridor with the Zchorada charging me. "You were supposed to be a failure, Sasham Varan. Shagrath is extremely displeased. But would prefer you alive to dead. Surrender and you will live."
Shagrath? Torline's SWORDS! "Shagrath can't know! If he knew, he'd –"
The voice wasn't even exactly Nissen Frankel's any more, and I had the growing conviction that what I was seeing was something else entirely, something shedding a disguise for which it had no further use. "Knows now, Sasham Varan. We have told Shagrath, and he is coming on the ship named for the long-dead queen."
Psionic enough to talk across stellar distances? What in the name of the Hells am I dealing with? Then the rest of what it had said penetrated. By the Seven, Shagrath's coming in an Atlantaean Warship. He'll be here in days. "Who are you? What are you?"
The blank eyes had a glint of something else in them now, something carrying with it a rising chorus of hunger. "Surrender now, Captain Varan." It clearly had no interest or intention to continue talking, and Nissen Frankel's hand pointed the pistol slightly lower; I wasn't going to be killed, I'd be crippled.
Without warning I leapt backward, throwing the desk behind me forward with my mind at the same time. The rannai bolt put a hole through most of the desktop, right at the level my knee had been, but a split-second later the desk slammed into Frankel, driving him into the wall. An ordinary person hit by that would be hurt, maybe unconscious, certainly stunned, but I was pretty sure this wouldn't be the case, and as I ran for the door, calling my vya-shadu to me, Frankel's hand lashed out, nearly catching my uniform. 
I had to get out of here. I had to warn Vick, at the very least. What we were going to do about it I had no idea, but Vick had to know that Shagrath was on his way. 
A cold-shrieking assault hammered at my mind, like surrounding my head with frozen metal beaten by flaming hammers.I staggered, almost went down, barely retained enough presence of mind to keep hold of my swords. I spun and cut at Frankel, who despite having to disentangle himself from the desk had already nearly caught me. The swords struck but felt as though they'd sunk into frozen mud just before impact. Vorces! A telekinetic shield? He's using at least two sets of powers already!
I tried to block a hand-strike and the impact sent me tumbling down the corridor as though I'd been hit by a Streetwing, the vya-shadu skittering along the metal deck and clattering to rest at the far end of the hallway. Self-enhancement, too.
I realized with a chill that whatever this thing with Nissen Frankel's face really was, I had better treat it as though it were a monster fully as deadly as Shagrath. I continued the roll deliberately as I assembled the focus of mind necessary, and then sent a mental bolt screaming back down the corridor.
I could feel it … fade somehow, as though I'd fired a stream of water at a sponge. The Monitor stumbled slightly, but I barely had time to duck around the corner with my swords back in hand before an invisible wave of force plowed into the wall, denting the E-steel bulkhead. 
That was more power than I'd thought he had. A tight, sick, cold knot formed in my stomach. Torline and Niaadea… I think it… ate… the power I just threw at it. I needed room. Frankel was not quite as fast, not quite as maneuverable as I was, but to really play on that I needed space. And there was only one place large enough on all Teraikon. All I could do was sprint down the corridors, ducking and weaving, and hope that all fortune would keep people out of my way – and that my mental barriers would hold, as the false Frankel hammered away at my shields. 
My only real advantage right now was that I knew the ship as well as my own hands; I had spent this year walking every one of her corridors, memorizing their connections and separateness. Frankel certainly knew the layout well enough, but I seriously doubted he'd spent so much time that every shortcut, every possible route, was as instinctive as the awareness of how to reach the bed in one's own cabin in the dark. I didn't think at all, I just moved – palmed open a side door, dropped down a service shaft, overrode the lock and came out the next level down, re-engaged the lock as I ran onwards. The Monitor's own authority could of course override my own lock, since he would be using the excuse of hot pursuit, but it should still slow him a bit.
His attack fuzzed, dulled, and I tried to strike back even as I continued running, but mine was confused; I could get no clear sense of the pursuing mind. It dawned on me suddenly that the nearness of Hykath and the constant adjustment of the dimensional compensators must be increasing the effect of the in-ship psi shields. In this case, that was good for me.
A shortcut through central storage, narrow passages between bales and boxes and containers of every description. Then to the central corridor once more, hearing his boots rattling only a few seconds behind, and I burst through the doorway into the brightly lit, cavernous laboratory compartment. 
"Get down, everyone, get DOWN!" I shouted, just as the being I'd once called Nissen Frankel appeared in the doorway and pulled the trigger on his rannai pistol.
There were screams, roars of confusion, hisses and grunts, even a splash as Hmmseeth dropped bodily into his central tank. Most of the blasts were focused on me, and if I hadn't had all this time to practice, the combination of worry, confusion, and, yes, fear might have gotten me killed. But I'd long since mastered that type of shield, and the blue-white energy packets spattered harmlessly against what looked like empty air. I couldn't retaliate in kind, but I sent a wave of telekinetic force at him that should have mashed him flat to the deck. That same damnable fade weakened the attack, so he only sagged and stumbled momentarily. But he seemed to realize that there was no point to shooting at me, and tossed the gun aside. For a moment I thought he was going to charge me, take me on in hand-to-hand, and that would be all right – I was pretty sure I'd have the edge in skill, and it would keep the others mostly out of it – but instead he just glanced at one of the control stations and the entire massive panel just ripped free of the wall and hurtled at me like an oncoming windwailer. Horrified, I realized that it didn't just take mental bolts, it had taken the energy of my telekinetic attack into itself. I can't attack him directly! I'm making that thing stronger!
I didn't have time to be fancy, I just smashed the control station back at him; this time he shattered it and sent a dozen chunks that must have weighed a hundred kilos each at me like scattergun shot. 
I nearly just let most of it go by – but then I realized what would happen when those jagged-edged missiles continued remorselessly through the lab complex. I visualized the pattern, caught at them, collided one with the other, struck sideways and down and away, and each massive missile crunched to a halt without – quite – hurting anyone. 
Even as I did that, a tremendous wave of alien hunger and fury slammed burning cold needles into my brain, clawing at my defenses, digging and pulling and prying.
Tor had always been my ally, and I needed it even more now. High Center came sluggishly, but it came, and the screaming attack faded, receded, lifted abruptly as Frankel realized the assault had failed for the moment. He lunged at me and we traded physical blows, enhanced strength contesting with psionically-reinforced bodies and inherent skill. I threw Frankel twenty meters across the room, but he simply shrugged off the impact, reached up, and ripped one of the mounting supports loose, swung it like a tirrip bat and knocked me flying, trying to shake off the stunning force of that blow. His mental assault redoubled, and through it I sensed again that screaming hunger, a hunger that clawed at what I was, and it was no longer momentary fright, but true fear, I felt as that monstrous assault penetrated… dissolved my defenses, eating away at shields even Shagrath had bounced off of like the catalyst-defense of the Ghek'Nan on armor.
A strange sensation passed through me, something cool and alien yet familiar, and I recognized the feeling, grasped it gratefully, built on it, made it a new shield, the R'Thann pattern Vick had placed within me all those many months ago. The hunger rebounded from that cold alien wall, almost as though it was, itself, afraid of being consumed. But now more consoles were tearing from their mounts, and I heard screams, saw the incomprehending faces around me. Researcher Golden Pattern was caught up in the storm of missiles, for clearly the Monitor was paying no attention to the nature of his weapons, and gave vent to a scream of shock as his stony body was hurled outwards along with more than a ton of other debris. 
The tzil is making sure it spreads! I leapt forward and caught Golden Pattern, yielding as best I could to absorb some of the momentum while my telekinetic abilities and my Tor discipline tried desperately to track all the deadly debris, knock it down, kick it away from the researchers or critical power and control regions. Vaguely I was aware of Vick, who now understood the situation but was – I realized now – still not strong enough to make a difference in this battle.
I struck the wall like a leaden hammer, Golden Pattern's body crushing in on me; despite reinforcement, I felt a rib snap. But Golden was unharmed, and scuttled away like lightning as he hit the floor.
Through a red mist of pain that seemed almost familiar – no, was familiar, the same pain I'd felt the day Diorre died and I fought against the Zchorada alone – I saw the thing that wore my old friend's face coming towards me, more pieces of equipment beginning to rip themselves from their mounts. But more, I saw the scientists and engineers and technicians who were my charges, in a way, almost my family, cowering away not just from him, but from me as well, seeing not their Captain and their Monitor, but two monsters. Even Guvthor crouched behind his more massive panels, black eyes locked upon us.
And in that moment I understood. Frankel, or whatever it was, would make sure all the stories agreed, that it was Sasham Varan, mad with power, who had run amok through his own ship, destroying any who stood in his way, trying to … what? Send us directly into the grasp of Hykath? Probably. Human psis… are we actually unstable at all? Or was the Black Dragon just a pawn, some scapegoat Shagrath and things like this made up to take the blame for their own atrocities?
Everything seemed still, as though even Frankel's powers had paused, as I came to realize that even now, I'd been running more than fighting, hoping to find some way to escape, not to touch that abomination mind-to-mind. I was afraid of it, afraid in a way I had never been afraid of anything, even the nightmare Zchorada, and that – by itself – told me that I could no longer run, even if there were any place to run to.
I stood, even as metal screamed and six more consoles began to rise into the air, and I saw the eye of Hmmmmseeth wide and glowing, just above his pool, Golden trying to hide beneath one of the already broken panels, Sooovickalassa trying to gauge an attack that had any possibility of working, Teraikon's own technicians Lan Devy and Kielmik Gelange, eyes so wide they showed white all around as they shrank away in the corner.
I stood, and I felt fury burning the fear away, and reached out and slammed the consoles back into place before Frankel could react. I could spare no breath for words, but our minds met in direct collision, its screaming, many-voiced hunger rebounding from smooth R'Thann coldness, my assault flickering in and out, trying to evade the grasping fading power of the drain around it, and mixed into that duel were words from the surface of our minds.
Not this time. Not ever again.
A startled reaction, then icy amusement and many voices speaking as one. We are not to be stopped by one. One is not sufficient.
Even as we met in mental combat, I flung myself forward, before Frankel could find something else to throw, and engaged him, hand to hand. This is what I do, monster. You aren't better than I am at this.

And as the battle escalated, for a few moments, I knew that was true. He was good, he was trained, but I was better, my blocks caught his strikes, and his did not stop all of mine. Momentarily he was distracted as a green-and-gold streak leapt in, and even as he backhanded Vick away, those savage talons tore a long gash down Frankel's side.
He seemed not to even notice it, and even shrugged off the kick I'd gotten in when Vick distracted him. His next strike nearly broke my arm. Seven Towers, he's … stronger. I heard the screaming again, louder now, and Frankel moved faster, focused entirely on me, backing me up, and I realized I was completely outmatched. Somehow this thing was getting stronger, more powerful, as though… as though it were just a channel, a receiver through which more energy could be sent on demand. I threw everything I had into my enhancements, matched him, backed him up two steps, but then the cold smile returned and the many voices shouted of death and hunger and darkness, and his strength doubled. I stepped back, searching desperately for a way, anything, but I couldn't think, I couldn't spare the effort to think, it was taking everything I had to keep away –
My back touched the wall. I had run out of room. I looked up to see the alien face of Nissen Frankel, arm beginning a final strike, and it seemed that all the darkness of space suddenly loomed behind him.
But that darkness came down with a shattering BOOM directly atop the one-time Monitor. I felt an explosion of pain, distraction, disorientation, struck out with mental force as hard as I could, felt something strain, stretch, pop…
And the alien screaming stopped.
I leaned against the wall, gasping, and looked up even farther, to see the grim face of Guvthor Hok Guvthor looking down at me – and the two tons of bulkhead plating he had just dropped on top of my adversary.



Chapter 42.
Varan:
For a few long moments I stood there, staring up at Guvthor's broad muzzle and glittering black eyes and the mighty arms, now folded across his chest, that were bigger around than my body. Finally, with my breathing starting to slow, I swallowed, and asked, "Why?"
"Why did I not finish both of you, you mean?" Guvthor said with a very slight smile. "It would, admittedly, have been the more prudent course, given what I have been told of human psionics." He gazed slowly around at the others who were slowly emerging from their hiding places, but still edging away from me in fear, and raised his voice so it resounded about the entire room. 
"Yet in your dance of destruction, I could not help but notice that you managed to deflect – more than once – barrages of missiles which you did not need to, for no reason that I could see except one: that if you did not, others among us would die. You jumped into the path of the worthy researcher Golden Pattern of Crystal Inlay, saving him from impact with a bulkhead – and, unless I miss my guess, were not unscathed yourself by that impact."
The stabbing pain in my side agreed with him; I was mentally exhausted and couldn't maintain the pain block.
Guvthor tilted his head thoughtfully. "And, of course, the fact that you had to block such assaults meant that someone was sending those assaults against you. A Monitor! Most astonishing. The supposed incorruptible guardians of your people, especially vigilant against psionic powers… and here, using what certainly appeared to be psionic abilities against you, and in a manner that seemed utterly without care for the safety, or even the lives, of any others in the area." He smiled, and it was a surprisingly warm expression for something with teeth longer than my fingers. "You chose life of your people, potentially at the cost of your own, while Monitor Frankel appeared to choose victory, regardless of any cost. The choice was clear, and I acted."
"Thank you," I said. I turned to the rest of the room. "Is anyone else … hurt?" The rib chose to send out a particularly sharp stab of pain in the middle of the sentence.
For a few seconds all was silent, but finally Hmmseeth spoke. "Information: I am unharmed; my consoles have suffered significant damage."
"Consoles can be repaired. It's harder to repair people."
Vick stood slowly. "Injury only muscular is. Short recovery."
Golden Pattern scuttled forward and did a formal pirouette. "I am uninjured, Captain… thanks to you."
Maybe… maybe I can salvage something from this after all. "I'm glad. I've had broken ribs before, they'll heal." I raised my voice slightly. "I'm glad everyone seems all right. I'll explain – as best I can – in a moment." I activated the intercom. "Captain to command."
Tontiss' voice came on immediately. "Captain? What in Atlantaea's Name is going on down there? Video monitors were scrambled and offline, half the audio was wrecked, and I was getting insane reports that you and Nissen Frankel were psis and having a war in the middle of the laboratory!"
I chuckled, then winced. "I hate to tell you, Tontiss, but… that's just about exactly right."
A long silence. "S… sir?"
"Set our orbit on automatic – get us back to a hundred thousand kilometers and lock it down. Then I want everyone – and I mean everyone – to come down to the labs. This needs an explanation and it needs an explanation face-to-face." I shook my head, trying to clear it. The battle had seriously drained me. "And turn on all the psi shielding, especially here."
"I… Understood, sir." A pause. "You are a psi, Sasham?"
"It's a long story, and I don't want to have to go through it more often than I have to. We have a time limit, and it's trickling away like water from a broken glass."
A last pause, and then, with slightly more energy, "Understood, sir. Expect the assembly in… half an hour?"
"That will do." I clicked off.
And that will be enough time to tend to you. Vick moved to me and gestured for me to take a seat on one of the undamaged chairs. We felt the psi-shielding come up then, and the lights dimmed slightly; to maintain psi shields and keep our defenses up and tuned was pushing our Dimensional Tap to its limits. We couldn't maintain this for long, but I felt it was essential. I had to give the crew the best feeling of security from me that was possible. 
Vick had, of necessity, learned a lot about tending to human anatomy during his research. He didn't have quite the delicacy of touch I'd have preferred, but he completed an examination and was able to inject fast-heal before binding my injuries in temporary wraps. "Sufficient be that will."
"Thanks."
"You have some… plan?" Guvthor asked as the doors opened and the entire crew began to file in.
"Some. Did anyone else have recorders going during the fight? Tontiss said the security recorders glitched – wouldn't be surprised if Frankel had made them go down."
Another toothy grin. "It so happens I was recording my notes when the excitement began, so I merely turned the camera to track your … activity."
"If you can bring that up on cue, I'd appreciate it."
"Consider it done, Captain."
It wasn't long until the entire crew of Teraikon – four hundred and twelve, plus the researchers – was assembled at one end of the huge research area, with quite a bit of space between them and me. I didn't want them spooked, and undoubtedly even now the rumors were getting worse and worse.
I keyed up the comm system again, this time in announcement mode so it served as microphone and speaker system. "Thank all of you for arriving so quickly. As you can obviously guess, this is very important and we don't have time to waste doing this in separate briefings.
"Some of you have probably already heard something about what's happened. Some of the things you've heard are probably true, others might not be. I'm here to tell you the truth as I know it, and I'm going to ask that you try to keep interruptions and questions to a minimum until I'm done. Afterward I'll try to answer anything you want to ask."
Hundreds of eyes – human, Mydrwyll, Chakron, and others – were focused on me in silence. I took a deep breath. "Under that piece of plating over there is what's left of Nissen Frankel, our Monitor. He was doing his level best to kill me, and would have – had not Doctor Guvthor here intervened."
"They say you're a psi!"
I knew the voice well. "Do they, Soc'Ran? Well… they're right."
A murmur immediately started up in the crowd – and began to spiral into something louder and more threatening.
"Let me finish!" I said sharply, with all the inflection of command that I could muster. The muttering paused. "You are in a completely psi-shielded area. I can do nothing whatsoever to you at this point." That wasn't, perhaps, entirely true – I'd proven during the one exercise that I could work through shielding if I had to – but it was, in a practical sense, true. I couldn't control, block, or otherwise deal with four hundred people at once while in a psi shield – probably not even four people, actually. "Monitor Frankel was also a psi. Doctor Guvthor?"
Guvthor understood. "I was a witness to this battle. I have also recorded it, as I was in fact recording when it began and had merely to re-direct the camera. Watch closely the progress of this extraordinary duel. Watch it very closely. And then perhaps you will understand."
The room projectors came on – a bit fuzzy at first as they had to compensate for damage to some of the emitters, but soon the image stabilized. I watched the duel with a sense of disoriented awe; I knew that was me up there in the video, fighting Frankel, yet it seemed terrifyingly alien, something that didn't fit at all with my own view of myself. 
But at the same time, it showed what I hoped. For someone watching a screen, not caught in the middle of that terrible two-man war, it was clear that Frankel was fighting without care or interest in any except me, deliberately throwing projectiles in wide patterns so that I had to extend my own abilities, risk myself, in order to keep the others from being killed.
As the replay ended, the murmurs began again, but there were different tones in the voices now. There was still fear, yes, but there was more than fear, curiosity, wonder, questioning. About as good as I could hope.

"Our own Monitor – one of my oldest friends – tried to kill me today. By our laws, yes, he had the right – but he had no right to endanger others, to deliberately bring the people here into the line of fire. That was partly my fault, and I admit it; I needed space to have any chance against him, and this was the only place with that space. But I would never have done it if I had believed he would try to use our own people as weapons against me. 
"Now, many of you have never been comfortable around the Monitor – many people aren't. But I know some of you have spent time with Nissen Frankel – a few of you may even have known him before he came aboard. And I tell you this: that was not the Nissen Frankel I knew. That was… something else. What, exactly, I don't know, but that was not the man who went to the Talanda with me, who made the choice to undergo years of training and conditioning so that he would be the living defender of our people, the impartial watcher and judge. That was a monster, an enemy of the Empire, no matter what uniform and face it wore."
Tontiss stepped forward hesitantly. "Sir… begging your pardon… but if you're a psi, you could have staged that fight."
I blinked; the idea had never occurred to me. "Staged…?" It penetrated what she meant. "Oh. You mean if I was a powerful enough telepath, I could have been controlling Frankel and basically fighting myself?" I smiled a bit painfully. "If so, I was damn clumsy, because I've got two broken ribs and other injuries that I didn't have to give myself. Yes, I could have done that on purpose too.
"But I promised that I would tell you the truth, and I have to do it now, and do it fast, because I don't have much time." I didn't like doing this; it could get them all killed. But not telling them could also get them all killed, and I knew that in their position I would want the truth.
"You mean," Lan Devy said uneasily, "the insanity?"
I shook my head. "I'm starting to wonder if that part is actually true. But even if it is – even if most human psis are doomed to go mad – it doesn't appear to be true for me. And I will tell you why."
And I told them. 
I told them of fighting the Zchorada as they came in wave after wave, of how Jearsen died, and found the tears flowing down my face as I did so. I told them of the cold voice that spoke to me, and how – somehow – I held it off. 
I told them how I was rushed to Oro, taken into a top secret project run by one of the top men in the Empire, a project to produce a stable human psi and counter the advantage of other species over us. "A project headed by Dr. Sooovickalassa, to be precise."
Vick bowed to the assembled crew. "True it is. Carefully you listen."
And then I told them of how, in the process, I had seen for a moment into the mind of the man in charge of the project – and seen that he was not a man at all. How Vick had devised a desperate strategy to keep me from being discovered, by hiding me within myself. And how, in the end, I had come here, seeking some way that I might be able to fight this rotting infection in the core of the Reborn Empire.
Tontiss spoke first when I was done, spoke in a very quiet, subdued tone. "Captain… you've been very careful to not name this person. If this is all true, if you're telling us all this, we should know everything."
I nodded. "I avoided that because the important part – for you – is to know what happened to make me what I am. But you're right." I looked over the assembled crowd again. "Some of you have almost certainly guessed. I think you have, Tontiss. The man who did this to me is none other than Prime Monitor Kerlamin Shagrath."
Tontiss' gaze dropped for a moment. Yes, she had guessed.

"The important question is whether any of you believe me. If you don't, I'm obviously a liar, a dangerous monster who is trying to trick you into betraying the Empire. If you do… we are all in terrible danger, because Shagrath is on his way right now, on the Niaadea."
"Now? How would he know –"
"Frankel, or whatever was wearing his face, told me. Apparently the thing was capable of contacting him even at this range. We knew psis could communicate at stellar distances, sometimes. I just didn't realize how large those distances could be. But we haven't answered the key question."
Tontiss nodded slowly. "You're right, Captain – as usual. If we don't answer that question – whether we trust you or not – we can't go anywhere else."
And without warning, she drew her Maradan .500 and – before even Vick or Guvthor could react – shot me squarely in the chest.



Chapter 43.
Varan:
Rannai-fire smashed into me, burning, washing over my chest, sending me stumbling backwards, crashing into the nearby panel and down. My ribs grated, sending a wave of fresh agony surging through me to join the sparking, burning ache across my front. I grayed out then, seeing nothing but dark-pearl fog for a moment. Then I became aware of vague shouting, and a huge hand cradling me, lifting me up.
I pushed at Guvthor's hand, and he reluctantly let go. I staggered, my legs feeling more like elastic goo than supports, but caught the edge of the console to steady myself. Tontiss stood, pistol still out, and no one quite daring to come near her, her eyes fixed on me.
"C.. clever." I finally managed to say. "While we… were talking. You must… have dialed it down all the way." What we sometimes called the "vermin" setting, useful for killing small annoying creatures or for chastising, but not killing, crowds. "Did that without anyone noticing." She nodded slowly. "Have you learned what you wanted?"
"I have." As suddenly as it was drawn, the pistol returned to its sheath, and Tontiss spun to face the rest of the crew.
"He didn't protect himself," she said flatly. "He didn't know I had it set to sting instead of kill. So either he's powerless – as he said – in a shield, and he's put himself entirely in our power, or he's deliberately not keeping a defense up."
Tokaratak gave a chatter of indecision. "But he could be manipulating –"
"Yes he could," Tontiss said, cutting her off. "But that would make him either a god, or an incredibly stupid imageplay villain. If he has enough power to put all this on as some kind of elaborate staging, he could have simply made all of us think what he wanted without a single bit of risk." She turned back to me. "I've worked with you for a year, sir, and I'd like to think I've come to know you. But if you were faking all that, well, you've also had all the time in the universe to make me anything you wanted. You wouldn't have needed to either take on the Monitor or turn him into a combat doll; he'd either still be on your side, or have an accident that none of us would question. Isn't that right?"
I nodded.
"Then I will bet alongside our Thovian friend. You've done nothing in the year you've been on board but try to make things better for everyone under your command. What about the rest of you?" She had whirled back to the crew, nailing them under the gaze that she'd honed as my right hand and, when necessary, enforcer. "His story's frightening, but it makes sense – with the Captain Varan we've all come to know. And if he's right, it also answers other nagging questions I've had for years."
Much as I would have liked, there wasn't an immediate surge forward and cheer. The fear of psis ran deep, was instilled since we were children. Tontiss… was an extraordinary woman, I realized, even more so than I'd thought before. 
But it was not as bad as I had feared, either. Tokaratak clashed her mandibles together. "I agree." I managed – once more – to keep my fear inward, rather than show the phobic reaction as she scuttled to join Tontiss. "For his story also explains for me clearly why I felt he was uncomfortable near me."
"I'm sorry."
"Not your fault, nor anything for you to apologize for."
Commander Banazul, weapons officer and third in command of Teraikon, stepped back. "I will not agree to this. Psionics are dangerous, they are under direct edict for capture or shooting on sight. I'm sorry, Captain, but I must insist that you surrender, or we will have to kill you."
"Observation: Verify you have sufficient forces before making threats," Hmmseeth said disdainfully. "Additional Information: Laboratory under scientific jurisdiction. You are disrupting studies. Captain Varan saved our lives. Rational Debt owed to Captain Varan, none to you."
"Indeed, I must concur." Guvthor's immense frame and deep voice carried more impact than anything anyone else could say. "While I can, of course, take more injury than most, my size also unfortunately allows me to be subjected to more injury. Had Captain Varan not acted, in at least one barrage I believe I would have been severely injured, if not killed." He raised his voice over the increasing babble. "AND I think that none of us want to see more bloodshed this day, or at least so I would hope. Let us then divide ourselves into those who support the Captain, those who do not, and those who will simply abide by the overall decision."
"You're obviously on Varan's side," Banazul said.
Guvthor smiled. "Yes… and no. While personally I side with him, I am also strongly in favor of a peaceful resolution. If the greater force is in favor of arresting or executing the Captain, I will lodge a protest, but assist in restraining him."
I winced, but I had no real argument. If I didn't have support enough to carry the vote, well, at best it would be a full mutiny situation.
"On the other hand, I will directly assist in restraining – by force if necessary – those of the opposite side, if they are in the minority." He lifted another huge chunk of bulkhead plating – gotten, I realized, from the supply used to partition different areas of the lab – and leaned it in front of him. "I find this preferable to permitting an all-out war inside this vessel, especially since the unique, never-to-be-repeated phenomenon we have specifically come to observe will be occurring very, very soon, and I would be… most put-out… if I am deprived of the opportunity to observe it."
Guvthor's unorthodox – I might even have said, primitive – method of invoking order did, I had to admit, have a strong effect. With his immense presence, Tontiss' razor-edged glare, and the scientists' backing, the others slowly started to separate into different groups.
Finally, it became clear that – for whatever reason – more of the crew was willing to follow me still than turn me in, with an even larger contingent of fence-sitters who had doubts in both directions but would settle with whatever the majority decided. I stepped forward. "Thank you, all of you." I looked at Banazul. "Commander, you have stated what you believe is right, and by the regulations – and much of what you know – you are correct. I do not wish to punish you for this, but – as you must understand – I cannot afford a mutiny at this time, and you would be – if left free – duty-bound to try to stop me."
He glared at me, but with what appeared to be some residual respect for my position. "Sir."
"You are outnumbered here, and while somewhat more of your group consists of combat trained personnel than mine, I think the numbers still favor us. If we start a conflict here, it will be a bloodbath for all concerned – your side and mine. While I am sure you are willing to risk it if necessary," I continued, seeing his hand drifting towards his weapon, "I would propose instead that all of you be confined to quarters in decks 6, 7, and 8, Red cabins." That was all officer's territory, good cabins, and that section could be locked off from the rest of the ship. I'd have to move out a considerable number of my followers and relocate them, but I didn't want potential mutineers spread out through the ship, and the ship's brig didn't have nearly enough room. "Confinement to quarters, but in comfort, and if we get through this, I will not enter it as a black mark on your record; you're doing what you think best for the Empire and that's what you swore to do."
He was uncertain, but as he looked around it was clear he realized that while his group might do a lot of damage, it was almost certain they would lose. Guvthor met his gaze and hefted the plating again. "Choose very carefully, young human."
Banazul gritted his teeth and then dropped his gaze, looking so defeated that I almost felt sorry for him. No, actually, I did feel sorry for him in a way. But I nodded. "The best choice. Drop your weapons, all of you. I cannot, obviously, allow you weapons while confined." After hesitation, he dropped his pistol and slowly removed his concealed armament – he knew I would know where it was, given what I'd been through. One of the Lieutenants followed suit, and slowly the rest complied. "Commander Soc'Ran, please gather all of these weapons and make sure they are fully accounted for. We will return them to their owners when the time comes."
As the group was led away – by the majority of the loyal forces, plus many of the former fence-sitters – I breathed a huge sigh of relief. "Thank Torline and Niaadea. A good officer, Banazul."
"Yes," Tontiss said with a sad smile. "I'm glad we didn't have to kill him."
"Not nearly so glad as I am that you're on our side, Tontiss."
She acknowledged that with a shrug. "It's the way I see things, Captain. Now as I understand it, the problem – and a large one – is that Prime Monitor Shagrath is on his way in the Niaadea. That means that he will be here in… perhaps four or five days."
"Exactly."
She frowned. "Sir… no offense, but that leaves us almost no options. True, if we leave station here he doesn't, necessarily, know which way we've gone, now that his presumed spy is dead, but he can check every star system for lightyears around in the time it takes us to get to ONE. And there actually isn't a good port known within a week of us; we are, as you know, rather outside of the standard borders of the Empire."
"And leaving station is unthinkable at this time," Guvthor said bluntly. "If it were for something that would guarantee victory, or at least escape, I would perhaps consider it. But I will not sacrifice this unique opportunity for anything that is so… obviously doomed to failure with no elements of either interest or hope."
For a moment, those of us who seemed to have formed an improptu war council – Guvthor, myself, Tontiss, Vick, Tokaratak, Soc'Ran, and Golden Pattern of Crystal Inlay – sat silently, thinking. Hummmseeth had returned to his tank and lay within it – thinking, recovering from the shocks of the day, or sleeping, I couldn't say. The other researchers were either back at work, or at least pretending to be. Some of the remaining members of my crew were standing guard, while Tontiss had assigned Lieutenant Lan Devy to stand watch on the bridge for the time being.
"I could simply leave in one of the lifeboats."
Tontiss raised her head. "I don't entirely like the idea of you going away alone – or, I suppose, given your story, with Doctor Sooovickalassa. But in some ways that might be a usable scenario. If we…" But a moment later she cursed quietly. "No, it won't work. Too many people simply would not be amenable to tell the story the way it would have to be told. Unless you…"
"I will not do that. Under any circumstances short of being under immediate and direct attack, or in which all I need to do is to distract someone or otherwise temporarily, and without any permanent change of harm, mislead them."
A quick flash of a smile. "Good. I'd have become much more worried I'd made the wrong decision otherwise."
Less worry about these incomprehensible niceties, and more about our actual survival, is indicated.

Tontiss jumped up with a curse. "I heard that!"
Of course. I have reduced the shielding in this area, as you find my use of your language troublesome, Vick said with a cold amusement mingled with impatience. By my people's standards, you are being foolish to insist on a path that prevents you from using the most potent weapon in your arsenal – the ability to make the story these people tell be, as far as they are concerned, the actual truth. Before any of us could speak, he hissed and rattled that golden chiming crest. I know – you do this on your principles, and strength of principle is to be admired. But your principles may leave us dead.
Tontiss slowly sat down, but she still regarded Vick with apprehension. I couldn't help but smile. "Don't worry, Commander. The first time he spoke in my head, I would've jumped at least twice as high, but he had me locked down in a test rig that probably weighed forty tons."
She managed a faint smile. "All right, then, sir. But… no, even if we were to use such tactics – which we will not – I cannot see it would do us any good. The lifeboats have Imbalance Drives for short-range and TT for long-range cruising, but though the Trajectory Tunneling drive is simple and reliable by comparison, it's even slower than a TC. You'd never reach any habitable world, let alone one with a port big enough to get lost in, before he caught you."
I could see even Guvthor's big head nodding, bent over his observation station. She was right; a Trajectory Tunnelling drive managed less than half the speed of a Tachyonic Conversion system, about one light year an hour. Sensors could actually see "out" while under TT drive, which was very different from the situation with either TC or Stellar Nexus drives, but all that would mean is that we'd probably detect the Niaadea about twenty seconds before she detected us. If that.
"What about a fight?" Soc'Ran suggested. "Yes, I know, the Niaadea is a warship, but if they aren't expecting an attack –"
"Not a chance in all Hells," I said reluctantly. "Shagrath knows what I was capable of. He's also not really capable of believing someone pushed to the wall wouldn't use those abilities to their maximum. I have to assume he, or his allies, would have sensed it when Frankel… died. So he's going to have to assume the worst-case scenario, that I've beaten his spy, and now I've taken over the ship and I'll be prepared to fight to the death against him. He'll also be prepared in case that's not what he runs into – say, I died in the same instant, or the crew got me, or whatever – but they'll come in with full shields and weapons at the ready. He'll have an excuse that they'll believe, of course, since he can't officially admit he KNEW what he was coming here for."
"Of course!" Tontiss looked chagrined. "I'd completely missed that. He'll have to have some perfectly ordinary excuse, probably some kind of impulsive inspection or visit, that brings him here. There's no such thing as faster-than-light communicators that have a system-level range… except psionics. And so he can't have any way of knowing what's happening here – or at least he can't let anyone KNOW he does." 
"Unfortunately that doesn't really help us. If he was coming here in any ordinary ship, even a Cyclonic-class warship, we might be able to figure out a way to fight him, but a full-operative Atlantaean battleship? No. Not a chance at all."
For long moments we sat there in silence, and I became more and more sunk in gloom. We'd have to fight, but to keep everyone from getting killed, it would have to be me versus Shagrath… and I was already certain in my bones that the end of that fight would be swift and very much lethal for me. He'd been concealing a huge amount of his power – of that I was sure. 
The minutes dragged by, with Guvthor perhaps thinking, but still busying himself with observations of Hykath-1 and Hykath-2 as they continued their dance towards death. Vick, too, moved to his console. Tontiss stood slowly. "Well, all we can do is continue to think about this. Perhaps a solution will present itself in –"
"Excuse me, Commander," Guvthor broke in, with his tone almost elaborately casual. "Are the lifeboats TT, or TT+, drives?"
"Eh? TT+, actually, but that doesn't make much difference. You need useful choices of destination to…"
But there was a smile on Guvthor's face, a smile that started as a thin line of white and broadened, becoming so wide that it was a cheerful panorama of blade-sharp teeth, teeth that parted and gave vent to a startlingly good-humored laugh. "No offense to you, Commander, for certainly I am not laughing at you.
"Rather, I am laughing at the fact that I have just now conceived of a solution to this problem. A solution," he said, leaning forward in an almost conspiratorial way, "which – I think I can guarantee – you are all going to absolutely detest!"



Chapter 44.
Varan:
I looked at Guvthor, somewhat bemused by his fierce joy in the prospect of giving us a destestable opportunity. "Very well, Doctor, what have you got for us?"
"First, you understand the basic difference between the Trajectory Tunneling and the Trajectory Tunnel-Interface Vector, often called simply the TT+, drives?" 
"Overall. The TT drive uses a somewhat modified dimensional technology to create a pre-calculated connection vector to a target location, which in practice operates something like going down a tunnel or a really steep-sided valley. The TT+ takes advantage of the fact that there's a sort of interface between the connection vector space and the, well, real world that you can use something like the friction or interaction of a sailing vessel with water. A TT drive only goes in one pre-calculated vector but a TT+ can change course and go just about anywhere it wants, though the farther from the original vector you go, the more power it needs – like climbing higher on the valley's sides."
"An acceptable layman's description, yes. Well, the range of a TT-style drive is of course limited by its ability to create a deformation of spacetime; in theory you could actually get greater range by trying to transition directly from a planetary surface, but in practice there are a number of reasons this is not really the case. The deformation of a normal planetary gravity well is, alas, too gentle and too… diffuse, too spread out over a wide area, to provide a significant boost. However –"
"You," I said as understanding burst in on me like an unwanted intruder, "are absolutely insane."
"You see? I told you you would detest the idea."
What exactly is he talking – Vick began, but as he'd opened up to communicate, he could hardly miss the main image in my head. No! Utter and complete imbecility!
"You are talking about Hykath 1 and 2," Tontiss said slowly, incredulously. "Using the gravity wells of two neutron stars to provide you with… extended range?"
"Not merely range, but speed, Commander." Guvthor's smile was even wider. "I daresay that – in theory – we could achieve velocities never contemplated by living beings."
"Guvthor," I said, "you're talking about 'using' the gravity wells. To use them in the way you're describing, we'd have to be inside the gravity well. A lot farther inside."
"Precisely so, Captain. As far inside as calculations and compensators would permit."
"If you go in that far," Tontiss said, her expression still incredulous, "you'll be beyond the ability of even the DD or Imbalance drives to get you back out. If your Towers-damned crazy idea doesn't work, you'll be neutronium in a fraction of a second after it fails."
"Yet, you must admit, it solves many problems. The Captain cannot stay on this ship. He will be the primary target. Depending on what this Shagrath does, what he knows, what he fears and suspects, it is possible that most of you can escape too-severe punishment. Dr. Soovickalassa must of course go with the Captain. And, I am afraid, so must I."
"You, Doctor?" I was startled. 
Guvthor chuckled again. "Oh, indubitably, Captain Varan. For, in truth, who was it that killed your Monitor? And given the condition of his body, I am afraid that it would be exceedingly difficult to argue that anyone else in the Teraikon could even have attempted it."
He definitely had a point. Killing a Monitor was bad enough, but we knew that this Monitor had been a personal agent of Shagrath's – and there was a good chance that the Prime Monitor knew SOMEONE had helped me at the end, given that the thing had been communicating with him already. Perhaps it had been too busy to talk… but I couldn't be sure.
All the same…! "Doctor, is it actually possible to do this, or is it one of those theoretical possibilities that could never, actually, be used?"
"I am currently running the analysis, Captain. I would be greatly assisted by precise specifications on your lifeboats – precise model, actual limits of systems – the actual limits, you understand, not those approved for use – and so on. But … I believe that yes, it can be done. The risk is very high… but what is the risk in staying?"
"Higher than that. Maybe not 100% death, but close." I thought about what he'd said. Shagrath … might let them live, might not. But if I was there and we fought, he would undoubtedly kill everyone there; an easy clean-up job and blamed on me, with the heroic Prime Monitor having arrived just a little too late, forced to use Atlantaean weapons – maybe even the Singularity Cannon – on the Teraikon to stop me. 
It was startlingly difficult to make myself act. I wondered why, for a moment, and then I realized; while I'd been contemplating leaving the Teraikon, trying to find a way to work against Shagrath, I had somehow kept thinking of myself as Imperial Navy, a Mada doing his job. Telling my crew the situation was alerting them to a mole, an enemy agent. 
But the simple act of choosing to give sealed military data to a non-cleared civilian – one who might not even be, in actuality, a full citizen of the Empire – was an unambigiously treasonous act, one that said more clearly to me that I was about to leave the only life I knew – the only career I had ever wanted, the career that every generation of my family had followed for at least the last five generations and, if you believed family tradition, going back all the way to the Fall itself. I closed my eyes and wavered for a moment, unable to move, unable to speak, just standing with a terrible, empty coldness in my gut.
Then I walked over to Guvthor's panel and reached over to the input pad; I could see my hand actually trembling for a moment before I took a sharp, quick breath and forced my fingers to stretch those last few centimeters. With my access code, Guvthor could now view the actual specs for the Chidora-class lifeboats. Based off of the Hakatos-class short-range scouts, the Chidora was the best lifeboat in the fleet; the fact that Teraikon had been completely refit before I took her out meant that everything in her was the best the Empire had. 
Guvthor's furry brows rose. "A most impressive set of capabilities. There are species who would be most thankful to have such performance in their interstellar warships, let alone lifeboats." He nodded and began entering the lifeboat data into his model.
For a moment I hoped he would report failure; dying in battle against Shagrath would, at least, mean I died in the Empire's service, even if no one else would know that. 
But then I remembered Taelin. My death wouldn't help him. It wouldn't save Lukhas – dear Niaadea and Torline, Lukhas! – who was in Intelligence, maybe planning to be a Monitor, not even suspecting what might be waiting for him. It wouldn't help Trey, or Mishell, or any of the others of their friends. 
The only thing that would help them – and in the end, help the Empire – was if I lived, if I could somehow find a way to unmask the monster that called itself Shagrath, and – now that I knew – destroy whatever hideous allies he'd brought to hide within our own friends. 
Don't be a coward and don't look for the easy way out, you tzil, I said to myself. You, and maybe Vick, are the only people who can chart this course to its end. And you, Sasham Varan, are the only one who has the responsibility to do it. I had to face that simple truth. Vick's not sworn to the Empire. Maybe he'll stay with me, maybe not, but even if he doesn't, in the end, it's my job. If I have to do it all alone, I will. I promised myself, I promised Taelin, I even promised the memory of Diorre Jearsen, and by the Eternal King I will not betray my own promise.
I touched the massive arm, feeling the deep, rough fur yield slightly, the pressure beneath hinting at the immense power that had lifted and dropped tons of armor plate. Guvthor glanced down. "Yes, Captain?"
"Do your calculations carefully, Doctor. I want to live to brag about this."
Guvthor gave a booming laugh that even made Hmmseeth open a slit of eye in our direction. "As do I, Captain. And in truth," he bared his teeth again cheerfully, "at least this way I will not be able to complain to the good Commander that I cannot get close enough to study the phenomenon!"



Chapter 45.
Varan:
"You have the story straight, then?"
"I do, Captain," Tontiss said promptly. Her dark eyes held a glint of mingled concern and humor. "You realize that this story will not hold up in the long run."
"The important thing is that it last long enough to make it very impractical for him to try to destroy Teraikon. Which I think it will, if you carry through and if Banazul and his people are kept incommunicado." I looked at her seriously. "He may well… be forced to alter you, you know."
She went pale at that, but nodded. "That's what makes it all the more crucial you escape, sir. If you stay, we will at best all be killed – at worst, we'll end up believing everything he says, and… maybe end up like Frankel."
I shook my head, then saluted. "Commander Tontiss, I think you're a braver soldier than I. I don't know that I could sit here and wait for what's coming."
"I think you could, sir. But enough talking, time's getting short."
We entered the second lifeboat bay, where Guvthor was loading in a last case of equipment and supplies. The Chidora lifeboats were intended to carry up to 30 people in reasonable comfort and support them for up to two weeks; this was a good thing, because it was going to take a lot more room to accommodate Guvthor and his supplies – and improved arrangement to deal with waste disposal that the usual facilities on a lifeboat was not designed to handle – as well as the additional equipment that was supposed to help us pull off this insane maneuver.
"Hurry up, Captain," Guvthor said. "The ideal moment will be during the actual coalescence – which will be happening very soon indeed now."
"I still can't believe I am about to do this."
I concur. Yet I see no better alternative. We must hope our Thovian colleague actually is as capable as he claims. If not, however, at least our ending will be as near instantaneous as anything in this universe.
"A veritable font of encouragement you are, Dr. Sooovickalassa," the cheery bass retorted. "For my part, I will either have a few moments to observe this unique event at a closer range than any could have imagined, before immediately performing a maneuver never before even attempted, I would daresay, in the history of the Galaxy, or I will have those moments to observe before becoming a part of this unique astrophysical event. In either case, I cannot complain; it will either be a crowning and fitting end to my career, or the beginning of an adventure beyond belief."
I turned and clasped hands with Tontiss, then very formally gave her the Six-and-One. "Seven standing, Commander Tontiss."
"Standing and never fallen, Captain Varan. May the Eternal King guide your way."
"I can only hope. Good luck."
She bowed once more as the airlock closed between us, and she was gone. Good luck, Tontiss. Whatever happens, I hope one day we can meet again and remember.
I seated myself at the pilot's station. Controls are very similar to the Hakatos – more so now that we've undone the limiter design and restored full ship performance. "Is everything installed, Doctor?"
"Very nearly, very nearly. You may begin preparations for departure." His voice echoed hollowly from the rear, near the Dimensional Tap installation. "I believe your people and mine have a similar tradition, Captain, in that a ship requires a name. Has this vessel a name?"
"You're right," I said. "Not really. And I'd better fix that."
Such ridiculous superstitions! The Ultimate cares not about your rituals.
"Perhaps not, Vick; but as far as I'm concerned, I've already found that a lot of the worst superstitions might be real. With what we're about to attempt, I want all the help I can get, and giving this little ship a name won't hurt." The golden-crested scientist was silent; I couldn't tell if that was because he was tacitly agreeing or simply restraining himself from commenting. "Tontiss, do you read me?"
"Clear and strong, Captain," her voice responded almost instantly. "Prepared to launch?"
"Nearly. I need you to witness and enter into the record of the Navy the name of this ship." I was thinking furiously, trying to find an appropriate name.
"Understood, Captain. What is the name of your ship?"
For a moment I couldn't think of anything. Partly it was the laughable change from commanding a ship whose hull connected us to the very history of legend, a vessel kilometers long and proud as any in the fleet, to trying to name a lifeboat as though it were a capital ship. 
But small though she was, if we lived this little ship would be the first step towards freeing the Empire from its invisible chains. I remembered Diorre laughing, and Taelin, and the Book of the Fall, and my own faith, and that in a moment we would be dropping straight into the heart of darkness and destruction, and I knew suddenly the perfect name. "Commander, this is Torline's Sword."
I heard a sound both laugh and surprised cry of assent. Then her voice returned, formal and filled with solemn ritual as old as the Empire. "Then with this name you become part of the Navy of the Reborn Empire. Do honor to the name of Torline's Sword; be a shield to the helpless, a bane to your enemy, a symbol of our Empire. In the name of the Six and the One, the Eternal King and Eternal Queen, and the Emperor himself, you are now Torline's Sword; launch, and may fortune follow you."
"Thank you, Teraikon and Commander Tontiss; Torline's Sword, launching."
More the shape of a straight dagger than a sword or the curved arc and triple-hull of Teraikon's Atlantaean design, Torline's Sword shot swiftly forward from the Teraikon's bay. Effectively below us, Hykath 1 and 2 whirled at velocities beyond living ability to comprehend or follow, nearly touching now. In a few minutes they would begin to coalesce at the center, and a transformation would occur that had never been witnessed by human eyes. "Doctor?"
"Installed and functioning, Captain." I saw telltales light up and the screen now showed a three-dimensional moving plot, a guiding image that was not entirely unfamiliar. 
"This isn't all that different from trying to balance a DD-drive past lightspeed," I said, slowly engaging the drives to let that monstrous whirlpool draw us in under a controlled approach.
You have done this? Vick's mindvoice was startled, as was Guvthor's similar "This is something you have actually done, Captain?"
I laughed, suddenly remembering the last time, and feeling – for just a moment – that Taelin was sitting next to me, urging me on. "Twice."
There was a silent pause, during which I began guiding Torline's Sword towards the precise center of the Hykath pair. Then Guvthor spoke with a new level of respect in his voice: "Then we may indeed have a chance to survive this, Captain."
I grinned, and the same tense yet joyful feeling began to well up within me. It was a crazy thing we were doing, but this time it wasn't just to win a bet – although I now realized that Taelin had planned it that way, to help bring me back to myself, and I felt a surge of gratitude which increased my resolve. This time I was taking this risk to save, not just myself, but maybe the whole Empire. "I think we do, Doctor. Now let me focus – because this will take every bit of my concentration!"
The gravitic readings spiked, and I balanced Torline's Sword, more on instinct than on the guidance of the display. "It's starting!"
Below and ahead, the two neutron stars had bulged into egg-shapes under the opposed forces of gravity and their own fractional-lightspeed spin. And finally, the surface of one had touched the other. Intense radiation battered Torline's Sword's shields, blue-white radiance casting harsh shadows across my board in the light the little ship allowed to reach me. 
We were closer now, much closer, and I could feel the shifts of gravity, a rippling on my skin like a million flies resting there, vibrating. A low buzzing sounded as some part of the ship's structure found a harmonic resonance with the whirling variation. "Check your harnesses. Only a little leak-through now, but by the end it will be almost at our limits."
I could hear faint rustles and clinks as both my companions complied. "All secure, Captain," Guvthor reported.
Harness securely fashioned.
I locked my hands down to the drive controls, to make sure that no shift in gravity would pull them away. What I wouldn't give for an Exsheath
connection right now, I thought wistfully. The integrated body controls that made powered armor so easy to use were often used in fighters as well, or single-man ships of other sorts – but they weren't standard on lifeboats and we'd had no time to try to install and calibrate one. I'll just have to do the best I can.

I called up my own psi abilities – feeling a pulsing ache start in my head as the entangled dimensional forces interfered with that connection. Just for a few minutes… Enhancing my own body's strength and resilience would minimize the disruption to my control. This could be crucial.
"Radius of overall system beginning to contract," Guvthor said quietly. "Gravitic readings increasing along projected curve."
I brought up the TT+ drive system but did not activate it. The interface-projection generators – the "plus" part of a TT+ drive – had been heavily modified and increased in power and projection capability. By projecting a field that simulated the presence of a physical object at the precise point of interface, the TT+ was able to bias the travel in one direction or another. In this case, we needed a double projection to serve as a sort of stabilizing influence; there was a fair chance that if this failed we wouldn't fall into the forming black hole, but simply explode on our own as Torline's Sword lagged its own generators and ended up stuck between the interface. 
Five thousand kilometers, and the rippling was much more pronounced; I could see the hairs on the back of my arms blurring, and my eyes were having trouble focusing clearly. There was a creak from the superstructure, and I tensed. If we lost support…
I fed more power to the drive, saw the red light indicating that we were at maximum power for our tap. "We are at the point of no return, gentlemen. Are we ready?" My voice now had a bizarre deep humming backnote, my vocal cords being affected by the flickering gravity waves.
No other options have magically appeared, Captain Varan. Let us go.
"My instruments are recording, Captain. We have no other options. Take us down, and may we be recalled to the memory of the Universe."
I wasn't sure about his meaning in the last, but it was something religious, I guessed. "Niaadea and Torline be with us all. Teraikon, this is Torline's Sword – farewell."
I did not hear Teraikon's response, if there was any, for I was watching the furiously wavering plot on the screen, overlaid on the cosmic whirlpool that blazed before us, only seven hundred kilometers distant. I thought there was a pattern in the movement of the thread of light that showed the optimal course, a sequence of shift and angle and timing… one-two-three, one-two-three-four-five, one-two, one-two-three-four, one-two-three –
I wasn't even conscious of making the decision; I simply shut the normal-space drive down and let us drop. For a moment I thought, even as the rippling vibration escalated to a fluctuating pummeling with compressing hammers, that I had mistimed it completely, the course line diverting drastically away, almost off the screen… but then curving back, aligning, the whole ship rattling, shaking like a flag in a hurricane, even my fingers hard-put to stay where they were, a wave of near-blackness as gravity pulled on me, but the line was almost there, we were almost precisely at the target point, almost, almost, there!
A surge of gravity yanked my fingers sideways and I felt my psionic connection break in a shower of agony and red. Blindly I stretched out my hand with all the strength I could muster and pressed down.
Torline's Sword roared a challenge from its generators and leapt forward, dimensional generators stretching fields outward, even as the forming black hole of Hykath reached out and dragged us down. 
There was a scream of tortured metal, and the vibration became a bucking, a tumbling, impact!
And everything fell away into spinning blackness.



Chapter 46.
Shagrath:
"Greetings, Teraikon," Shagrath said, smiling pleasantly in anticipation of the various reactions he expected, "this is Imperial Warship Niaadea, Prime Monitor Shagrath currently in command, extending you greetings. Is Captain Varan available?"
Sensors showed that the twin neutron stars had finished their collapse; at the center of the whirling disk of infalling matter was now a bottomless, all-consuming well of crushing gravity from which even light could not escape. The Teraikon, floating at a range of a hundred thousand kilometers from the newly-formed black hole, was fortunately outside the worst radius of dimensional interference; the D-Comm transmissions should be received easily.
The speedy response showed they were. "Niaadea? Prime Monitor? Towers be thanked! We were about to depart for the nearest Nexus gate to deliver the alert!"
"Alert? What's happened? To whom am I speaking?"
"Apologies sir, it's just that…" The woman on the other end made an audible effort to get herself under control, muttering a mild curse. "Sir! This is Commander Tontiss, currently commanding, Imperial Research Vessel Teraikon."
Shagrath's smile widened, but he forced it to fade; he wanted to go to full video and the smile would be… inappropriate. "Commander… Tontiss? What has happened, Commander? Is Sasham injured?" Yes, the concerned leader worried about his friend. This will play well.
As he had expected, the Commander hesitated. The screen flickered, showing the brown-haired, brown-eyed Commander with short, straight hair looking distinctly ill-at ease. "Sir… I'm not quite sure how to say this…"
Shagrath allowed some impatience as well as increased concern to show. "Out with it, Commander!"
She took a deep breath as though preparing to dive into deep and murky waters. "Captain Sasham Varan is a psionic, sir."
He hoped his look of dumbfounded shock was at just the right level. It was sometimes hard to judge when the entire thing was a complete sham. "A… what? Commander, this is neither a time for jests, nor is a jest of that nature at all in good taste."
"I wish it was a joke, sir, I sincerely do, because then I would still have a Captain, more of my ship would be intact, and we wouldn't have dead, injured, or … well, badly affected crewmembers."
My, my, my. Shagrath maintained an iron control to prevent chuckles from emerging. My dear Captain, you seem to have had quite the spectacular unmasking. Drove some of your own crew insane from telepathic backlash, perhaps… or, let us be more honest, your onetime friend Monitor Frankel more likely did. You'll be blamed, though. He allowed his expression to go from disbelief to slow acceptance, and rose from the command chair. "You are serious."
Tontiss nodded.
He closed his eyes, waited a few moments, opened them with a decisive look in his eyes. "I see. I presume… he is dead, then."
"We presume so, sir."
"You presume so?"
"He… It's a complicated story, sir, and it's not easy to tell. Can I transmit my report?"
He nodded. "Please do. But I will be coming there very shortly."
"Understood, sir."
He had his launch prepared while he reviewed the report. Interesting. Varan was much stronger than I had expected; he actually was able to match one of my allies for quite a considerable time.
It was a shame that during such a battle, the connection between himself and his allies – or even between his allies and the one engaged – was much diminished in terms of available information. It would have been very useful to have an independent source to verify the report by, but once the being once called Monitor Frankel had fully entered into conflict with Sasham Varan, there had been no clear information except the increasing level of the conflict and, at the end, a sudden cessation. The latter was, of course, worrisome.
It was amusing, however, to read between the lines and see how very well his propaganda had worked. The fear of psionic capabilities was so strong and well-ingrained that, while Shagrath could see in certain images and diagrams that Varan must have been fighting hard to protect his own people, no mention of such efforts was made. Both Varan and Frankel were depicted as monsters. It was a shame there was no actual full video record of the battle, but Frankel had of course had no way of knowing that Shagrath would have wanted one – killing or subduing Varan was supposed to be a quick operation. Instead, it had been a psionic duel that went through half the ship and ended very differently.
Following the battle, Varan had effectively sealed off the lower sections of the ship – being a highly skilled engineer as well as psi, he could do that very easily. He had then departed in one of the lifeboats, along with Dr. Sooovickalassa – no surprise there at all, and with…
Shagrath stiffened. So. He went back, examined the limited postmortem on Frankel. The Thovian killed my little spy. A Thovian…
This was a matter for a bit more concern – not that he could discuss it with others. He had of course known Guvthor Hok Guvthor was on board, but… 
And then the lifeboat – christened, rather nauseatingly predictably, as Torline's Sword by the renegade Captain – had plunged directly into the whirl of destruction as the two neutron stars merged.
Shagrath could not quite restrain an odd combination of frustrated snarl and ironic chuckle. He knew Sasham Varan, knew him very well – now that the entire plot of that stunted lizard had become clear, he knew Sasham Varan even better than before. And one thing that did not describe Sasham Varan was "suicidal". Somehow, one of them – possibly Varan himself, but more likely the astrophysicist-engineer Guvthor – had calculated a possible escape using the lifeboat's drive and the incomparable power of the nascent black hole.
Escaping through that agency was certainly ironic in the extreme, though even Varan would not understand the irony.
More important than the irony, however, was the fact that the escape implied that the problem was not yet solved. There is a chance – perhaps a very good chance – that Varan is still alive, and I currently have absolutely no way of knowing whether he is alive, or where he would be, if he is. I must discover, at the least, how likely or unlikely his survival is.

His launch entered the warmly-lit landing bay of Teraikon and settled to the deck. As it did so, Shagrath felt the smothering weight of a psi-shield descend upon him. Very strong, as well.

This was not surprising; after that psionic battle, doubtless most if not all the crew were paranoid in the extreme. And as one of the combatants had, in fact, been a Monitor…
He stepped out, straightening his uniform and putting a serious expression on his face. At the bottom of the ramp, Commander Tontiss met him with a salute. "Welcome aboard, sir."
"Thank you, Commander. I must confess that your report exceeded my expectations – in, I am afraid, rather unpleasant ways."
"Sir."
He shook his head. "Captain Varan was bad enough, but Nissen Frankel… Commander, never has there been a psionic Monitor. I suppose it was inevitable that it happen one day – we do not yet seem able to predict the emergence of these abilities, though they appear at least somewhat tied to puberty. As this incident shows, unfortunately, that tie is extremely loose, as both participants were very much past that era of their lives."
"It has made the entire crew on extreme edge, sir. I'm not sure any of them will be comfortable around a Monitor at all now, sir."
He sighed. "That… will be difficult. I wish I could say that it made no sense, but I would be lying."
"Where do you wish to go now, sir?"
"The laboratory area first. I need to examine the scene myself."
Tontiss looked nervous. "Sir… well, I had to have some repairs made…"
Of course you did. "Still, I would like to see the place where the battle ended."
"Of course, sir."
As they made their way through Teraikon to the wide central research room, he was struck by the pervasiveness of the psi-screens. Someone has gone to a great deal of effort to expand the coverage… and make it redundant, too. The energy drain must be considerable. Still, that was hardly surprising. If personal psi-generators had been invented, he would have expected to find every single crewmember wearing one.
The huge laboratory area had indeed been straightened up… but many traces of that titanic battle remained. He surveyed the room, came back to one area of oversized controls and consoles. "Your report says Captain Varan left in the company of Dr. Sooovickalassa and Dr. Guvthor. While I will tell you in confidence that it is not entirely surprising to me that he was assisted by Dr. Sooovickalassa, I am somewhat surprised by Dr. Guvthor's participation. One must wonder…"
"It seemed fairly obvious to me, sir," Tontiss said with a raised eyebrow. "The Captain was terribly powerful; he might not have been able to handle all of us, but he probably needed Dr. Guvthor's knowledge for something and controlled him, mindtwisted him into an ally."
"Of course, of course. I'm still adjusting to the whole situation, you understand." Shagrath, however, knew perfectly well that it was much harder than that to control a Thovian. It wasn't difficult to deduce what had happened. Guvthor helped Varan quite voluntarily. The question was, how much help had he gained?
"I need to know everything Dr. Guvthor did here before he left, Commander."
"A lot of calculations, sir. He seemed to be simply continuing his observations and predictions, as near as we could tell. It's a bit puzzling."
Undoubtedly it was puzzling to people who did not understand exactly what a being like Guvthor was capable of. He managed to bring up the records, spent some time surveying them carefully. Tontiss was obviously nervous and impatient, but would never dream of interrupting him, so he took his time. As I thought. Still, while it is in theory possible, it would take someone with almost unbelievable skill to carry it off. Is Varan truly that good?
Even as he thought the question, he recalled the bet that Taelin Mel'Tasne had won upon his arrival with Varan, and nearly cursed aloud. By the pure Darkness of my Father, he is precisely that good!

He was tempted to set out immediately. The alert must be sent throughout the Empire, and it had to be done publicly. Coincidence such as his arrival here was believable once in a great while, but not more than a few times a century. But he had to take his time, reveal no more than he must. "I am, unfortunately, not an astrophysicist, but it does appear to me that some aspects of these calculations are not specifically focused on the interaction of Hykath-1 and Hykath-2." He opened up the file and showed some annotations. "Could you have someone check over these? Or will I need to have my people go over it?"
"No, sir, I'm sure our people can do it more efficiently." For the first time she gave a smile that seemed at least partially genuine. "We are, after all, a scientific research ship, sir, so we ought to be able to analyze this sort of thing better than the crew of a warship!"
He acknowledged that with his own smile. "Certainly, Commander." He paused as a thought struck him. "Given the situation, Tontiss, I think a field commission is in order. There are undoubtedly several Commanders on board, and that can be a difficulty in some circumstances. You've done an exemplary job as far as I can tell in what must have been a terribly difficult time. So – pending confirmation of the Naval authorities – I hereby promote you to Captain of the Teraikon."
She looked gratified, and he raised a cautioning hand. "Understand, it is possible the Navy will not confirm this, and – even if they do – you may not retain command of Teraikon. Still, it should look good on your record."
"I understand. Still, I thank you very much, sir."
Now she should be on my side, much more. She has everything to gain by following me. "It was nothing, Captain. Have you reports on Captain Varan's quarters and Dr. Sooovickalassa's handy?"
He skimmed those and nodded. As I thought. That clever little heretic re-created the entire design here. And ran it through his console. Oh, the pieces had been removed, but a Naval engineering team examining both sets of quarters piece-by-piece had revealed that a lot of modifications had been done and then removed and – mostly – hidden. Much more tell-tale, though, had been the modifications to the psionic shields – the double-walled design which was unique to psionic species. Varan didn't make that; Sooovickalassa gave him that design.
Overall, it appeared that things were actually well enough under control here. Varan may have escaped, but he hadn't given away anything, and…
Hadn't given away anything?
Shagrath paused involuntarily as the thought struck him hard. But I know Sasham Varan. And that does not make sense at all. Others, with a different history and personality, might well have done what they claim he has done… but not Varan.
He let none of this show on his face. Instead, he turned to one of the security consoles. "A moment, Captain."
He accessed the records of the past few weeks, centered on the week or so when Sooovickalassa was undergoing his own treatment. 
He almost missed it, but then backed up. There. A conversation with Guvthor, and Varan then going to Sooovickalassa's console and adjusting it. The Thovian had noticed or guessed something, but told only Varan. 
He forwarded to the day of the battle. As expected the monitors failed during the battle… and seemed to have been brought up as quickly as could reasonably be expected afterwards.
But he had just reviewed the records of Guvthor's research, and the time showed by the collapse-state of the stars did not match with the security monitors' at all.
There are hours of monitoring missing! 
He gritted his teeth, realizing that he had been within moments of being fooled again!
He turned away from the console. "Captain…"
His hand lashed out and gripped her face. "Now, I think, I will have the truth."
Her eyes flew wide as she felt his mind bore into hers, despite the suffocating presence of the psi-screen. Subtlety is no longer necessary. I cannot destroy this vessel – it would do me no good, and the best excuse for it is past. But I need to know what really happened here, and what lies they hoped me to swallow.
Tontiss' mind was surprisingly strong for an untrained human; it wriggled and fought to escape like a large fish in the hands of a fisherman. But as with the fish and fisherman, the outcome was never in doubt. Slowly the human's mind became quiescent under Shagrath's will, and he began to see the truth. A confrontation. A discussion, with Varan's own honesty and the damned perceptions of that Thovian convincing many of them of Varan's truthfulness. A shock of realization. The battle was recorded!
He let Tontiss go, and the woman slumped to the deck, burying her face in her hands. By the Black City of my Father, they all know. Even the loyalists like Banazul will have questions. 
Worse, however, was the fact that there were records of this event. Probably duplicated many places throughout the ship. For a moment, he toyed with the idea of destroying Teraikon anyway, but that would require having to re-work the records of Niaadea – which was well-nigh impossible, rather than simply extremely difficult.
He looked down. "Did you believe you could actually hide that from me?"
Slowly Tontiss rose. "I had… hoped we could do so at least until we returned to Imperial space."
Shagrath nodded. "Where you would then be able to transmit copies of this throughout the Empire. Perhaps not publicly – you have not nearly enough evidence to move so directly against me – but distributed far enough that nothing could erase them."
"Are you going to destroy this ship, then?"
He smiled. "You shall not escape so easily, Captain Tontiss. We are going to make your story reality – for you, and everyone aboard."
She smiled sharply. "You might get away with that, Shagrath. But the records –"
"—Pose an interesting problem, yes. I am not of the Five Families, and even if I were, it is quite possible to hide copies of the information inside other information. It would be impossible for even a psionic to be sure of locating and rewriting all of those." He smiled again, and this time even the hardened Tontiss shrank back, because for a moment he allowed that smile to show a hint of what he truly was. "But I can."
He recalled the precise details of Tontiss' fabricated story to mind, linked them with the sequence of events as it had actually happened, and then began the invocation, one matched to the other, the truth calling to falsehood and making them the same. The forces gathered, energies he had not unleashed for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years, and he realized how much he must expend now. He lacked the power to connect with these machines, to become one with them, and so the ancient power must do it all, and after the Great Seal, there was so little. He was expending power gathered over centuries, draining it out of him like water. Black-green energy blazed about Kerlamin Shagrath, and had the power not held those about him frozen and insensible, they might have screamed, for his true form emerged, the energies required to complete the ritual too great to maintain his disguise.
The power faded and Shagrath leaned against the wall, breathing heavily. 
"Prime Monitor? Sir? Are you all right?"
He turned to the concerned face of Tontiss. "I… believe so, Captain. It is… just so many shocks in a row. It's been quite draining. I think I will return to Niaadea; we can perform a full investigation at Oro. You will accompany us, of course."
Tired – exhausted – though he was, Shagrath could barely restrain a cold laugh as the new Captain of Teraikon assured him of their full cooperation. Of course you will cooperate, Captain. I've made sure of that. He shifted his concentration as he boarded his launch to return. Disperse, all of you, across the Empire. I know this delays the construction of the Nexus, but it cannot be helped. Varan is alive, I am sure of it. He must be found. The Empire will be alerted, but I want you to find him first.
The shrieking howls responded. Urgency is understood. We remind you of the loss of resources if we must follow this course.
Your reminder is understood; but Varan has escaped, and he is not alone. Your 'heretic' is awakened, and they are accompanied by a Thovian.
A spark of startlement and anger – a rare display of emotion – echoed from the voices. The heretic is no longer a cripple? The Thovians have emerged to act? We shall find them.
And when you do, he said, with a smile despite the increasing weight of his weariness, You may unleash all the destruction that you like. As long, he emphasized, the exhausted smile malevolently wider, as long as every attack, every scene of destruction, every single death wears the face of Captain Sasham Varan.





  
 
PART FOUR: The Pursuing Darkness



Chapter 47.
Varan:
The windwailer screeched its challenge and lunged at me, catching me up in its palps, drawing me towards the ripping, grinding maw. Terror yammered at the back of my head, but somehow I fought it back, knowing that to panic now would lead straight into that black-and-crystal glittering death for all three. I braced my legs, balancing against shifting, crushing pressure with Tor training, mind searching for some solution, some way out of this trap. Jearsen distracted it for a moment, but its grip tightened, drawing me down, closer, my eyes staring straight into its own alien blue-crystal gaze, a row of eyes that sent faint streamers of white vapor downward…
Vapor? In this air, this bone-dry frigid air…
I brought my arm across, turning it, stripping off the glove, and even as the cold began to claw at my exposed skin, slammed my blood-warm flesh into the frozen crystal eyes. They shattered with burning freezing agony and the windwailer screamed, flinging me away to smash into the wall…
I felt consciousness return slowly, the pain-wracked darkness retreating only grudgingly, leaving the pain but allowing awareness to take the field.
I tried to remember. I must be in the base hospital. Yes, that was where they took me. 
Something about that didn't make sense, though. I realized I remembered being in the hospital, Jearsen in the bed next to me, Taelin on the other side… Where…
Some twenty years farther on, Captain Varan.
The voice spoke in my head and for a moment I froze in horror, somehow associating it with mandibles and armored forms and the scream of Diorre Jearsen.
And then it all came back in a thundering tide that snapped my eyes open, sat me up in my control chair – something I regretted as the movement sent more agony cascading through my body. "V… Vick?"
Correct.
I let myself fall back and tried to get the pain under control. My psi abilities were no longer impeded, though it took some time to get my mind focused enough. "Guvthor? Doctor, are you all right?"
There was no answer. "Vick, is he –?"
He is alive. I awakened first, as would be expected; his mass is so great that the shocks and stresses would affect him more. 
I felt the pain starting to recede and gingerly moved muscles throughout my body. "Well, it seems my pilot's seat kept me from actual injury." I noticed the displays were mostly dark and the interior of Torline's Sword was chilly. I reached out and got a status report. "She's held up pretty well."
Then can you do something about this abominable cold? Vick's mindvoice carried with it an impression more appropriate to the memory I'd had of my Arctic Survival experience than to the actual temperature. However, I also caught a sideband image of what he was used to – deep, thick green-blue vegetation, huge red and gray trunked trees, warmth and thick moisture everywhere. Vick was from a planet or at least an area on a planet that was a hothouse, like Jearsen's homeworld of Xaltine.
"Bringing the D-Tap back online… I hope." Re-establishing a dimensional tap was always somewhat tricky. Once something – such as, for instance, going through a forming black hole with your TT+ drive active – disrupted your connection to the higher-energy universe the D-Tap was getting your power from, you had to recalibrate the coordinate framework. In theory that was an automatic function, but theory didn't always align with practice.
It took three tries and two tweaks of the activation parameters this time – not too bad given what we'd put the poor ship through. The lights came up to full brightness and the hum of the air treatment and other environmental systems went to its normal background level. "A few minutes and we'll be back to normal." I glanced over the telltales. "We're not near any solar systems at the moment – no great surprise there – and it looks like we'll have to do some repair work on the TT+ before we can move. But it held out long enough, I guess."
"Mag… nificent." The word was mumbled and barely audible, but it was a word. 
I turned quickly – with hardly a twinge now – and rose from the chair. "Doctor Guvthor?"
He forced himself to roll slightly over. "A … magnificent ride, as well as a… stellar display of piloting, Captain. We have survived."
"I'm going to have some repair work to do, however."
He chuckled faintly. "If you will give me some moments, I will assist you as best I can."
I gestured to the board. "I appreciate the offer, but I think you and Dr. Sooovickalassa would be better off seeing if you can find out exactly where we are. The automatics, unfortunately, lost their basic fix and haven't the faintest idea." I grinned, feeling the truth sinking in. We made it! "Besides, you wouldn't fit in most of the crawlspace."
"Your logic is inarguable. Dr. Sooovickalassa, if you would…?"
I am already gathering the data. I am personally unfamiliar with local stellar patterns so I can make no judgments myself.
Now that I was moving fairly well, I also became suddenly aware of gnawing hunger. "Vick, how long were we out?"
I awakened approximately fourteen hours after we entered Hykath. That was seven and a half hours ago. 
That explained the hunger… and also gave me a vast respect for the little scientist's toughness. He was slightly less massive than me, but for him to have been awake for seven hours longer than me meant he was also just inherently better able to endure the stresses somehow. "I think I'd better eat first. Maybe even freshen up a bit, though I might be getting pretty dirty once I start working on the drive again."
Now that I thought of it, Guvthor had awakened only minutes after me. Given the size differential, that made him proportionately tougher than me, too. Well, I can't very well complain; I can use the best help I can get.
Guvthor decided food was next on his agenda as well; Vick had of course eaten some time before, so he continued data-gathering and performed some repair work on the scanning systems. I then spent the next several hours digging into the guts of the already-modified TT+ system.
Guvthor looked up and stretched, squeezing his shoulders against the ceiling, as I finally re-entered the main cabin area. "And how have the repairs progressed, Captain?"
"Well enough," I conceded. "The drive was never meant for a stunt like that, but it mostly stayed intact. We didn't have a spare for the damping grid oscillator – they almost never go bad, really – but I just shunted it out."
Isn't that dangerous?
I couldn't keep from laughing. "We just dove into a black hole and you're asking me about something being dangerous?"
A faint spark of humor. I concede you have some small point. But no need to charge every spear held before us, either.
"You're right. Yes, it's technically dangerous since the damping grid prevents the TT+ interface from fluctuating out of control – curbs resonances, that kind of thing. But if you're piloting it manually, you can watch for the fluctuations yourself. Once we get to any port with a decent shipyard we can pick up the replacement oscillator pretty cheap; while I'd want military grade normally, a civilian model will fit and would do the job well enough." I looked at the board. "I see you've been busy. Any progress?"
"Indeed. We have established a number of accurate observations of type and relative position of stars in the area. I would expect to know where we are in the next few hours. I can say that – as expected – we are nowhere near our departure point. The automatic navigator was completely uncalibrated in a manner indicating that at a minimum we had come over a thousand light years before it lost tracking." Guvthor leaned back against the wall in a bracing framework which served him as a chair. "I will now rest until we have the results. I trust you will forgive me, Captain, if I mention that I wish your people were larger. I cannot stand up anywhere in this vessel."
I laughed. "Yes, I'll forgive you. Sorry we couldn't remodel her sufficiently. "
We all took the opportunity to rest. After the stress of the prior events and our insane stunt, then the work in putting together the overstressed drive, I was even more tired than I thought – unconsciousness, apparently, not substituting for sleep – and actually dozed off.
I was awakened by a double chime from the main control board. Guvthor sat up instantly. "Ah! A match has been located!"
I leaned over the board and checked. I blinked, checked again, then sat back and chuckled. The chuckle grew into a full-fledged laugh that I couldn't stop, while the other two stared at me in bemused silence.
Stop that insufferable noise and explain what you find so amusing!
I finally got myself under control. "Sorry… sometimes when so much has piled up, the right trigger just makes it all come out and it won't stop." I gestured to the chart. "According to this, we've come just about fifteen thousand lightyears. And we're about six thousand lightyears from the center of the Empire." I paused a moment to let the implication set in. "Yes, we ended up going straight through the Empire – I think our projected path might have actually taken us right through the Oro system – and we've stopped on the almost precisely opposite side. So we went in exactly the direction we didn't want to go… which is probably the best possible way to lose pursuit."
"Yes, that is amusing,"Guvthor agreed, smiling a bit.
"That isn't the really funny part, though. That trip took us right to the Zchoradan border… and right now we're no more than twenty light-years from Tangia Station, where this all started for me."
Vick's quick steam-whistle and Guvthor's startled grunt showed they understood. Tangia Station? Where you defeated the Zchoradan Master of Minds? 
"Exactly." I grinned again, feeling a rising hope. "This … this is almost perfect. I know everyone there, and they know me. News can't have gotten there yet. We could –"
"Absolutely out of the question, Captain," Guvthor said regretfully. 
I opened my mouth to argue, but even as I did, I could almost hear the argument – with my own voice on the other side. Teraikon was one thing; no one had realized what was going to happen there, and once it happened, all we could do was try to pick up as many pieces as possible. But if I landed on Tangia, I might well be arranging the execution of everyone on board –just by arriving there. Especially if I made contact with old friends, tried to tell them the truth. I wouldn't have that much time, the personnel of Tangia would almost certainly split down the middle – at best – in terms of who would support me and who wouldn't, and in the end I wouldn't have any way to run. I looked down and shook my head. "Sorry. You're right, of course."
"Captain, you have to not merely face the truth, but accept the truth. You are, for the moment, no longer a citizen of your Empire, let alone a member of its military. In your heart, perhaps, but you are a dangerous, wanted criminal, a refugee who carries secrets potentially lethal to anyone else. You need to gather resources of your own, yes, but few such will you find here. Few of your old allies will be able or willing to believe you without proof, and of those who would, fewer would accept the exile that would be the cost of accepting that truth."
And, Vick added coldly, most such allies would be vastly less useful if they had to take that exile. If – and I must emphasize for you this word, if – any of your former comrades and friends would be willing to ignore their prejudices and the fears and propaganda of your crippled Empire, they will be vastly more useful where they are, with the resources they command, when you are actually ready to do something against Shagrath and his allies. You need allies outside of your Empire, or in the shadows of your Empire, those that lie outside the reach of your military and outside the reach of the lies as well. 
As it sank in – finally, fully sank in – I was overwhelmed by a feeling of complete isolation. All I knew was the Empire – more, all I knew was the Navy. Everyone I knew, every person who I could trust, they were all Imperials, all Navy or Guardsmen or auxiliaries. I bowed my head and felt a weight of despair starting to wash over me. "Torline's Swords," I muttered. The situation was even more dire than I had realized, and I was starting to grasp the immensity of what lay ahead of me. "Then what can I do?" I said finally. "It seems there's almost nothing to be done. I was talking about repairing the ship, buying the missing components… but I can't do that. I have a small amount of actual money on me… but my accounts cannot be accessed, they'd give away my survival, and my location. Yours can't either. I can't contact any of my friends, my family, my allies. How can I possibly find allies when I don't even know where to begin? How can I search the Galaxy for these answers and come back to set things right when I have nothing to do it with?"
Guvthor opened his mouth to speak, but Vick's telepathic voice spoke first, with chill disdain. Stop this pathetic mewling at once! You are supposed to be one of the elite of this Empire? It surpasses belief! You are bemoaning the terrible nature of your fate, the grand isolation of your mission? You have no conception whatsoever of these things, human! You sit here speaking of your destitution when you are at the controls of a vessel worthy of the navies of a thousand other worlds, when you have skills and knowledge others would pay for?
You coddled, privileged, over-sheltered, self-absorbed [talakk'u]!
I was hauled from my seat, slammed and pinned against the wall by telekinetic force, too stunned by Vick's words and actions to react. "I my homeworld exiled by!" the R'Thann screeched. "Galaxy wandering, years spent! Refuge sought I, rejected worlds hundred by was, crippled, alone!" I could feel the rage and frustration of those years, and the contempt he felt for me echoed in every word. And now I have that which was my birthright, you have powers even greater, you have a vessel, your freedom, your knowledge, and I hear you complaining? Silence, then, until you can speak sense! He let me drop to the floor and turned away with a roar-hiss and a chiming rattle of his golden crest.
I sat there, gasping for air and trying to rearrange my thoughts; before I could even begin, Guvthor touched my shoulder. "My colleague is a bit more abrupt than I would put it, Captain, but I believe he is also offended for a reason that he would rather not express." The great sharp-toothed smile was somehow gentle, reassuring. "You speak so bleakly, and fail, as he says, to reckon up your true wealth. I can understand your feelings, Captain – truly, I can. You are a young man – for your people have found the way to longer life, and a man of your years is still but starting on his path – and one who has known his path for all of his life. To be set now against all that you have known – this is truly a hard thing to accept. 
"But besides the not-inconsiderable wealth Doctor Sooovickalassa has enumerated in his anger, you have – I believe – neglected your greatest resources, besides your own most formidable abilities." He rose to the greatest height the Torline's Sword would allow, and bowed. "Ourselves, Captain. You have my alliance and my willing help, and – despite his high dudgeon at the moment – that of the R'Thann as well. You wounded his pride, I think, by not recognizing immediately that on your side is one of the True Race, the Testers and the First-Tested, and few indeed have ever been so privileged."
Vick turned slowly, crest rippling. You… know my people and their ways?
"In some small degree, yes." Guvthor's grin was, perhaps, somewhat less reassuring and more challenging.
I felt my cheeks burning as the words of both my allies… friends… penetrated. I didn't like the mirror Vick had held up to me, and Guvthor's more gentle approach didn't do anything to change the essential pettiness and small-mindness I'd just been showing.
I looked at Vick and did a formal Six-and-One. "By the Seven Fallen, I apologize to you, Doctor Sooovickalassa. Your words were no harsher than I deserved. I make no excuse for my childish behavior. You are entirely right. I am well, I am blessed with abilities my people feared – wrongly, I now think – I have escaped a monster whose powers dwarf my own and, most of all, I have two friends and allies who are resources of inestimable value – without whom I could never have escaped, and one of which not only gave me these powers, but saved my life, my honor, and my very mind and soul, and to have failed to immediately recognize how rich I am was a terrible insult to that ally."
The R'Thann's tail twitched and the crest rippled quickly, but he was otherwise completely immobile, staring at me. Finally he bobbed up and down. I see that you speak not merely empty words. The mind-voice was still sharp, but I sensed less annoyance, and – perhaps – something warmer behind it. Then we shall speak no more of it. It is of course not to be argued that we are frightfully outmatched by our opponents, that we have far to go, and perhaps I was slightly too quick to anger given all that you have just given up. My sacrifices were in the past, yours are the present. You have passed a Testing that frightened me; I should accord you the respect due such a being.
"Excellent," boomed Guvthor. "So, let us proceed. Captain, you are undoubtedly vastly more familiar with this region of space than either of us – both Thovia and Thann'ta, our homeworlds, lie in a very different direction, and neither I nor, I believe, Doctor Sooovickalassa have ever had occasion to venture here. The TT+, especially with its current limitations, rather restricts our current choice of destinations. Where shall we go?"
After another grateful glance at both of my companions, I looked again at the board and brought up the maps. "Tangia's obviously out. But…" My eyes narrowed as I thought. "I can't stand looking at the Zchorada, and sure as all hells I'm not planning to enter their space… but keeping to the border worlds where neither the Reborn Empire nor the Zchoradan Meld fully control things makes a lot of sense."
I looked at Guvthor, cramped and forced to lie down or sit at all times, and it was clear that we could not continue to use this ship for very long. And as the ship represented, effectively, all of our resources…
Just the thought was enough to make me wince. I'd thought it was hard to give Guvthor the specifications for the Chidora? I was going to have to sell it!
I kicked that whining out of my head. You've a lot worse to worry about. That just carries a long jail term at hard labor. Being a psi is execution at best.
So what I needed was a system on the border, near the restricted but still active trade routes between the Zchorada and the Empire… and the center of a much larger active gray and black market. One with enough resources and population to support a large spaceport, a spaceport that had a lot of shipbuilding or ship modification capability…
I smiled slowly. Part of me was still horrified by what I was doing, but – in this case – it was time to start ignoring my conscience. I activated the TT+, saw the telltales show full activation – with of course one brilliant warning light telling me the damping grid was out. "We have a destination, gentlemen," I said. "In a few days, we'll be landing on the rather infamous world of Meletta."
 



Chapter 48.
The Eönwyl:
"Five thousand per ton," The Eönwyl said, with a critical glance at the raw shanellite ore. "You said it was high-grade, but this is no better than medium."
"First you insult me with such a price, and then call me a liar? I should be challenging you to a duel, but for that pure symmetry of your face I forgive you." Mouvre Vrin glanced around the shipping exchange market and then turned back to her, his leathery neck bobbing an armored head down towards her. The Tassmin were often seen as crude and threatening at first glance, averaging four hundred pounds with a flattened, plated head whose beak could shear through a human's leg with ease, but despite their size, toughness, and gravelly voices, they were usually gentle souls whose major diet was vegetable matter and common interests were negotiation and trade, not fighting.
And most people can't read their body language, but I'm pretty good at it. This gave her some advantage in the bargaining.
Mouvre sighed theatrically. "I will concede that it is not top quality shanellite, but medium? On the eggs of my brood, I object. Perhaps your eyes are not so sharp as they once were. Ten thousand per ton, and I am shaving my margin as thin as first-ice."
She grunted, repressing a smile. He could undoubtedly read human expressions, as by far the largest proportion of Imperial citizens were some form of human or human-descent. "It is possible that this inadequate lighting is not doing your material justice. I am willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. Six thousand per ton."
"Six? Six thousand per ton? Do you have any idea how expensive it is to obtain this ore at all?" The Tassmin vendor went into a melodramatic description of the difficulties and expenses involved – and to be fair, it was hard to come by here, as the only sources reasonably nearby were in Zchoradan territory, so this was at best a gray cargo. "Nine thousand, and I might almost not have bothered acquiring it!"
"Now who's being unreasonable? You know that I'll also have to pay for clearance seals on this stuff, to make it a valid cargo inside the Empire. Seven."
"You drive a hard, hard bargain, Eönwyl. I believe those who say you have no heart. Still, if you intend to take enough of a shipment… say, all seventy tons… I might be able to give you a volume discount to eighty-five hundred."
"Eight, and you have yourself a deal."
He hesitated. "You arrange – and pay for – pickup and transport by this evening?"
"Agreed."
"Done!"
An expensive cargo – five hundred and sixty thousand Eternals – but if I can get those seals arranged, I can make a very large profit, too.
But if she was going to keep this price, she had to hustle. Evening was approaching, and it would be tricky getting her cargo transport pod through the streets to the right point. She signaled ahead and arranged for a bunch of workmen to be present at Mouvre's in a few hours.
As things turned out, it wasn't nearly as bad as she had thought. Traffic was light and a cargo pod the size of two and a half land transports side by side tended to get a lot of the right of way by default. Fortunate that streets were laid out very wide in these areas to support cargo transport. It took about an hour and a half to load all of the ore onto the pod – half in one of the bays, half in the other to keep the pod mass-balanced. 
Once that was done, she breathed a sigh of relief. Lock it all down and time to relax!

She'd spent almost two weeks here on Meletta, looking for the right cargo. It was frustrating work at times; sometimes she'd see something that looked absolutely perfect but her gut would tell her not to try it, and she'd find herself letting the opportunity go by. Other times her instincts told her to buy something that her experience and knowledge told her would be a complete waste of time. She admitted, to herself, that her instincts were often very good – she'd taken a complete loss rather less frequently than she would have expected when just going with her gut – but it wasn't infallible, either. 
The shannellite, however, had been a winner from both sides. The processed ore would yield beautiful silver-tinted crystals in a variety of underhues which were both ornamental and, if large and pure enough, extremely useful in energy channeling applications.
She wandered down the noisy avenues, keeping her hood well up over her head – no point in taking chances – and side streets until she came to a restaurant-bar whose straight-barred sides and roof declared it to be a haven of Fashi cuisine. The Eönwyl grinned; the diverse spiciness and texture-play in Fashi was her absolute favorite, and she could tell by the smell that despite the setting, this place had a chef who knew his business. She got a booth in one of the far corners, and ordered a rotating eight-course. A little extravagant, but it's time for some relaxation.
As she was eating, she kept herself at least reasonably aware of her surroundings. It was a good idea on border worlds, if you wanted to be alive when you left. 
That was why she caught the string of words: "—it off in only a few years."
She glanced in the direction of the speaker, at first only mildly curious. He was a tall, handsome man, dressed a bit too respectably and neatly for this place, and he was talking to a man of perhaps thirty, sitting with what she presumed was his partner, perhaps wife, of about the same age. Both, she noted, had clothes that had seen better days, and they were sharing the inexpensive snacking platter. Money's tight; maybe they haven't a job.
"I… don't know." The sitting man said. "I've heard it can take a long time."
"Well, it can for some, but that's in your control, see!" The first man drew up a chair. "You decide the cost, the salary's figured in, you can do the calculations yourself."
The tired-looking man looked at the paper the other man was showing him, and his eyes widened. "Are you… serious, Mr., er, Quadis? That much?"
The Eönwyl's full attention was on the interchange now, her meal completely forgotten. Not here. I wasn't even looking this time! It can't be…
"I am completely serious," Quadis said with a most serious and responsible gaze. "That's contingent on your being able to do the work described, but I wouldn't think a man of your age and intelligence would have difficulty."
The man's companion was looking over the paper too, with the exhausted disbelief and wide eyes of hope of someone who has been waiting a long time for salvation to come. "And I could take a contract myself, yes?"
"Oh, most certainly! The contracts can be linked to make sure you aren't separated, either, no fear on that score."
"Tyll, this looks… awfully good." She looked up. "Mr. Quadis, could you just give us a few moments?"
"Of course. Take all the time you'd like. I'll be over there in the corner." Quadis pointed to the booth diagonally across from where The Eönwyl sat – essentially as far away as possible from her – and after a quick bow he moved to that both, joining some number of other people.
Her heart was trying to speed up, but she took a deep breath, slowed it, calmed her mind. Maybe I can do this without any real trouble. As Tyll and his wife – Jandy – began to talk in low, excited voices, The Eönwyl spoke, in a tone pitched to carry to their table. "Contract Worker?"
Tyll broke off and glanced at her in startlement and unease. "Er… yes, if it's any business of yours. I don't appreciate people listening in on my personal business."
"If you really want to keep it personal and private, this isn't the place. But I just want to warn you that it's a bad idea."
"Do you mean that they won't hold to the contract?"
She smiled bitterly. "Oh, they most certainly will. But there are a hundred lines in that contract that give them leeway to interpret it just a little differently than you would. Whether you're doing the job they want you to – is the title just a tiny bit different? Did you slow down on just one day and your average quota slipped? Note what's not covered in there – things like your medical expenses. And doctors can be very expensive on contract worlds."
Jandy's face was pinched with worry. "Oh, Towers, no, please. Whoever you are… this is the only decent-sounding chance we've had in weeks."
The Eönwyl bit her lip; for just an instant, she saw another tired, worn face, one she'd known all her life, and wondered if she would ever see her mother free. I can't shout about it. I have to stay very, very calm. "I know it sounds good. People like Quadis are trained recruiters. They know exactly how to say things you want to hear. Quadis, or his people, have probably been watching you for days."
"How do you know this?"
She smiled faintly. "There is a scar on my neck where the service designation used to be. And I did not work off my contract; I got out by… well, call it a miracle and leave it at that." The smile vanished and she leaned forward; she thought she saw some movement from the far corner. "Please believe me," she said earnestly, willing them to believe her, wishing for a moment that she believed enough to pray. "I'm still working to get my parents out, and I don't know if I ever will."
Something about her tone, her gaze, seemed to penetrate; Tyll's shoulders slumped and he dropped the contract offer to the table, put his head in his hands. "What can we do, then?"
"What happened to your old job – you must have had one?"
He laughed. "I was accounting for a small import firm here. I started to notice something… off in the numbers. And when I went to ask the head of the firm about it, he first put me off, and then disappeared. Naturally it came out he'd essentially gutted the company, which collapsed. No one seems to want an accountant who didn't catch the books being cooked. I don't blame them."
The Eönwyl was torn. She didn't know these people. They could be telling the truth, they could be running a scam of their own. And even if they were telling the truth, Tyll could be just a bad accountant, a lazy man, any number of things.
But… "Contract Worker…"
There was definitely uneasy movement in the corner now, as though someone – probably Quadis – was trying to figure out what was going on. Suddenly she made up her mind. Reaching into her belt pouch, she pulled out a paychip and put it on the table. "Take that. It'll keep you going for a little while. Then go down to the exchange market and ask around for someone who needs an accountant. Start with Mouvre Vrin; tell him… the person who bought all his ore this afternoon sent you. Yes, it'll be something … gray, probably, but believe you me, it's better than Contract Worker – even if the Imperials catch you."
"I can't –"
"GO!" she said intensely. "He's coming back. Get out of here, now. Please!"
Still staring at her, the two stood. "I… I believe you." Jandy said quietly. "Thank you."
The two moved away, reaching the door just as Quadis was approaching their table; he spotted them leaving, but judged – rightly – that chasing them down into the street would get him nowhere. Slowly he turned his head. "Pardon me, traveler, but you wouldn't happen to have said something to those two that convinced them to leave, would you?" 
She saw the hand gesture partially hidden behind his back, and the movement at the far table as the others started to come forward. "I did warn them not to take any Contract Worker offers." So much for quietly.
A part of her was overjoyed.
"Did you, now." Quadis' eyes narrowed, trying to see into the darkened booth. "And why would you do that?"
"Because," she replied, slowly easing herself out from under the table, "I know all about the filthy business and I look forward to the day that people like you are reduced to begging for a living – or, better, before a firing squad."
His expression was close to a snarl, but he kept his tone urbane. "How very … impolite of you. And just where did you come by this ridiculous –"
At that point she rose, letting the hood fall back, her face and sunburst-blaze of hair coming fully into view, and Quadis' face went white. "THE EÖNWYL!"
The shout echoed around the bar, and Quadis' friends lunged forward. It was too late for Quadis, though, because her gun-barrel took him square in the mouth, breaking teeth and sending him screaming to the floor. From the sound, I've got a lot of admirers here.

She bared her teeth in a savage grin. Then I'd better not disappoint them!
The mob surged towards her like a flood.



Chapter 49.
Shagrath:
"White Controller," Shagrath stood to acknowledge Lukhas Mel'Tasne's entrance. "Good of you to come. Please, take a seat."
Lukhas looked concerned. Nothing compared to what you will be, my human friend. "I came as quickly as I could. Your summons was cryptic but sounded urgent."
Once more the mask of humanity had to be perfect; he was facing a Mel'Tasne educated in security, and that was as dangerous a game to play as any in this Empire. "Urgent as any I have ever sent, White Controller," he said grimly, "and the cryptic nature of the summons was – I believe you will agree – both wise and necessary. Before any others learn the truth, you must be informed."
By the nod and very, very faint upturn of one corner of the White Controller's lips, Shagrath knew that not all of this was a surprise. "I had noticed that the only messages from Niaadea or Teraikon had been to establish orbit – standard traffic control, no private communications – and not a single departure from the vessel other than your own. That did give me the impression you had some crucial information."
"More than that." He gave the appropriate look of hesitation. "I confess… to not being entirely sure how to tell you this…"
The proper look of controlled alarm; Lukhas Mel'Tasne must know how very few subjects would cause the Prime Monitor to be reluctant to speak. "Whatever it is, don't try to adorn it or soften the blow. Just tell me what it is."
"As you wish," Shagrath said, and again it was difficult to maintain the look of grim exhaustion when he was able to anticipate the joy of the pain he was about to inflict. "I had taken the Niaadea to see how Sasham Varan was doing aboard the Teraikon – and, I had hoped, to get there in time to see the unique spectacle of the formation of a black hole. I was… too late in more ways than one."
Lukhas leaned forward, eyes widening. "Something's happened to Sash?"
"There is… no easy way to say this, Lukhas," Shagrath said, using the Controller's first name as a way of indicating sympathy. "But… Captain Sasham Varan is a psionic."
Lukhas' face paled and he sat slowly back. "That's… that's impossible! We've known him for –"
"I know how it sounds, Controller! But I assure you, there is no one in the Emperor's service who knows more about psionics than I do," and here, of course, he was speaking nothing more than the truth, "and it is, I am afraid, not only possible, but simple fact. Yes, the majority of psionics come to their abilities when they are much younger, but not always… and those who do emerge later tend, for some reason, to be not only more powerful on average, but to … break faster."
Lukhas stared into his eyes for a long moment, and Shagrath focused his efforts on maintaining the grim, serious expression, with a hint of sympathy. Then the brown-haired Controller closed his eyes and let his head sink into his hands. "Emperor's name… So has he been killed, or …" he glanced involuntarily upward into orbit, "… or have you captured him?"
"Neither, I am sorry to say." Again, the last part was very much true. 
"How could he possibly escape? I know we had reports showing them heading to be on-station, and you obviously caught up with Teraikon, so where could he go?"
Shagrath found himself, reluctantly, impressed by Lukhas' reaction. The unspoken words behind his questions showed that he had analyzed the entire situation and understood the limitations of the technologies involved, that there would have been no feasible escape route for Varan with Shagrath in pursuit in Niaadea, and done this while he was still, undoubtedly, shocked to the core by the revelation that the family's best friend was now anathema. This simply reinforces my need for caution. The Five Families truly are formidable, and Lukhas is one of the most formidable of the entire group. If we can somehow draw him into our work… "I am impressed, White Controller. You have struck instantly to the core of the problem." He handed Lukhas a datachip of Shagrath's report. "The executive summary should be sufficient for you."
It took only a few minutes for Lukhas to insert the chip in his reader and scan through the summary – growing paler as he did so. Finally, the brown eyes looked up. "He killed Nissen Frankel."
"He did. In fairness, of course, it was Frankel's job to kill him as a psionic; there was no way that the conflict would not end in tragedy."
Lukhas stood suddenly, with a slashing gesture as though trying to push the whole situation away. "I thank you for trying to spare my feelings, but this is not a time to try to soften the blow. Sasham Varan is a rogue psionic and may still be alive – and if he is, we have no idea where he has gone, and he has with him either mind-controlled scientists of tremendous knowledge, or – possibly – voluntary assistants hoping to take advantage of his capabilities. He has an intimate knowledge of our military, he's a top-flight engineer… this is disastrous. If what that," he indicated the report, "says is true, he's already powerful enough that he could take entire warships by himself with a minimum of required cleverness."
"I am… afraid that is the case, yes."
Lukhas pressed his fingers into his temples, drew a breath, then straightened slightly. "In any event, there is little time to lose. History shows it's very difficult to predict a psionic's actions, and now that he may have escaped, his next appearance could, effectively, be anywhere. Eventually his insanity will probably deprive him of any willing allies, but how long that will take we don't know. What is your intended course of action?"
"Nexus Network relays, with required propogation by courier vessels upon receipt. I am of course authorized to use the transmission relays directly but it will look better if you direct that end of it."
Nexus transmissions could be carried out by specialized vessels which could open a Nexus jump point without having to go through themselves, and transmit data through the connection; other Nexus Network vessels would receive the information and could re-transmit it to other Network vessels as needed. This permitted news to be transmitted to worlds connected by Nexus points over a period of a few days to a couple of weeks, depending on the number of Nexus connections between the respective worlds. For broad announcements – such as the Empire-wide alert to be on the lookout for a dangerous fugitive – the major Imperial bases along the way also maintained fast TC drive courier vessels which would carry the news to the other worlds (as only a small percentage of worlds were directly connected by Nexus drive). This meant of course that it could be months, or even a year or so, for such news to reach all parts of the Empire, but there was no reasonable alternative.
Lukhas nodded slowly. "I will take care of that myself, Prime Monitor. I presume the orders will be to shoot on sight?"
"More cautious than that, Controller," he said, with a concerned tone. "I do not think you grasp the situation entirely, not that this is surprising given the circumstances. Ordinary law enforcement or even small military detachments must not engage. The recordings of Varan's capabilities show that he is almost casually capable of massive feats of destruction. If he is spotted, any citizens are to immediately retreat and inform the nearest Monitor post or major Naval facility at once. I do not want any more deaths than we can avoid, and I think you will agree that the last thing we need is a group of would-be heroes getting themselves killed."
"You're right, of course." Lukhas snatched up his reader. "Will you excuse me, Prime Monitor? I would like… to delay the announcement by a few hours, so that I can make sure that my family, at least, get the news from me, and not from the evening's broadcast."
"By all means, Controller. A few hours will make no difference, not given the time it will take for news to reach the whole of the Empire, and I feel no need to inflict additional pain upon your family."
"Thank you, sir." A very distracted and worried Lukhas Mel'Tasne exited his office.
Shagrath made sure the door was shut and security sealed before he allowed himself a broad smile. This is even more advantageous than I had first thought. It was the Mel'Tasne who nominated Varan, brought him through into the Families. While – overtly – no one can blame them for his sudden downfall, there is no way in which this will not rebound upon them at least in some way. Anything that weakens that particular family is to be greatly desired.
He turned his attention to his own secret allies, attuned himself to the distant soothing screams – much more distant now, as virtually all of them had been dispersed. Select the most separated worlds, those at the longest reach of the networking chain. And do it swiftly.
The screaming answered in a single voice of many tongues. We have begun. But we are limited in speed as are your people. 
MY people have no such limits, but I have few indeed of those. Abandon your current shells, then. I have need of eyes, your bodies are of less use.
A flash of anger. You promised us much and now you wish us to abandon that which we already have? Yes, speed that will give us, speed to reach a thousand rim worlds in the time your sluggish vessels traverse the distance between the nearest stars, but then again we will be weak, weak, seeking bodies once more. Perhaps we should re-form and complete our own Nexus.
He reached out through the link and grasped the center of their thoughts. Do not make that mistake, my allies. At this time we need each other. And we both need, very desperately, to stop Varan and his allies. You agreed with the urgency. Understand the need for sacrifice. He smiled. Understand also that if I play this new piece properly, I will be able to begin the re-organization of the Empire more quickly. And then, my friends, he said, the smile widening, then I can give to you many, many more here. You can construct your Nexus on Oro itself.
The voices seemed to gabble between each other as his allies united their thoughts in conference. Finally the screaming voice returned. We see your plan, and it holds promise of strength beyond any we have had – perhaps enough to wipe all the heretics from existence and return us all to the True Path. And we agree that with the Thovian and the heretic scientist your Sasham Varan holds the potential of great disruption. We shall act. Weakened some shall be, seeking new shells, but in the end… all shall be stronger.
Agreement reached, he cut the connection and rose. Time to prepare myself to brief the Emperor… and to record the alarm for the entirety of the Empire.

It was going to be hard to keep the enjoyment from his face. The ending of this echo of things long dead may be closer than I had hoped! Perhaps – in the end – I will be able to thank Sasham Varan for his assistance!




Chapter 50.
Varan:
"Punyil Control, this is Gansondenma on final landing approach. Clearance for landing confirmed?"
Punyil answered almost immediately, the landing control officer speaking with the slight fluttering backtone of a Rittatak. "Landing clearance confirmed, Gansondenma. You have requested a full-enclosure berth; please land at Field 3 and you will be towed to Berth 3A-17."
"Gansondenma acknowledging, landing at Field 3 for tow and docking at 3A-17."
I relaxed a little as I brought Torline's Sword – now going under the guise of a converted Imlakk patrol cutter named Gensondenma which meant, roughly, Far Voyager in Imlakk – to a soft landing on the smooth synthstone of Punyil Control's landing field 3. Punyil handled all of the traffic for Meletta, the largest port city on the planet of Meletta. There were of course other ports dotted about the planet, but this one was the largest for many reasons, not the least being its location near the equator, which made it a much more equable climate for a larger number of beings; parts of Meletta were… not very pleasant. 
Being the largest port on a planet near the Zchoradan border, and some ways from the nearest Imperial outpost (Tangia, of course), it was also the best choice for people looking for business that might, perhaps, skirt the requirements of the law. My old instructor Helkoth had come from Meletta and – when we were doing well enough to warrant it – would sometimes regale us with particularly preposterous tales of what people would buy and sell in its marketplaces. When I'd visited there a few years back, I'd found he was, perhaps, not exaggerating as much as I'd thought.
As the ground-tug detached and left us in the privacy of the enclosed Berth 3A-17, I breathed a sigh of relief.
Improbable to the point of impossibility that any here would know. Why were you worrying?
"You're right that they can't actually know about us specifically, but this is still an Imperial ship – and a top of the line one – and if someone had looked too closely they'd have been able to tell the difference. The Imlakk cutters look pretty similar, but it's not identical by a long shot. Either no one noticed, or no one's asking questions. Either way, that's good."
"So now what is our next step?"
I looked at my companions and grimaced. "You two will stand out like swimsuits at Arctic Survival. There's not a single species that looks anything like you, Guvthor, and only one or two that even approach Vick's. You'll have to stay here while I do the negotiating. There won't be any avoiding you being seen once we…" I couldn't help but hesitate, "… once we sell the ship, but we can leave separately then and not call attention to ourselves as a group."
Eminently sensible. I will work with Doctor Guvthor to pack all the equipment we shall be keeping in as compact a manner as possible.
"I suppose I can endure a few more days of these cramped accommodations," Guvthor conceded with a wince. "I trust it won't take longer than that?"
I smiled. "The problem won't be selling it, just making sure I find the right buyer who'll make it disappear without asking any really awkward questions."
I left without much additional discussion; the faster I got this done, the better off we'd all be… and the sooner I'd have broken my last ties with the Navy; I would truly be Mada no more until I, someday, could return and expose Shagrath for what he was.
With that gloomy thought, I reached the exit to Berth 3A-17 and fed the cashlock a large proportion of the money we currently had to cover two days of berthing fees. If I had to, we had a few other pieces of equipment to sell that would cover up to a few weeks, but I honestly didn't think it would take very long at all to sell Torline's Sword. 
In some ways, stepping out into the bustle of Meletta's streets from Punyil Station was the greatest test of my telepathic abilities yet. Here there were thousands, hundreds of thousands, of minds, human and otherwise, thinking a thousand different things in a thousand different ways, people as near as brushing my sleeve to as far away as my senses could reach. There were a few empty voids, psi-shields, but for the most part there was nothing separating me from uncountable numbers of minds. 
But the same filtering shield I'd invented in the first desperate moments of discovering my new powers had been carefully tested and refined. It dulled the mindbabble to a whisper, while letting through the occasional flash of odd impressions. Vick said that a properly made mindscreen made telepathy much like hearing; you rarely really heard or paid attention to the noise of a crowd, yet your mind would "pick out" things that were particularly unusual – your own name, a gunshot, sound of a vehicle or animal that was unfamiliar, and so on.
It took several hours of talking to people – and, often, noting the emotional impressions they gave off – but after a while I was sitting at a table talking with a woman whose scars showed that she'd spent some unpleasant times injured and too far away for modern medical care. By the way Broker Magjna displayed them, I suspected that she now wore them as a badge of her experience – and hardness. 
"A genuine Chidora, you say?" she asked, after we'd finally worked our way around to the real subject at hand.
"With all interlocks already cut out; aside from weaponry, it's a Hakatos scout. The extra accommodations have been stripped out and by the time it's vacated you've got something that can be almost completely refitted."
She stared hard at me for a few moments and I actually had to work to keep from hearing her thoughts; as it was, I could easily tell how she was balancing eagerness with suspicion. "You talk like Mada, Mister…?
"I don't think we want names, Broker. And your ear is excellent, picking that out. I was Mada for … a long time." I couldn't keep a hint of bitterness out of my voice, though if she picked up on it, she'd probably guess a different reason for that emotion. "But not any more." I managed a strained smile. "Let's say this was part of my severance package."
We'd figured that a variant of the truth was the best story to tell; she wouldn't suspect psionics, but there were any number of criminal acts that a Navy man could commit which would mean death, or life imprisonment at hard labor. It wasn't unusual for them to decide to abscond with something valuable when the law was closing in.
On the other hand, it was unusual for them to get away with something that large and not have up to half a front of warships right on their tail. The Navy wanted to make it very clear how very, very bad an idea it was to steal from it.
"So you want to sell me what amounts to a gutted Hakatos?"
Ha! You're taking the bait. Her choice of words was an unmistakeable signal, trying to devalue my merchandise so she could bargain on it. "A gutted Hakatos wouldn't have full Navy-spec dual-course shielding."
"Fully operational Longshot and Gradient?" she raised an eyebrow. 
"Fully operational. Top of the line TT+ drive, intact except it needs a replacement damping grid oscillator." 
"Hull?"
"Fully intact, Naval plating with standard Chidora configuration – I happen to know it had a military inspection no more than two months ago. It's been through a bit since then but it's still in prime shape."
"Sublight and Tap?"
"Khardan model 20 DD with a Naval class 8 Tap."
"Class 8. That's the actual installed model in the newest Chidoras." She sounded impressed despite herself. "What about the stripped interior, then?"
"Reworked to accommodate… a very large passenger." There wouldn't be any way to completely conceal some of that, so no point in dancing around the subject. "Two berth cabins remain – fore, not aft. Augmentations were made to the waste handling. No other significant changes. Hardpoints are still in place – if you have the weapons you could upgrade her to a scout or even a cutter."
She nodded, and a tiny smile flickered across her face. "I suppose I can't pretend to be uninterested after all those questions. I won't ask where you got her, or why you want to sell such an obviously fine vessel –"
"—I'm broke other than that, is the reason, and I'm not much of a trader, so I can't hope to keep her running very long by myself."
"Ah. Eminently sensible. So what do you want for this ship, assuming it's as you describe?"
"Why don't you make an offer, assuming it's as I described?"
She hesistated. "I'd want to inspect her before I pay."
"Undoubtedly, and I would expect you to do so – with a microscope. Once we settle on a price, I'll escort you – and any two others that you wish – to inspect her."
My own lack of hesitation seemed to convince her to at least move forward. She thought a moment and then gave me a price.
I winced. "Torline's Swords, Broker! I may not be much of a trader, but I was Navy, and that's about one percent of the value of the vessel – even used. I understand you need to be cautious, but let's not be insulting!" A good-condition Chidora was about fifty million Eternals – a Captain damned well better know how much money the Empire was entrusting him with.
She grinned tightly. "Had to see where you stood. Very well, I'll offer one million."
"Your … generosity rivals that of an Uralian occupation force. I speak from personal knowledge. Ten million."
The note that I'd been involved in the Uralian Pacification got a raised eyebrow, but at my counteroffer Magjna's lips compressed. "She's hot, then."
I allowed myself a very humorless grin. "Extremely." On the black market, an Imperial vessel would be expected to be even more valuable. By not asking for even close to the standard value, I was acknowledging the risks she was taking.
"Let's stop the sparring, then. Five million clear, if your ship passes inspection."
I appreciated her quick shift. "Done."
She made a sour face, realizing I might even have settled for less, then shrugged. "One moment; let me call my … associates."
Her "associates" turned out to be one Chakron – which made me have to exercise iron control so as to not reveal how frightened that made me – and one very large human, both of them with the look of either jaded ex-Guardsmen or long-term mercenaries, or both. "I'm ready for the inspection now… Sir."
I'll bet you are. I was not unaware of the potential risks, but then, neither was she. This could still be an Imperial setup, although the dialogue we'd just had would probably be enough for a conviction. On my side, of course, I had to be concerned that she might have enough leverage to make the Punyil port authorities not notice my disappearance – and thus feel comfortable arranging it and saving a few million Eternals. 
We made our way to the Berth and I led the way in. "Your merchandise, Broker."
I could see she was impressed immediately – as she should be. She went over the outside carefully, with some very expensive pocket scanners that undoubtedly also told her about the active drive systems. "I'll want to see the interior as well," she said. "You brought this in alone?"
I noticed the momentary glance she gave to her two enforcers. "Not entirely." I answered as the main rear loading ramp dropped.
Her two associates, who had closed in on me, abruptly stopped; the Chakron scuttled backwards and the human jumped back with a curse, unlimbering his weapon as the immense figure of Guvthor emerged.
"No need for that, gentlemen. At least, I would hope there is no need for that." Guvthor rose to his full height and even Broker Magjna blanched as he smoothly reached in and picked up a standard shipping container (probably holding all his equipment) as though it were a box of packing foam, moving it courteously out of their way. "Please, take your time."
With that display, there were no additional implications of potential… renegotiations of our bargain. Finally, Magjna nodded. "Exactly as you described, sir. I congratulate you on what must have been a most extraordinary set of events to … acquire this vessel."
And how much of an understatement that is, you can't even imagine, I thought. "It was." I accepted the paychip, verified it, pocketed it in an inside pocket. "My associates will finish moving our own possessions in the next couple of hours. After that, she's entirely yours."
I left it to Guvthor and Vick – who had remained hidden, a final and most lethal trump card if things had really gone badly wrong – to complete the offloading. We did not want clear memories of the three of us as a group; it was far too distinctive.
With more money in hand than I'd ever had, I felt for a few minutes as though every eye on Meletta must be on me. It took a few moments to force those worries out of my head. If you worry about it, you'll probably draw attention to yourself, and then everyone WILL be staring at you.
My stomach reminded me that it had been a long time since breakfast. Well, now that I've sold out my own Navy, I suppose I can treat myself to a decent meal. My own humor fell rather flat, but – to my surprise – I didn't feel as depressed as I might have. I must have somehow prepared myself internally over the last year, once I knew that facing Shagrath would almost certainly have to end in something like this.
With that, I felt my spirits lift. Vick and Guvthor had been right. I had two tremendously formidable allies, we had escaped the Prime Monitor with a maneuver that even he couldn't match, and I now had more than enough money to look seriously at hiring a discreet and competent pilot to take us anywhere we needed to go. 
Later tonight I figured we'd have to move on to that subject – namely, what our next destination would be – and I suspected that this could be a difficult and possibly depressing discussion also. So for the next few hours, I was determined to relax. 
I let instinct, curiosity, and the crowd guide me, wandering down side alleys, up broad streets with restaurants and shops of every description, thousands of people filing by, laughing, arguing, discussing intensely. But in the end it was my nose, signaling urgently that there was a magnificent combination of sweetness and spiciness just around the corner, that decided me. Fashi flash-oven cooked ahuranzi, that was exactly what I was in the mood for, somehow.
I made my way inside and took a seat near the door, my back to the wall. Not that I was particularly worried about being ambushed, but best to be in the habit. Besides, this place might smell great, but it wasn't high class; marks on the floor and the wood, and the fact that at least three windows had recently been replaced (but others hadn't) reminded me of a couple of Guardsman hangouts I'd been at – places where the evening's entertainment often included tossing the less agile patrons out the doors or windows.
My ahuranzi – shells already opened, claws cracked, both inside and outside dusted with that lovely red-yellow seasoning – arrived steaming, and a little smoke curling from the exposed edges. My estimation of the chef went up a notch – and up again as I took my first cautious taste. My tongue tingled, just the right amount – enough to keep you awake, not enough to overpower the flavor.
As I ate, though, something… bothered me. There was an air of tension that was rising. I looked around, but at first I couldn't see anything. A couple – a man and wife, I guessed – got up quickly and left; they looked nervous. Another figure crossed to a booth on the other side. I couldn't hear what was said, but I noticed the hand gesture he made; a variant of the "back me up" signal Guardsmen and Mada use in urban settings. The entire group at the table he'd left – six other people – got up smoothly.
At that point I noticed a number of other patrons were withdrawing rather pointedly into their booths, or leaving quickly. Oh, sinking hell.
But in the next moment my annoyance vanished, as the one figure shouted in what sounded like mingled fear and rage, "THE EÖNWYL!"
I half stood, unable to believe what I had just heard, as suddenly half the remaining patrons also lunged to their feet, gripping stunsticks or simple clubs or even thunderbatons, and moved towards the shouter.
But there was no mistaking that sunburst of hair, pure white shading through yellow, orange, to pure deep red, as The Eönwyl took her opponent down with a backhand stroke of her Toknul-5 – not good for a pistol's barrel, but a lot worse for the victim's face. For a few moments I simply couldn't grasp the fact that The Eönwyl was here, of all places – and I was stunned, also, by watching the fight. She blocked two strikes, one from behind that I would have sworn she simply couldn't have known was coming, and took both down with a double spinkick that Jearsen would have been proud of, came down rolling, evading weapons and knocking others off balance, came up with a chair in one hand that smashed weapons from the hands of those in front, caught one bruiser's head and hammered it against one of the support beams, turned to let a baton slide harmlessly past… and smiling, a savage grin that caused at least a few to back away, leaving the braver but, perhaps, less wise to face her onslaught.
But even with uncanny instinct, speed, and skill, I knew there was no chance The Eönwyl could make it out of this alive. I had no idea why so many here wanted her dead, but it was clear that her death was exactly what was intended. She was going to hurt a lot of them, but eventually one of them would get in a lucky shot and it would be over.
And if I was smart, I'd be leaving now.
But I owed The Eönwyl a debt of honor. She had sat Vigil for me, at a time when no one else would or could, and no Seeker could let that debt go unpaid. I finished rising, bringing High Center up, allowing me to see the ebb and flow of combat, the logic of strike and parry…
And I leapt forward, over the heads of half the crowd, my heels brushing the ceiling as I somersaulted through the air.



Chapter 51.
The Eönwyl:
A part of her knew this was very bad, that she was almost certainly about to die; but she had no time for worry,and even less care, because the greatest part of her was rejoicing. This was what she wanted to do to Borell Dellitama, to all of those who lured people into slavery with a prettier name and let it grind them down, to have children who, themselves, would be under Contract from the time they were old enough to work.
And here she could strike back, as she had again and again and again ever since she'd gained her freedom, in a hundred, two hundred, five hundred ports across the Empire, filthy dives and seemingly respectable watering holes alike harboring the urbane parasites that preyed upon the naïve and desperate.Sometimes she'd disrupted their business subtly, a word, a bribe, a minor accident.
Sometimes… not so subtly. Two more came at her, high and low, both with thunderbatons, and they knew what they were doing, no doubt about it, they were fast and trained and they'd worked together before, coordinating, cuts and jabs that she just barely turned, relying on the insulated, armored sleeves of her custom shipsuit to keep the intense shock from being transmitted, and they were backing her towards two others, closing in, and there was no way, no way out.
But she knew, somehow, just when the four were ready, and even as four weapons struck she dropped, twisting her body so it passed just over the low-swung baton from behind, the other two batons and a long, vicious ziths knife passing above her. Hands hit the floor, she extended her legs in a split-kick that took the legs out from two of the attackers, pushed backwards in a flat handspring the way she'd come, reaching down for what she'd dropped, got it!
She came to her feet with her Toknul pointed straight at the nearest man; he dove for cover, and as she spun, the others stepped back momentarily, a breathing space, but one that wouldn't last, no, this time they meant to finish her off, she'd cost them too much for too long and now there were enough of them; she couldn't shoot them all, might not even kill one of them if they rushed her, and she could see that this was exactly what a lot of them were thinking.
But in that pure shattered fragment of a second, when everything paused, a figure somersaulted through the air to land lightly, impossibly perfectly at her side, facing the other way, guarding her back. 
She didn't dare turn to see who it was, but it was clear he was an ally, and all she could do was hope he was as good at fighting as he was at jumping. She focused on those ahead, thumbed the rannai to the stinging "riot control" setting and fired twice, sending two down in twitching agony, kicking out at one approaching; she caught him in the groin, and the impact told her he wasn't wearing protection; he would be out of the fight for a while. 
She just barely leaped in time to avoid the slashing mandibles of a Chakron – the contract recruiters, alas, were just as cosmopolitan as the rest of the Empire. She landed badly and the centipedal creature struck; she'd rolled as she fell, so it was a glancing blow, but even so it felt like one of the thunderbatons. It is a thunderbaton, she realized belatedly. Inlaid channels on the mandibles.

But she'd kept hold of the Toknul, and as it lunged again she raised the pistol and jammed the barrel into the spike-fringed mouth. The Chakron went instantly still, giving her the chance to gather her strength and catapult herself up and away, into the edge of the crowd; they tried to grab and pummel her, shove her down, but she leaned sideways, grabbed, twisted, and her one opponent's stunstick slid over the other arms and hands, not enough to deliver a full stunning charge but enough to stagger, to weaken their grips.
Behind her she heard multiple crashes, shouts, and an almost rhythmic sound of blows landing, as though her unknown ally were performing a training exercise, not in a brawl. Still she focused on her own opponents, an elbow in one gut, hands catching another baton-wielder's arm, forcing it forward, around, down, snap! and the arm hung broken, useless, its owner collapsing in screaming agony. They keep making me drop my pistol, this is becoming annoying.
The Toknul-5 had been her uncle's – the man responsible for her freedom. She would not lose it. But as she dove for it, feet kicked it away, and tried to kick her. Most of the blows struck armored areas; a few… didn't. But she caught one foot, yanked, then heaved, and the big bearded man flew with a hoarse scream directly into the mandibles of the Chakron; the impact took down the segmented alien, while the charged mandibles left her impromptu missile unconscious. She rolled back to her feet with a double swept-arm strike across the throat of one man and the nose of another; both went down with screams. At the same time, a tremendous thundering crash shook the entire restaurant, and she risked a glance back to see that her mysterious ally had just thrown two opponents through separate windows at once.
The mob's morale suddenly broke; it had seemed a sure thing, but The Eönwyl's eager savagery and the completely unexpected appearance of a terribly formidable ally now made their vengeance far, far too costly. The advance stopped, became a slow backing away, and then they were turning, running for the exits. In moments, the room was almost empty except for the wreckage, the crippled, and the unconscious or, perhaps, dead.
She turned. "I don't know who you are, but th –"
She broke off in complete astonishment as she recognized the serious, dark-skinned face with the huge gray eyes.
"I'm sure it will come to you," said Sasham Varan, with just a hint of a smile at one corner of his mouth. "But not here."
She had no trouble catching the implications of the words or the sharp glance he gave her as he spoke. We need to get out of here before the local police – or maybe even a few Guardsmen – show up. And he doesn't want to be recognized.
She grabbed up the Toknul-5 and returned it to its holster even as she followed the Mada officer – who, she noted, was in completely civilian clothes now. He headed, not for the main exit, but for the kitchen, where they found the proprietor and his family just emerging from behind the prep tables. They shrank back as the door opened, but Varan held up his hands. "Don't be afraid. I'm not here to hurt you. I'm just leaving." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a paystick, fiddled with it a moment and then touched it to the cash station. "I hope that will cover the damages. Good night."
The two exited through the service door and jogged in silence, taking various turns until they were well away; by then The Eönwyl had pulled up her hood, concealing her giveaway hair. Finally Varan slowed to a walk. "I think we're reasonably safe now."
"We probably were several blocks back. People don't talk much in those areas, and they certainly don't talk to the police." She bowed and gave Varan a formal Six-And-One. "Captain Varan, my deepest gratitude to you; I believe I would be dead now were it not for your miraculous arrival."
He smiled and returned the Sign, but the smile was touched with pain as he said "Not… Captain Varan any more, Eönwyl. Just… Sasham Varan, now."
To her surprise, she found the thought of him being a civilian shocking, saddening, despite her usual attitude towards the Empire's military. "I'm sorry to hear that, Sasham."
"And now I owe you an apology."
She blinked. "You… owe me an apology?"
He smiled again, but this time the smile held a bitterness he could not conceal. He contined to walk alongside her in silence for a few moments before speaking. Finally he nodded and said, "I once expressed my complete shock and offense to you at your implications that the Empire could possibly be corrupt." The bitter-bright smile again. "I am afraid that in this, I was wrong and you were very much right."
A part of her twinged in sympathy, realizing what a terrible thing it must have been for Sasham Varan to learn. Another part of her tensed, because to have convinced the true patriot, the true believer, that the Reborn Empire was indeed much darker than it appeared must have required something truly horrific. "It may sound odd, but I'm very sorry to get this apology, Sasham Varan. In a way, I had hoped that you were right, or close enough to right that you'd never have to find out you were wrong. Enough people like you, and I think you'd be right."
She could see a very slight darkening of the already-dark cheeks. "Let's not overdo the compliments," he said uncomfortably. "I'm nothing particularly special in that area." Then his expression shifted, lightened, as though he had suddenly come to a surprising and pleasant conclusion. "It had never occurred to me to look for you, but now that we've run into each other…" He trailed off, then took a deep breath and shook his head. "Never mind."
"Don't you try coming in on an approach and then just veering off," she said sharply. "What is it?"
Now his expression was grim, and he was silent, walking, for a long time. It's somehow even more serious than I thought. And that was pretty serious.

"How much of a risk are you willing to take?" he asked finally.
She looked sideways at him. "I'm a trader. Risk commensurate with gain."
"Hm. And what was the gain in getting lynched?"
She couldn't quite repress a snort. "That wasn't planned. And I'm not sure I want to explain that. Yet."
"All right, let me ask you another way. What would you risk to fight against the corruption in the Empire – effectively?"
Her head snapped around and she stared at him for several long moments. "That question… sounds very near to treason."
"It is not very near to treason, it is treason," and she could hear the bleakness that he tried to hide behind a lighter tone. "And I'll give you the other side of the coin first. If you catch me and turn me in, you will be one of the most celebrated heroes in the Empire for the next several years."
The implications appalled her. What could possibly have happened in … only two years? … to put him in such a position?

Outwardly, she only nodded. "And if you hire me, what would you want me for?"
"We're picking our next destination," he said, either unaware that he had just revealed he was not alone or – from the quick glance he gave her – perfectly aware of it, and deliberately doing so, "but that decision will be made very soon, and once I know where we're going, we'll need a very competent, trustworthy captain and a very good ship to bring us there. I remember your reputation; if you take a job, you finish it, regardless of the cost."
"That is my policy, yes." She was still trying to grasp the fact that the perfect patriot was now, apparently, either a revolutionary, a terrorist, or… what? "But I usually try to merely, shall we say, cruise the borders of the law, not cross entirely over." She kept her voice low, as did he; while there were no people particularly nearby, no point in taking unnecessary risks while discussing capital crimes. "And going directly against the Empire I definitely don't do. You'd need to convince me that either you have a chance to actually beat the Empire – which, if you don't even have a ship for transport, I can't imagine you do – or that there's a reasonable chance for me to profit from the venture and not, necessarily, be shot for treason."
"I do not want to beat the Empire!" he said sharply, though still quietly. "I want to cure the Empire, remove the cancer without cutting off the head."
"Corruption is more like poison, and once it's past a certain point, you can't get it out."
"Maybe. Maybe if you're talking about ordinary circumstances." He stared into the dark sky for a moment. "But what if you know the source of the poison? Where it's really coming from?"
She looked at him narrowly. "Please do not start preaching religion at me; I don't mind the Seekers, though the Penitents really annoy me, but I'm neither."
That earned a momentary smile. "No, I'm not talking about religion." A sudden odd look. "Or… maybe I am, in a way. But not the way you mean. I mean it literally: what if there is a direct, real, deliberate source of the worst of the corruption and changes in the Empire?"
She studied him for a while. He didn't look crazy, and while he'd been severely traumatized by the events on Tangia Station, he had seemed perfectly rational otherwise. "You believe that there is an actual cause? Such as… well, an agent of some other star power, the Zchorada, the Ptial, someone else?"
"Something like that, yes. And I don't believe this, I know it, because… well, I spent a lot of time with the person in question and I learned a lot about what he was doing."
He was evading some important details – that much was obvious – but she could tell he was telling her the overall truth. "If I believed that," she said finally, "well… I'm still in business to make a profit, but I'd be a lot more flexible on what I call profit, and how much I charge."
He smiled, this time with a tiny bit more genuine humor. "As in, you might see helping the Empire to become what it should be as a profit?"
"Well…" she decided not to evade just for the sake of looking as hard as hullmetal. "… yes. If I could be sure that would be the result, that would indeed be a profit worth risking a lot for." Because if that were true, then my parents would be freed.
"In that case, we'll have a business proposition for you."
"I said if, remember." Of course, I also owe you my life, which you are being kind enough not to remind me of, but I can't very well forget, and that would justify a lot of risk to work off.
"I think we can convince you that it's worthwhile, at least." 
He began to turn down a side street, and suddenly stopped. The Eönwyl winced; one of those annoying little headaches. I haven't had one of those since the last time I visited Fanabulax. She glanced over at Varan.
The former Mada officer was frozen in place. His normally dark complexion was almost gray and one hand was at his temples. Then he began walking, no, jogging, almost running, and she was trying to keep up as he pulled a comm unit out of his pocket. "Doctor Guvthor!"
A pause, then a very deep voice answered, "Captain. We have relocated to the Tran Juiin."
"On my way. And we will need to be on our way very, very soon."
She caught his shoulder as he put the comm away. "Sasham, what is the sudden hurry?"
His face was still frighteningly off-color. "They're already here."
 



Chapter 52.
Varan:
The Eönwyl. Even after the brawl was over and I was looking directly into the piercing blue eyes in that narrow symmetric face that seemed carven of clouds and ivory, I could not believe it. Yet there was no mistaking her, and even though I had met her only once before, there was something about this apparently chance encounter that felt… right, almost as though I had been waiting for it to happen for a long time.
Slowly, it dawned on me how fortunate a meeting this was – if I could convince her to help us. And as our conversation continued, it became more and more clear that I just might be able to do that. She understood the vision of Empire, she just knew it was no longer – or, I had to admit to myself, perhaps never really had been – what the vision demanded. For some reason, she believed in me as someone who might represent that vision. If so… 
And as I gathered my arguments, marshaled the thoughts and approaches I would need to both convince her that we knew the source of the Empire's corruption, and that I was not just a monster with a smooth demon's tongue, suddenly I sensed in my head, from somewhere overhead and drawing closer, an increasing chorus of distant voices and echoing screams and cold, cold hunger.
For a moment I thought my heart would stop – had stopped. The shrieking drew nearer, nearer, and then, as my legs trembled with the need to either run or collapse, began to fade away; a shadow passed over at that moment, a Streetwing or other aircar on its way to somewhere else.
I fumbled out my comm, called Guvthor. Thank the Towers that he answered. As I put it away, The Eönwyl gripped my shoulder, slowing me from what was becoming almost a run. "Sasham, what is the sudden hurry?"
My own voice sounded weak and frightened in my ears. "They're already here."
"And who," she asked reasonably, "are 'they' and how do you suddenly know 'they' are here?"
"Not here. We have to get somewhere safe – and you need to meet my allies, since they'll be coming with us, if you decide to take the contract."
Her curiosity was unmistakable, but she had not been doing business on the edge of Empire for all those years without learning when to be patient. She was silent as I led us through the streets – more slowly than my initial fear desired, but that, at least, I'd gotten control of, at least in part because she'd stopped me before that fear had taken over.
The Tran Juiin was a moderate-class rooming establishment for transient populations – not exactly a hotel, not quite the same as a set of apartments. Guvthor had apparently selected a particular suite partly for the imposing size of the rooms, which would allow him to actually stand upright.
To her credit, The Eönwyl only blinked when she entered the room to be confronted by Guvthor and Vick. "You must have quite an issue with doors," was her first comment.
Guvthor gave one of his grins. "Ah, Eönwyl, I prefer to say that doors have issues with me. It is hardly my fault that most of the Galaxy does not build to the proper scale."
She smiled at that and I then introduced her to Vick, who acknowledged her greeting with a perfunctory Six-and-One. "Urgency last your message held." He spoke since, obviously, we were not yet ready to reveal our unique talents.
"Are we safe against any eavesdropping?"
Guvthor and Vick exchanged glances, showing they had picked up on my emphasis. "I believe so, Captain," Guvthor answered. "We have installed appropriate screening to prevent such things, including some specifically designed for Dr. Sooovickalassa's area of expertise."
I slowly sank down to one of the chairs. "They're here, Vick. Ones like Frankel."
Vick looked sharply at me. You will speak of these things in front of a trader?
The Eönwyl isn't just "a trader", and someone like her is the best chance we have of getting away from here and to … well, whatever destination we want to choose.
Guvthor spoke up, allowing our lightning-fast conversation to appear to be just meaningful glances. "I confess, I was rather hoping to find that Monitor Frankel was … unusual, if not unique."
"Instead of circling the subject, I think you need to explain things to me directly," The Eönwyl said pointedly. "Or I'm walking out of here. I'm not getting involved in Monitor business unless I know what I'm dealing with."
"You're right, of course. Just… give me a minute to get everything straight in my head. If we convince you, how quickly would you be ready to depart?"
She shrugged. "I'm essentially ready now, unless I have to switch out cargoes. The Eönwyl is loaded with a reasonable amount of cargo, and…" she studied Guvthor for a moment, "I have a small shuttle bay that I could turn to a cabin for someone your size."
"Your vessel must be rather impressive compared to what I have seen for the usual independent trader, if you have a spare shuttle bay. Most traders would use every cubic meter of available space."
She smiled. "I think you'll find The Eönwyl a quite interesting vessel… if we reach an agreement." The smile vanished. "Now the explanation, if you please."
I nodded. "I don't have to explain to you what happened at Tangia station a couple of years ago. You were there."
"Yes, I was."
"And I found out what you meant by protecting your investment," I said, with a smile of my own. "You engaged the enemy in your own vessel and kept them distracted until the full-scale reinforcements could arrive."
She smiled again. "It made you think, at least. And it was true; I've done a lot of work to make the border stations my customers, so letting one of them get blown up or taken over by the Zchorada – who don't particularly like me – would be a poor investment. And while it might have seemed crazy, it wasn't nearly as insane as your one-man stand. But I'd heard that after that you went all the way to Oro, participated in some hush-hush work, and got elevated to the Families – in fact I know you were, because after I heard about it I went and checked the latest Wall update images and saw yours. So how does someone who is friends with one of the Five Families, elevated, trusted for secret projects, end up a year later on this border planet without his uniform, his high-class research ship, or his rank and asking me to commit treason?"
I blinked. "I … didn't realize you remembered me enough to bother checking on my life."
She snorted. "It wasn't as though I spent much time on it; scuttlebutt at Tangia was enough to point me in those directions."
"Still, it seems the overt public history you have well enough in hand – down to the fact that our Captain was in charge of the Teraikon," Guvthor said. "However,as it turns out there are not one, but two, additional layers of history that no one but those of us here –and our enemies, of course – know."
"And I'll tell you everything I know," I said, "but you have to promise me that you'll keep a firm grip on yourself. Some of what we're going to tell you is… well, all I can say is that if a couple of years ago someone had sat down and tried to tell me this story, I might have just shot him dead once he got to… certain parts, and never learned the whole story. Even if I hadn't, I probably would never have believed him, and still would have ended up shooting him." I had to be honest with myself; without the evidence of my own experiences, would I ever have believed someone making the claims I was about to make? Without at least having seen what the crew of the Teraikon had seen? I doubted it.
She studied all three of us more seriously for several moments. "All right, I give you my word I'll hear your story out to the end, no matter what." A brief smile flashed out again. "I'm curious about this very strange group in front of me, and my instinct says you're still basically the man I met two years ago."
I nodded. "Well, the important part begins when I arrived on Oro and met directly with the Prime Monitor, Shagrath, himself. As it turned out, he did have a very special project in mind for me…"
Her self-control lived up to her legendary reputation. When we reached the part that revealed she was in the presence of an actual psionic, her hand did twitch towards her pistol, but it stopped, and her expression hardly changed. She said nothing – absolutely nothing – as I continued, through the desperate ruse Vick had invented to let me survive Shagrath's plan, the year spent in the Teraikon, our decision to leave, and the sudden discovery by Nissen Frankel, or whatever had been wearing my friend's face, which forced us to a final desperate gamble.
Once we were done, she stood slowly, and then walked around the room, looking at each of us carefully. Finally she turned back to me. 
"You're a psionic."
I nodded.
She looked at Vick. "And you?"
As we have told you.

Her eyes narrowed very slightly. "But not you?" she asked of Guvthor.
"Such abilities are… exceedingly unusual in my people," Guvthor said after a pause. "Yet, we are gifted in our own way in that we resist psionic abilities very well. As a species we possess some sort of inherent talent to interfere with such powers. Perhaps it is, itself, a psionic power, but one extremely limited and focused in application … and almost entirely reflexive, as well, as even very young Thovian children have this defense."
I looked up at him in surprise. "I didn't know that."
He gave the unsettling version of his broad, many-toothed smile. "I had not intended you to until now."
Then how do you hear my thoughts when they are sent?
"I said almost entirely reflexive. A Thovian can be trained to control the block to some extent, to permit communication, or to increase its defenses until it is nearly impenetrable. I have, naturally, been so trained."
That raised a whole host of other questions, but this wasn't quite the time to go into them. I felt an undefinable shiver of uneasiness go through me as the Eönwyl studied the three of us again in silence; I couldn't quite grasp what it was, but for a moment it felt almost the way it had when the Zchoradan had first brushed the surface of my mind. But there were no words, no thoughts, just a sensation of something passing … around, past, through me, touching yet immeasurably distant. 
Then it was gone, and the Eönwyl straightened. "This is going to be an expensive mission, no matter where you are going. And if you don't have a destination, I can't even give you a price."
I was stunned. No more questions, no more demands, no concern that I might be a monster? "You'll… take the contract? Just like that?"
"I don't like to waste time, Sasham. Either I believe your story or I don't, and if I don't, I end up with a bunch of questions such as why you would ever let me walk out of here alive. Which I don't doubt you will, so that makes me think you almost have to be telling me the truth, crazy though it sounds. If you wanted to try to mind-control me, you'd do it; no sense in taking chances. Whether you're a mad psionic or not, you're still going to be basically Sasham Varan, and even an insane Sasham Varan wouldn't waste his time with that stupid brawl, he'd do the direct approach, walk up, make sure I thought he was a great guy, and I'd be taking his contract right away. 
"Now if I understand correctly, you just sensed a psionic being like the one that fought you in the guise of Monitor Frankel. That means that your time is very short if these things can do a good search. So let's not spend more time in pointless discussion. Decide on a destination."
I like this woman. Vick's mindvoice was emphatic.
I laughed suddenly. "All right, let's do that. Do either of you have any preferences?"
Vick and Guvthor both began to speak, stopped, started again. Sshchet! Very well, you go first, Thovian.
"Thank you, Sooovickalassa." Guvthor bowed to the R'Thann scientist and turned to me. "Captain, I would strongly advise that you set your course for Thovia." He looked back at Vick. "And you, as well, Doctor – for I believe that there is much you might learn there, before you travel back to your own world to confront those who exiled you."
I raised an eyebrow. "I've thought of a number of destinations, but I never thought of your homeworld. I looked it up after I met you, of course, but there wasn't much on it – a temperate world for the most part, just found by scout patrols a few years ago. Heavily forested over much of the available land space, no real sign of much industry – as I understand it, there's just a small Imperial outpost there, and the few Thovians such as yourself who are off-planet are out here as a combination of cultural exchange and learning program for your people, to show you the benefits of joining the Empire. It's way out, far past the normal border."
He chuckled. "Yes, indeed, that's it exactly. My people are mostly tribal, called by your Empire 'primitives' – in of course the most affectionate way, as a parent would rightfully judge a baby to be a baby, in need of much rearing and education before it will be ready to join the parents in the greater world." That disquieting smile again. "Yet I say you should come to Thovia, and do so swiftly, for the events our defection has set in motion are beyond the ability of any to recall."
I frowned at his blandly uninformative smile as I thought. Remote was the kindest description of Thovia that I could think of at this point, located almost twelve thousand lightyears antispinward from Oro – which meant it must be at least sixteen thousand lightyears from where we were now, as the Zchoradan border was spinward of Oro. "That's… a Sinking long way to go. I don't even know how fast The Eönwyl really is –"
"I've just about matched courier ships. A little over 3 lightyears per hour," The Eönwyl said, with a touch of smugness.
I was impressed – and I didn't doubt her. "Even so, that's well over half a year of travel."
The Eönwyl blinked at that. "You weren't exaggerating. That's a long, long way to haul anyone or anything. I might need to put in for additional supplies if I have to do that in one stretch. In fact, I'm sure of it, with all three of you on board. And I have no idea of what cargo to carry to a place like that."
It does seem a long way, but… 
"Ah, Doctor Sooovickalassa, you seem to have picked up on the direction. Yes, indeed, it would bring you very close – in a Galactic sense, at any rate – to Thann'ta and her associated colonies and allies. We are not – precisely – neighbors, but closer far than to any of the major worlds of the Empire." Guvthor looked at The Eönwyl and myself. "Yes, it is indeed far, and a time-consuming journey. Yet, Captain, I assure you that I would still say the same were the distance twice what it is. I have done much for you, Captain; I hope you will consider my advice very seriously."
That was a not-particularly-subtle reminder about how much I owed the huge Thovian scientist – pretty much everything, in fact. As I hesitated, Guvthor asked The Eönwyl, "What cargo do you have, currently?"
"Seventy tons of shanellite ore, about grade 3 on the standard Imperial scale."
Guvthor grinned widely. "Ah, then in that case I can at the least put your mind at ease. You will be very much able to get a fair price for your cargo, even with the distance you must traverse, at Thovia. And we may have some cargo to interest you, as well."
"On a world the Empire is just now trying to educate?" She looked skeptical.
"You have my word. Unless you paid a great deal more for it than I would expect?"
She shrugged. "Roughly nine thousand per ton."
He raised a massive eyebrow. "You must bargain well; I happen to have… researched that particular ore for my own reasons and the going rate in most source locations can approach twice that. You will get a more than fair price for your cargo, you have my word."
"Word is well and good, but I prefer money. You did leave out detail at the end. How much do you actually have to offer me?"
I nodded. "Why don't you tell me what you want for such a trip." I noted that she was already assuming the destination, but I found that I was curious enough to not argue. Guvthor was right, I owed him a Towers-damned lot, and if he was this insistent, I was sure it wasn't just because he wanted to go home. He knew something we didn't and felt that it was necessary to go to his homeworld to learn about it. All right. At the least it would get us far beyond even Shagrath's reach; an education outpost would be no threat.
The Eönwyl made a sour face; she'd obviously hoped we'd set the numbers and give her an idea of where we sat. "That will be the longest voyage I've ever taken. Lots of maintenance, uncertainty – we'll be crossing through some pretty dangerous locations, even though they're technically part of the Empire. More resources, wear and tear… I don't think I could do this for less than five million."
Ouch. She hit the target precisely. On the other hand, starting there at least allowed me to argue it down. "Eönwyl, don't try to con a man who captained Navy ships. Yeah, it's a long hop, but even if your ship's an awfully large trader, your expenses aren't that high. One million."
She looked offended – though, somehow, I thought I could sense a smile. "You have no idea of what it costs to maintain The Eönwyl – and she's worth every Eternal. Four and a half, and you're starting to cramp me."
"Fine, let's stop wasting time, we could keep this up all day before agreeing, so I'll give you three." I knew the normal convergence would end up putting us around two to two and a half million, depending on how stubborn which of us was.
"You spoil the dance, but you're right, we should be moving. Three million, but I'll use that to pay for all my prep expenses, just to be a little fair." She took my paychip, verified it, pocketed it, and looked around. "Since you just got here, I'll presume it won't take long for you to pack back up?"
"Not long at all," agreed Guvthor.
"Give me your species bioprofiles and I'll make sure the supplies are all compatible. Meet me in Berth 1A-03 in three hours."
You can get all the supplies you need in that time? Vick asked.
"It may cost a bit of a premium, but yes. I have contacts. They'll be loaded."
"Then three hours it is."
She gave a rather lopsided Six-and-One, and she was gone.
Guvthor looked at me with that raised eyebrow again. "Elements do tend to align more swiftly under pressure, and thus are diamonds formed," he said, and with that cryptic utterance turned to begin a speedy re-packing. "Come then, Captain, Doctor; the more quickly we begin, the more quickly we can arrive."



Chapter 53.
Varan:
Exactly three hours after she had left us, we arrived at 1A-03 and buzzed. "We're here, Eönwyl."
The door slid open and we stepped inside.
For a moment I was disoriented, because it looked – for just an instant – as though Teraikon was floating in the berth in front of me. The Eönwyl had the identical configuration – a three-quarters tapered circular arc sweeping out from both sides of the majestic main hull, two smaller auxiliary hulls two-thirds of the way up the arc connecting them all, polished white and crystal and silver, the shape of an Atlantaean ship of the line. 
Then my sense of scale adjusted, and I saw the differences. I'd glimpsed it once before – it seemed two or three lifetimes ago, when I first arrived at Tangia Station – but I'd never gotten a really good look. The Eönwyl's main hull was more streamlined, a narrow graceful shape that projected in front like the horn of the legendary Atlantaean beast that both the ship and its owner were named for, the crescent support hull sweeping up and out like the same beast's wings. The auxiliary hulls were also narrower, and the base of the crescent's attachment to the main hull was wider and thicker, tapering more upward and to the aft of the vessel. "Torline's Swords… that's an Atlantaean scout."
The ship's owner was standing at a lowered loading ramp, and she laughed when she heard me. "Only the hull, Sasham – I think I even told you that, the first time we talked. Had I an actual operating Atlantaean vessel, I might be my own stellar power – or, more likely, would have been "persuaded" to donate my ship to the Empire's service." My reflex was to protest that the Empire wouldn't do such a thing, but recent events rather eliminated my chance of doing that with any chance of sounding reasonable.
"It is a marvelous looking vessel, in any case, and I compliment you on your maintenance of the exterior appearance," Guvthor said. As we approached it became evident that – though vastly smaller than Teraikon – The Eönwyl was not a small ship in any way, considerably larger than Torline's Sword had been, larger than Taelin's yacht, over three hundred meters from the end of the "horn" to the engine emitter housings far aft. "I now have no fears of my accommodations. I also suspect you have considerably more cargo than just the shanellite, even with the addition of many more supplies to support us as your passengers."
She smiled. "I have… some additional capacity, and I rarely leave it unused, yes." As we would be aboard for quite a while, we'd probably learn as much as we'd ever want to about the ship's capabilities, but The Eönwyl was clearly habitually close-mouthed about her vessel, and rightfully so. "Take all your baggage up the ramp, this goes directly to the bay I'm refitting. There's more than enough room, and you can always move some of it later."
Guvthor hauled the majority of our equipment in his single immense container, while Vick and I carried our own personal luggage. The Eönwyl showed the two of us to our own cabins while Guvthor busied himself with unpacking critical material – such as the specialized psi-shields, since the Eönwyl's ship had only very basic psionic shielding and for many reasons we would want much more comprehensive coverage as we travelled.
I joined The Eönwyl on the command deck; she gestured me to take the navigator's seat, but I noticed all the controls were locked out – no surprise there. She was already speaking to Punyil Control. "Control, this is The Eönwyl, preparing for departure. Please advise as to proper course for departure."
"Acknowledged, Eönwyl. There is currently minimal traffic inbound and you are first in queue for departure," Punyil Control responded. "Departure from Berth 1A-03 tentatively cleared along relative vector 0-45-0 with a relaxed variability window." That meant that she only had to leave at roughly 45 degree vertical angle – no one would complain if she took off at 65 degrees or 25 degrees, and she could depart along the berth's long axis – the easiest landing or departure angle. There definitely wasn't much traffic if that was the case. "Notify when ready for departure to confirm departure clearance and vector."
The enclosed berth doors began opening, showing a brilliant line of blue-green sky that widened with every second. "Sit back and relax, Sasham. We'll be up in a few minutes." To Punyil Control she responded, "Acknowledged, Punyil. Will advise upon readiness."
The berth doors were almost a hundred meters apart now, nearly wide enough for The Eönwyl to pass through them. "Punyil Control, this is The Eönwyl. Ready for departure in ten seconds. Please verify clearance and…"
I felt a cold shock in my gut as the doors halted, and then began to close.
The Eönwyl's lips compressed. "Punyil Control, I have a malfunction in my berth doors; they are closing."
A pause. I took a shaky breath and opened my mindshield a tiny crack, looking, almost certain of what I would sense.
A distant howl and scream, as of a hundred agonized voices.

Even as I pulled back and sealed my shielding, Punyil spoke up. "Eönwyl, there is a police override on your doors. You are to remain grounded pending an investigation."
"What investigation?"
"Charges of assault, battery, attempted murder, interference in the lawful conduct of business, and numerous other crimes have been preferred against you, primarily by Mr. Vo Quadis and a number of his associates. Please stand by, and unseal your vessel once the doors have fully closed. Be advised that any resistance will result in retaliation."
She cut off the contact. "That makes no sense. Quadis wouldn't be fool enough to prefer charges in that –"
"It's just an excuse. They know I'm here, somehow. Maybe one of the people at the brawl remembered me, but –"
She cursed. "You sense those things around the port?"
"Not too close yet, but –" I risked another mental peek – "getting a lot closer."
"Then hold on." I heard the unmistakable sound of a Dimensional Tap coil – a big one – resonating through the ship as it came up to full power. 
"Hold it, hold it," I said, looking to where the doors had narrowed the gap to eighty meters, "that's blast-armor! Hit it and we –"
"Don't question me on board my ship!" she flared back, even as her hands danced across the controls… and two banks of controls appeared which had not been visible before. "Sit back, shut up, and hold on, Sasham Varan!"
"Punyil Control, this is The Eönwyl. When I landed, Berths 02 and 04 were empty, and docking records show no changes. Please verify that both berths remain empty."
Punyil replied in a puzzled tone, given that one would expect The Eönwyl to either acknowledge that she was standing down, or to try to argue the charges. "Eönwyl, there has been no other activity in all of Block 0. However, we require you acknowledge –"
"Thank you for your cooperation. Please have all personnel, including law enforcement, take Class One blast precautions."
Whatever Punyil had expected, that wasn't it. "Demons of –" The transmission broke off, replaced – we could just barely hear – by a panicked announcement through the entire port speaker system: "Blast alert, blast alert, all personnel, all personnel take Class One shelter immediately!"
"Sorry not to give them more time," she said calmly, with the doors now only ten meters apart, "but I can't let those doors actually lock."
She touched a control, and The Eönwyl shuddered to massive twin explosions, one on either side. Red flame and black smoke vomited backwards, enveloping the entire ship, blacking out our vision. On the main D-scanner, I could see the walls on either side explode, the main supports crumbling, the huge blast doors now falling towards us.
One impacted on the top portside part of the support arc, the other top starboard… and fell away with a scraping, growling noise, sliding down the Atlantaean hull, no longer able to impede our progress – and in that instant The Eönwyl lunged skyward.
I heard the distant screaming voices grow immediately both more shrill and more distant as Meletta dropped away below us, and I understood. The Eönwyl had blown the internal supports and structures which did not, themselves, have to be made out of military-grade armor. Without supports holding them in place, the doors had just fallen away, instead of serving as an impenetrable barrier.
"Punyil Control, this is The Eönwyl, departing on vector 0-70-0. Please advise all traffic to clear this vector."
Punyil did not sound amused, and in fact the voice was both furious and shaken. "You tzil! Return and ground immediately!"
"Sorry, Punyil Control, I have a time-limited contract. Please hold all charges and I will answer them upon my return."
She cut off communications and bent over the console.
"My apologies, Captain," I said, using the proper title. "You were entirely correct, it is your ship and I had no business questioning how you run it."
"Accepted," she said absently. "We do have a problem, however. See if you can make out what's up there."
My console went partially live – all the scanners were active. I checked the setup – which was, to my surprise and some consternation, apparently a genuine Imperial scout design – and adjusted the D-sensors. 
The results were not encouraging. "There's the usual mix of ships up there, but they've already got the system patrol in motion. I count three ships, Marjaav-class, almost certainly, and they're on intercept vectors." In the distance, I heard multi-voiced screaming. Vick, we need mindshields up!
We will have them running momentarily. If we live long enough.
"Marjaav?" she repeated. "Patrol frigates. I suppose they'll be at optimum approach before I'm at anything like Conversion radius?"
"Minimum conversion for Meletta is… twenty-five hundred light-seconds," I muttered, looking it up. "We're at about five hundred now… vectors…" I shook my head. "If you're good enough to keep over eighty-five percent light, we might barely stay out of everything but missile range of one of them, but the other two will range us at about two thousand light-seconds."
"What if I had someone… say, a pilot… who could balance us up to near-lightspeed?" she asked quietly, but with a tiny smile.
I couldn't help but grin back. "In that case…" I ran the calculations again. "Only one of them gets the range, except missiles. But still, those are frigates. They'll have enough skip-missiles to pound us to scrap, probably, between the three of them, even if you've got military dual-course screening, and –"
"Sasham Varan," she said, cutting me off, "I played sting-and-flight with a Zchoradan assault cruiser and two escorts for two hours. I did not take a contract with you to fail a few hours after taking it, and I assure you that we have every chance of getting through this. If," she said, "you can live up to your own reputation."
Another section of my board went live: the navigation controls. As I took a breath and began to balance the DD-drive field, she continued, "Give us all the speed you can, Sasham Varan, as though your life depended on it. Because it very likely does."
I don't doubt it, I thought. I concentrated, let my whole mind focus, through Fast Center and White Vision through High Center and into Water Vision, the flow of the world around me, and drew all my attention to the dimension display. 
The familiarity of the display – its clarity, the sharp and defined colors showing the warp and weft of spacetime, receding and approaching ripples in dimensional forces – just confirmed my initial impression. She scavenged this, or bought it – or, I suppose, stole it – from an Imperial warship. A secondary gun control station on a Dragon Striker carrier, unless I miss my guess. As the Dragon Strikers, Ternam Ralyah in the old tongue, were the elite of Guardsman forces, there were demon-damned few Striker carriers that had been lost, which meant I could probably even figure out which ship this came from… if I cared, and if we lived.
As I boosted the DD vectors higher, the field enclosing The Eönwyl also narrowed, as usual. It was very different from what trying to balance Valabacal had been – or even Teraikon. Like Valabacal, the main DD-drive was generating its field from the major hull. Teraikon had used twin DD generators in the secondary hulls, which actually made it easier to balance if the generators were very well synched to enclose the entire ship. 
The problem was that there were other active systems onboard, and while they appeared to be generally symmetric, they were located in the outboard hulls, which meant each produced a sort of bulge in the narrowing DD field. The net effect was walking a tightrope with a balance pole that was sticking out too far… and with varying weights attached… that could bump into things on the far end, since the edges of the field were what interacted with other forces.
Up to 0.87c. The thrust vector was flattening out. "I'm not sure how much farther I can push this," I said. "Your Tap sounds like it should be able to give me a lot more power than it is, though."
The tone of her reply was impressed. "You've a good ear… or vibration sense. And I should have those coils retuned. But I need power for many things, Sasham. Do the best you can with what the system will give you."
It's her ship. I have to assume she knows what she's doing… but what in the name of the Eternal King has she got in the secondary hulls that's giving me a distortion like another drive in idle? Aloud, I only said "Yes, Captain." 
Slowly I increased our speed, but I did not relax… because now I heard that distant screaming of many voices, and it was coming closer. From one of the two ships that we can't completely dodge, I think. I checked our course and balance, risked a quick message. Vick! They're reaching out to us!
I sense them. A flash of imagery, razor-sharp teeth and the strike of a hind claw. But they are too far, and too late.

As swiftly as that image of a strike, the voices cut off, and I felt the iron-cold deadness of a psi shield surrounding us. The pressure off from that side, I could wring the last percentage of speed from the drive that I dared. "Stable at 0.95c, Captain."
"Very good, Sasham." Her voice also sounded as though something had suddenly been lifted from her as well. "I note another power drain. Dr. Guvthor, am I correct in assuming your psi-shields have now activated?"
Not his psi-shields, mine, a cold voice answered within our heads. Thovians, as he stated, would have little need of such devices; my people, on the other hand, have required them for many millennia to provide security and comfort. 
"My apologies, Dr. Sooovickalassa," she said, and I noted another shiver at the voice speaking from nowhere, a shiver I could easily understand. "I'm grateful in either event."
Self-preservation does not require gratitude. But I accept your respect.
"Can you keep this speed up, Sasham Varan?" she asked after glancing at her own displays.
"It's not easy with your configuration… but I think so, yes. Valabacal was easier to balance overall… but we're not trying to pass lightspeed, either."
"Tactical evaluation? You're familiar with the Marjaav class?"
"Chief engineer on one for a while, actually." Now that I had the drive locked in, I didn't need to keep rebalancing against the power as well as dimensional fluctuations, so I could spare some concentration to track the whole situation. "Out on a border like this, they're meant as pickets and alerts, customs and pirate control, not as full-scale warships. They're supposed to sound the alert and run like demons if any real trouble – like a Zchoradan attack – shows up. So they'll just have the standard load-out."
"Which is? I've seen quite a few."
I managed a small chuckle, though part of me was starting to feel really grim and cold. I'm about to be in a battle against my own Navy. What USED to be my own Navy. "Yeah, I suppose you have. They'll carry a couple flights of patrol-grade skip-missiles – range about a thousand light-seconds, a morranad for close assault and point defense, and probably paired high-speed interceptor null-rannai with five hundred light-second range." The blankh-toh missiles were clearly the most immediate threat; a standard morranad had a huge rate of fire with its miniature DD-drive shells but as such only had a range of perhaps fifty light-seconds with any effectiveness, and high-speed interceptor null-rannai were fairly light weaponry; given The Eönwyl's – and The Eönwyl's – reputation, I had to hope the ship had considerably better defenses than any ordinary trader. However… "One thing that worries me are the planetary defenses. Those are capital-class and can range us at … well, at least to conversion limit." Even in this situation, I was reluctant to just give away heavily classified data like the ranges of our top weapons, and it wasn't necessary. Yet. "Right now they're trusting in the patrol to catch us, but if that starts to look doubtful…"
"Understood." There was a tiny curve to the edge of her mouth, as though she was hiding a smile. "When are they likely to get to that point?"
I rebalanced the ship, checked the displays. "ID's give our three pursuers as Lalam, Vekil, and Quiri. Quiri is the farthest; she's only still chasing us because she's probably hoping I'm going to screw up and either wreck The Eönwyl myself, or at least drop our speed way down to something they'd expect in a civilian drive." I grinned tightly. "That's not going to happen, so in about ten minutes Quiri will give up – we'll be so far ahead that she'll never be in the game. 
"Lalam's the closest, and I'm pretty sure those screaming-voiced things are on it and not Vekil. Vekil… well, they'll get into missile range for part of it, but that's all. Not good, but could be worse.
"Lalam is going to be able to hit us with everything she's got, though, unless we really try to take the long way around – and by then something else will be in range, I'm sure of it. So… I think if it looks like we brush off Vekil's missiles without trouble, then planetary may get involved. They won't want to wait to see if the last patrol vessel can take us on her own."
"We've got about twenty-five minutes to Conversion," she said. "If I read everything right, about the time Quiri gives up, Vekil is in range. So in ten minutes, the shooting starts." I nodded. "Can you keep us balanced even if I have to do maneuvers – with barriers deployed?"
I thought a moment. "As long as you do things in steps – don't throw up a shield, fire a DD-based weapon, AND start evasive maneuvers all at once – so I have a chance to get used to the new configuration? Yes."
"Then relax as much as you can for the next few minutes, Sasham Varan," she said, and her grin was predatory. "Because we're going to be very busy after that!"



Chapter 54.
The Eönwyl:
She spent the next few minutes focusing herself. Calmness combined with speed were her allies. She had to make herself almost one with the ship, react as though it were alive. She felt the vibrations of the hull, the hum of the Dimensional Tap, heard Varan's almost inaudible murmurs of prayer and tension as he kept The Eönwyl tearing through space at velocities that could almost chase down the light she reflected. She could sense the subliminal wobble of the vessel as Varan's tiny, expert adjustments sent slight ripples of distortion through the vessel, stretching and shrinking the very spacetime they sat within.
Time to start. She activated the first course of screen, paused, then the second. She saw Varan raise an eyebrow but say nothing, saving his reaction for later. Yes, military screen layout, and not licensed… exactly. Both Longshot Barrier and Gradient Shield up.
The most important thing, however, was to keep people from being able to hit her in the first place. The dual-course screen was a powerful defense and could withstand a lot of punishment… but it would wear down and fail. Much better to have any attacks not even reach the barrier (although, especially in the case of the Longshot Barrier, "reaching" the shield was a poor and perhaps completely wrong description). She reached down and activated the third defense.
Varan sat up, startled, and almost lost control of the DD-Drive; with a curse he scrambled to readjust the course. "A scrambler? A naval-grade scrambler?" He looked at his readouts again. "No, two naval-grade scramblers, one in each of your auxiliary hulls. No wonder they were showing heavy distortion in the field."
"They'll have to target us the old-fashioned way, Sasham. No dimensional signature they can lock on for sure." D-Telescopes might be able to allow a near-real-time view, but the missiles and other weapons would have to be aimed by calculation and instinct. Effectively that took Planetary Defense out of the picture; at that range, using capital-grade weapons, they simply couldn't target her well enough.
"Where in the Demons' Hells did you get that?"
She laughed. "Courtesy of your old friends, the Zchorada. Remember they were jamming Tangia?" The Eönwyl adjusted her ship's course a tiny bit, slowly so that Varan could keep up. She noted that, as she'd expected, the third and most distant of the Marjaav, Quiri, had turned back, giving up a chase it clearly couldn't win.
"Sure, but I thought that was effectively dust – nearby space saturated with micro-scale countermeasures and reflector relays."
"Almost certainly started that way, but both escorts were reinforcing it once the main attack got underway. So when Vallatrine arrived and the Zchorada realized the game was up, they started a retreat; I chased after them to Conversion range and my last shots must've wrecked the conversion for one of the escorts. Half his aft section blew and the ship kept right on going after the others had already Converted out. With all the scrambling still going on, no one on the Empire's side could even tell what had happened, so I went and matched up with the wreck and… did a little exploring."
He shook his head. "And you were able to match up a Zchoradan D-scrambler to all this? You must be a genius."
She felt a smile crease her face again. "I appreciate the comment, but that bit I definitely had some help on." 
A red light blazed out on the console. "Incoming Fire!"
Skip missiles, four of them, two from each ship. The range was long, a thousand light-seconds from one and eight hundred from the other, but these were not dumb weapons, and they were very, very fast, flicker-flash there they were, from a thousand light-seconds to less than ten, homing in now by visual recognition alone, she had to get their range, touch the controls, adjust, now!

A ringing chime echoed through The Eönwyl and the screen showed dozens of streaks of light ripping through space near the first missile, closing, hit! and the oncoming threat was a cloud of vapor, on to the next, a hailstorm of her own against the single lightning-bolt thrust of the blankh-toh missile, ringing chimes like steel pin-bells echoing the punctuation of luminous pinpricks shattering the target, but the other two were close, close, not quite too close, got you!
The fourth she could not hit, and it struck the Longshot Barrier. Distortion of distance confused the electronics of the weapon, and it veered off suddenly and exploded with minimal feedback through the Barrier.
"A morranad." Varan was saying. "Good choice for a ship like this."
"For close-in work, yes," she agreed. 
"You have anything with long range? Missiles?"
"I've got a few blankh-toh, yes, but I'd rather not fire them if I can avoid it. They're expensive." 
Another flight of missiles screamed in; she rolled her ship through some quick evasive maneuvers while she let instinct guide her firing. Once more, only one made it through, though this one bored in much closer. Still, she felt she was starting to sense the behavior of this type of missile, and the Longshot Barrier was only down by 10%; nothing had hit her Gradient Shield yet.
"True enough," he said. "But I hate being shot at and not shooting back."
She repressed another grin. "As do I." 
Vekil fired a last salvo of missiles, but it was a forlorn hope; she didn't even bother trying to use the morranad on them, concentrating on cutting down Lalam's, as the Marjaav had unleashed a full flight this time.
"Six hundred fifty light-seconds and closing, Eönwyl." His voice held a note of warning, tense and threatening on the command deck, and there was no doubt why. Lalam's energy cannon would range them at five hundred light seconds – and that would be very, very bad, because a high-speed intercept version would be hitting her with continuous fire that couldn't be shot down; she'd have only the shields to depend on.
"As they say," she said cheerfully, taking a firm grip on the morranad controller, "the best defense is an excellent offense."
"I agree," he said, watching the distance shrinking second by second, "but a morranad isn't going to touch them until we've already spent more than four hundred seconds in their field of fire."
"That may be true… or it may not. Sasham, do you know the one other extremely important advantage a military D-scrambler gives us?"
He looked at her with dawning comprehension. "It… makes it impossible for anyone to remotely view the battle; only the ships themselves will know what happens here – and they can't even send out a communication until the field's down."
"Precisely." She touched the unmarked control, saw an indicator shift from green to white. "And that's very important now."
The chiming steel-bell song of the morranad filled the room again, but this time the blazing streaks of shellfire disappeared in flashing sparkles, concentric circles of iridescent light that marked the point where each shell departed from native spacetime and jumped, bridging the six hundred light-seconds from The Eönwyl to the Longshot Barrier of Lalam in the time it took to blink, and blue-green-white fire erupted throughout that space. 
She heard Varan's disbelieving curse, "Torline's SWORDS!", but she had no time to explain or even enjoy the former Naval officer's complete shock at her use of a weapon never allowed on any civilian craft. Her barrage of fire was not reaching the inner shield yet, and while she could eventually wear down the Longshot Barrier, she had very little time left, a few tens of seconds, before Lalam would be in a position to return fire – a spitting match she did not want to enter and could not avoid, but maybe, just maybe, if she could start the hammering first…

She somehow guessed how the automatics on the other side would try to compensate, laying more manufactured distance between the two vessels, and gut intuition and a flash-vision of truth transmitted itself through her fingers, squeezed just that much harder, revising the TT-jump parameters to a longer range, and the shells scream-sparkled outward again, skipping past the Longshot Barrier hammering now against the defocusing, destroying energy of the Gradient Shield, eroding that defense as the thousands of parallel channeling crystals generating the shield resonated with power and then shattered as each hit a particular limit, a barrier whose strength was like a rope of a myriad strands, slowly unraveling under a load it could not carry.
Five hundred light-seconds approaching, closer, almost there, but the Lalam's shields still held, the Barrier wavering distance between them and The Eönwyl having to compensate with every barrage, knowing her supply of shells, large though it was, was limited, and suddenly they were at five hundred and closer, and now rannai fire blazed out at them, ripping through the Longshot defense as though it was scarcely distance at all and hammering her Gradient Shield. Alarms screamed through the ship and already she felt a shift, a faint shuddering through the vessel as dimensional energies of shields and drives and weapons vied against each other and one man fought to keep her ship from tearing itself apart, even as she focused yet more on heaping more and more firepower onto her adversary so as to tear it apart.
Even as she found the range again, ripping apart the Lalam's Gradient Shield like a windwailer shredding a barrier of snow, another alarm chimed, and she saw the energy drain increase, a twinge of pain within her head, and The Eönwyl slowed. Psionic attack?
Vick's cold voice held a note of fear. They are attacking my shield! Their power is… immense! We have seconds only!
But now they were even closer, close approach, a hundred and fifty light-seconds, Longshot Barriers now having to retract or interact lethally, and red lights flaring, Gradient at 25% and dropping, but theirs dropping as well, indicators in flux, and with her head now feeling as though a hammer was beating against it in time with her heart she touched one more control.
A single skip-missile streaked from The Eönwyl, jumping the distance from one to the other nigh-instantaneously, its D-Tap warhead overwhelming the remaining shielding, and for a split-second the null-morranad shells ripped directly into the guts of Lalam. The Marjaav's D-Tap flared out of control and for an instant a terrible brilliance blazed where there had been a ship, and then it faded, gone, nothing left.
And in that instant, the one light she had been waiting for shone out. The Eönwyl shut down her shields, scrambler field fading, and in the same moment channeled all her power into the TC-Drive. With a droning screech that resonated in their bones, The Eönwyl leapt forward and vanished in pure radiance. 



Chapter 55.
Shagrath:
He jolted awake as the screaming voices bellowed into his brain. We have found him!
The annoyance at being awakened – the dual annoyance that he had to sleep at all and the annoyance at losing what sleep he had – was completely quashed by this news. Excellent. Where is he?
Meletta.
Even he was momentarily stunned. The distance they had travelled… Varan had gone completely across the entire Empire, in moments. Even the ancient Atlantaeans would have had to put forth some effort to equal that feat.
Still, the important point was that the loose end was about to get tied up. Can you capture him?
A shriek of assent. He is attempting to depart in a hired vessel, but we have control of the stationmaster and will be shutting down the launch bay. We also have control of the crew of one patrol vessel.
Well done. I compliment you on the effort and efficiency.
Such distance and then acquiring new shells so quickly has been very taxing for the components involved. Victory is a sufficient reward for us, however. 
He stretched the various muscles as he rose, preparing to go through his morning routine a bit early. An ordinary human entering his room – one who was allowed to see what was truly there – would have been struck by the bare gray-steel walls, with not a single ornament thereon except the Imperial Crest. Simple furniture holding changes of clothing, a bed scarcely more fancy than a cot, a basic shower and toilet, a comm desk, and that was all. Shagrath had no interest in the aesthetics of humanity, and no need for any appearances within his own quarters.
He began to take a quick shower. Even so, in the middle of rinsing himself off the many-shrieking voices spoke again. He is in space. We may have to destroy him.
Nettled, he replied, and how, exactly, did he manage that?
An image: Fire and smoke erupting from two bays bracketing another, and a tri-hulled white-and-silver shape lunging up from the wreckage. For a moment, that image – of a vessel like those of ancient Atlantaea – held him in shock. What is that vessel? Who has he hired?
It is called The Eönwyl.
He knew that name, and not just from knowing what sort of creature of legend it was. He remembered vaguely that she was a well-known trader – yes, she had been present at Tangia Station. But there was something else… Yes. You have spoken this name before. Borell?
We who are Borell know her well. She was once one of ours, but her uncle—
One of yours? The meaning took a moment to penetrate, for Borell's possessions were wide-flung. Yet there was only one important enough, and which would permit one to actually imply ownership of another. She is from Fanabulax?
For the first time they hesitated, sensing his building fury. A contract worker. She only escaped by pure luck – her uncle chose her as an heir, left her the ship.
I care not WHY she escaped. What division was she laboring in? 
She was only a miner. Why would –
A MINER? Of course she would be. He exerted iron control before he spoke again. Destroy them. No capturing. No more chances.
For a moment he wondered if there was some other force operating out there in the Galaxy, something of his people's old enemies, and he fought off a momentary shiver as he realized that there was one such, one that Varan reminded him of, that still stood in sculpted perfection in the ceremonial throne room, who might well still be waiting. But he would not be playing this sort of game. No, when he was ready, if he realized what really controlled this civilization, he would not bother with games; he would come after Shagrath himself. 
But still it was so very much coincidence to swallow; Varan and his peculiar talents, an R'Thann siding with him, the Thovian just happening to encounter them, and now one from that world, place where secrets of the ancient lost civilization lingered along with things monstrous even by Shagrath's standards, the remnants one would expect of a world the Atlantaeans had used as their most secure and dangerous experimental facility, linked gateway to gateway to Zarathan itself until the Fall… and within its ruins, under the surface, where miners found strange minerals, ancient artifacts, tunnels and ruins of an age uncountable, there existed forces, beings perhaps or merely echoes of beings, which could still act in ways even he could not predict… and rare indeed would it be that any such actions would be to his benefit.
We are in pursuit. Three Marjaav vessels, one of them under our control, are intercepting. In a short time it will be finished. They will not reach Conversion limit.
It was good enough. It would have been convenient for him to be able to maintain the fiction of a being such as Varan on the loose for a bit longer – but given how far out Varan was, he could realistically avoid changing his policies for a month or two, enough to perhaps get a few changes rammed through the Families' councils. The news of Varan's destruction wouldn't arrive until then, so he could still take advantage of that to increase paranoia.
He finished dressing and sat down to go through his messages from the prior night. Even with many other people to screen communications, there were quite a few to attend to.
In the middle of his fourth message, however, the voices screamed again. NO!
He froze, sitting perfectly still. You have allowed him to escape?
Armed the vessel, screened, shadowed scans and blurred visions, evaded weapons! Destroyed the Lalam, our newest bodies. We have lost four of our own.
Lost?
There was a note of bitter accusation. Shed our shells, expended vast energies to travel to distant worlds. Swift-selection, forced ourselves on new bodies, fighting, weakness, then dispersed the body – no strength left to cohere. Gone now, gone.
He damped down the fire-cold rage. They knew what they risked, and with the current situation he did not wish to alienate them. For a moment he tried to imagine what weaponry or tactics had allowed the trader to destroy a patrol cutter which should have been more than powerful enough to wipe her from the sky, but realized he had too little information to guess. I will find you more hosts to breed with. But now the net must stay wide-flung until we find them. Next time, however, there must be no mistakes. Alert me to their location and I shall arrange the capture or destruction.
Wherever Sasham Varan had gone, he could not – and, knowing him, would not – hide forever. He would be found. The combination of elements was disconcerting, yes… but he had provisions for any or all of them. 
He smiled again, a cold expression which saw humor only in destruction. And while he was nowhere to be found, Captain Sasham Varan would serve the Prime Monitor in an exemplary way, as a convenient bogeyman of terrifying – and, as needed, flexibly changeable – powers.
"Very well, Captain," he said to the air. "Stay away. Disappear. If you stay away long enough… I believe you will return to a rather different Empire than the one you left!"



Chapter 56.
Taelin:
Varan is a psi.
The thought kept crashing into him over and over, like an unexpected and frigid wave heaving up in the midst of an idyllic sailing trip on Osea. It was a thought filled with equal parts horror, incredulity, fear, and disbelief. 
When Lukhas had gathered them all and told them, his shock written deep in lines that had never been on his face before, the room had gone silent, and then erupted in denial and fury on all sides. The legendary Mel'Tasne control had shattered as they were confronted by a truth none of them had even imagined.
And I didn't want to believe it could be true. Yet it was not just the Prime Monitor's words. The survivors on the Teraikon confirmed it, with shock and numb incredulity behind their eyes as they testified as to what they had seen. 
Varan is a psi.
He remembered Nissen Frankel as a monitor, torn between his conditioned duty and his fierce personal loyalty to Sasham Varan. And you died fighting him, crushed in the end under a ton of bulkhead your friend – my friend – used to squash you like an insect.
The battle itself had been horrific; Frankel had been equipped with the latest enhancements, even a psi-shield embedded in his body which carried enough energy for a few precious minutes of protection while he used weapons no ordinary person could wield against a psi. But even those had not been enough. Varan had fought with psychotic abandon, risking the lives of the researchers he had previously praised highly in order to destroy his adversary, and then somehow divining a method – perhaps in the minds of those around him – to escape that confounded even the Niaadea's pursuit. 
He looked around his room, littered with travel and excursion and racing adpages and summaries, a room that had formerly been so neatly businesslike. And so it was all a waste of time, yet now I feel more like this is my truth.

That terrible message was now too clear. Sasham must have felt the stirrings of that power and thought he could control it, wanted to believe he could, and sought to have an ally in this. And…
He kicked the table, sent it flying away with papers and image-blocks scattering like leaves and shadows to the floor, cursed and sat down on the bedside, checking his foot. Not broken. I think.
The kick had been one of denial. But what point denial? The truth was…
He shook his head suddenly. Think like a Mel'Tasne! Think like one of the Families, by the Emperor! Truth was a shadow, hard to grasp and looking different from different angles. 
What if Varan's message really meant what we thought it did before? If that was true, he was trying to warn us against…
…The Prime Monitor. It all centered around him, Shagrath, the ever-controlled, the reasonable yet inflexible head of the Monitor Corps. He took Varan into his secret project. He assigned him to the Teraikon. He brought us the news of Varan's downfall. 
But… He played back the record of the battle again, then restrained himself from kicking the wall. I'm not going to get anything more out of this. But…

He contacted the Teraikon's systems, using his Family code. As this was something still under investigation, it wouldn't be surprising that a Mel'Tasne would be checking the records. Of course, if there had been any tampering with the records, a Family code query would trip warnings to someone…
But there were no warnings. He examined the recordings, the originals in the actual vessel's log core, and felt as though molten lead were churning in his gut. This is the actual recording. This hasn't been tampered with; there's no sign of modification. You can't change these recordings, it just can't be done without leaving traces, and all of us know how to find those traces. 
There was no doubt. Desperately though he wanted to believe otherwise, what he saw on the screen was exactly what had happened. Captain Sasham Varan had realized the Monitor – his old friend – was on to him, and had destroyed Nissen Frankel with power as monstrous as the Black Dragon that had haunted the old Varan's nightmares.
Taelin buried his face in his hands, trying to make sense of it, but he knew there was no sense to this. Everyone knew how it went with psis, and…
… everyone knew.
He felt everything pause around him, as though it wasn't just him, but the entire universe, holding its breath.
Everyone knew how it went.
He spun around at his desk, reopened the connections, this time searching the files. The Black Dragon… Maldron the Earthshaker… Poitrettan… Ourana Radiant…
He went over dozens of psi casefiles, checking, rechecking, measuring timelines, known events, guesses and deductions. Some of the files were useless – not enough known during the critical times – but enough were known. 
There was a delay.
That single sentence summed up what was wrong. There was always a delay between the gaining of psionic abilities and the madness. And in that delay, the person remained themselves.
But if that was true… Taelin shivered, and the cold he felt had nothing whatsoever to do with the crisp night air now drifting through his window. He rose, blanking out the entirety of the search from his terminal's memory, and moved to the window, looked out and down. A single light burned behind a subtly-distorted window.
Taelin pulled on the coat he'd discarded on the floor earlier, then opened a drawer, removing a particular set of tools. He found himself examining even these familiar things carefully, suspiciously, as though they might only appear normal on the surface. 
If he was right, that might very well be precisely true. 
Satisfied at last that they were all properly functional, he snapped the case shut and put it in his pocket. As he left his room, he triggered the full security lockdown, sealing windows and doors and activating full monitoring within his suite.
It was a matter of a few minutes to reach the suite which had shown a light. He rapped on the door once, then twice, then twice again, and waited.
The door slid open, and he saw Lukhas, standing a safe thirty feet back with partial cover, emerge into view as Taelin entered. "It's late, little brother."
His eyebrows rose as he saw Taelin's hands fiddling ever-so subtly with certain devices, even as Taelin answered, "Couldn't sleep, saw your light. Figured neither of us was sleeping very well."
"I guess not. Trey…?"
"She knows there's nothing she can do for me right now." Taelin made sure the bitterness was clear in his voice. All clear so far… just a few more scans… he's already got the psi-screen up, but after this news I don't think any of us will ever sleep without a double-course screen on ever again.
"You think I can? I haven't got anything for that either, Taelin. There's no way to make sense of it all."
The last scan came up clean, and he turned to Lukhas, putting the scanner away. "Oh yes there is."
Lukh smiled wryly. "Not trusting my security either, I see."
"You wouldn't trust mine, I'm not trusting yours."
"What have you got?"
"I searched the psi archives," Taelin began, and summarized the results.
A slow nod. "Interesting. And your point?"
"The point is that if Sasham Varan – our Sasham Varan – found out he was a psi, he wouldn't still be out there. He'd turn himself in immediately – if he didn't shoot himself dead. You saw how he felt about psis; worse than most of us. The gap between the powers starting to show and the madness isn't a matter of a day or two, it's weeks, months. My friend would never have taken the risk of killing his friends or people under his command just for the sake of his freedom. That's not Sasham, it just isn't, Lukh! You know it isn't!"
Lukhas sat across the little table from him and smiled. "Slow down, little brother. I wasn't arguing."
His head came up and for the first time since he heard the news he felt a sliver of hope. "You… believe me?"
"I do. And I wish I didn't."
"What? You – oh." Taelin felt stupid.
"Oh. Exactly. I came to my conclusions based on pure psychology – and a lot of forensic knowledge – but a lot of it from the same sources. Psis go insane in fairly predictable ways, most of them basically a form of megalomania, starting of course with the conviction that they are different and special and can control the power, then moving on to full-blown paranoid delusions. But they still show a lot of their old personality in the early stages, and what we saw there simply had nothing in common with Sasham Varan.
"However, that gives us a serious dilemma; the log recording of Teraikon is accurate. It can't have been altered; we'd be able to tell. So something that looked exactly like Sasham Varan, with his control codes, voice, and mannerisms, killed Frankel, took those two scientists either by controlling or convincing them, and left."
"But…"
"But yes, how? It either happened that way… or someone generated the appearance of that whole battle for the recorders, and somehow convinced the crew of Teraikon that this was what had happened. Either possibility is still terribly ugly."
Taelin took a ragged breath. "Before we talk about that, I just want to confirm… you don't think that was Sasham. You don't think our friend… my friend… is a murdering psi."
"No, I don't. And I didn't believe it even when I first saw it." Lukhas put his hand on Taelin's shoulder. "And neither did you."
Taelin fought back the tears; he was going to retain proper control here, but his heart was warmed by that tiny affectionate gesture. "No. No, I didn't. I just… couldn't figure out how to argue it."
Lukhas grinned, but the smile quickly faded. "We don't have much time now."
"You think –"
"We may not be under direct surveillance in here, but I would not bet against some remote surveillance. What ordinary remotes could get is very limited… but it was no ordinary trick that's been pulled here. So you tell me, little brother, what are our options?"
Taelin thought furiously. "The crew believes what they say. So either they were worked over by a real psi or…" light dawned. "Conditioned."
"Very good, Taelin. Go on."
"If it was just an imageplay, something with really good special effects that the recorders took as real at the appropriate time… something had to be controlling it, something that was intimately familiar with…" Taelin felt his eyes widen with new horror. "Frankel."
"It does seem rather likely, doesn't it? One member of the shadowboxing pair was real, the other just special effects, but the real one made sure everything moved perfectly. And what if what we saw was real?"
"Then… you had an impostor substituted for Sasham somewhere along the way, an impostor… Hmm… who was almost perfect. But Nissen Frankel got suspicious, he knew Sasham from way back, anyone playing the part would have stumbled somehow…"
"… and then the impostor turns out to be a psi. Not very likely… unless it was somehow planned."
"But to plan that, you'd have needed someone who could give you everything to carry off the impersonation, someone who had access to all of the information including Sash's rank and control codes, and…"
He trailed off, but Lukhas was already nodding. "And could arrange a changeover in secret. No guarantee that Varan would ever leave his ship, given his assignment, dedication to duty, and so on… unless you had the authority to summon him to meet you, and the clearance and power to hide that summons."
Taelin swallowed. Please trust me. "Demons… it leads back to the same place."
"To the Monitors, yes. To the Prime Monitor himself, most likely. Who has conditioning technology so advanced that you could condition people to agree on the details of a complex event? Who has the authority to order the Captain of a vessel like Teraikon in secret so that they can swap in an impostor and either kill or imprison the original? No matter which way I look at it, either Shagrath himself or one of his immediate subordinates is involved.
"Yet we haven't a shred of actual evidence," Lukhas went on, looking meaningfully at Taelin. "This is pure speculation, based only on the fact that we knew Sasham Varan, and there is simply no way we can imagine that he would end up doing that in those conditions, no matter how insane he might be. We might be able to convince other people in our family, his immediate friends… but," he grinned again, and this was a wider, if no more comforting, smile, "we can't afford to risk it, because this is one of the best opportunities we could possibly have imagined."
Taelin blinked stupidly. "What? Opportunities? What in the Emperor's name are you talking about?"
Lukhas made a tch-tch noise. "Dear me, little brother, and here you were coming along so well. The little game I have already been playing has just gotten so much more dangerous and involved – and so has your part."
"We're going ahead with that?"
His brother's brown eyes were grimly serious despite the smiling mouth. "We began the groundwork a little while ago, and this actually gives us the perfect excuse, the trigger for everything that we were hoping to set up – so much better than the other ideas we had."
Now he understood. "You mean my descent into humiliation."
"Exactly, my delicate little sibling. The shock of your best friend being a psi and killing another of your friends, to escape into the Galaxy as a wanted criminal, finishes the job your own recent lackadaisical attitude – masterfully played over the last few months, I must admit – had begun. You abandon any pretense of participation in the Families, try to escape from your horror by travelling the Empire for nothing but pleasure, risk-taking – your little racing hobby comes in handy here – and so on. A terrible Mel'Tasne tragedy, embarrassing the Family and getting us those kind and sympathetic looks from the other Five that you generally associate with vultures circling."
"And all this…"
"… so that you are far away, most of the time, while I do my more… conventional, if not terribly direct, approach, and so that I have someone out there that I can completely rely upon to go places and see things as I direct – privately, in associative code." He leaned across the table and there were no smiles now. "And because if what we saw on that screen is true, no imageplay, then the Prime Monitor has some way to direct, perhaps control, actual psionics, as his pawns; most likely aliens, able to disguise themselves nearly flawlessly. If he comes to guess that I know – that I even suspect – then …"
Then the full weight of Mel'Tasne responsibility would fall on Taelin's shoulders, even if no one else knew. "Then I will be the only one who might guess what happened to you."
"And the only one who might be left to find out the truth." He put his hand on Taelin's shoulder again, but this was the gesture more of a father to a son, as Lukhas had tried to be ever since their real father disappeared. "Taelin, I'm asking a sinking lot, I know. You have to look broken, betray all the promise we've seen in you, maybe have Trey separate from you – because we don't dare tell her, not yet – be the butt of scorn and ridicule from our friends. And then go out into the Empire and pretend to be a carefree playboy, and spying in places no one will suspect a spy. I could be sending my brother out to be killed – and he'll die disgraced."
"While you try to play games opposite the Prime Monitor, not even knowing what he's doing, or how, or why. We're both asking a lot." He stepped back and very formally, deliberately, did the Six-and-One. "But we are both Mel'Tasne, and we're doing this in the name of the friend whose words gave us the hint we needed."
Please trust me.
He looked up. "We trust in who you were, Sash; and if you're dead, by the Five and by the Towers gone and in the name of your own Torline's Swords, we will avenge you." Lukhas nodded and echoed the Six-and-One.
"And if you're alive… then one day… one day I'll find you. And bring us both home."
END of Book One of Demons of the Past
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