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    What Has Gone Before 
 
    Eighteen thousand years before the main story begins, the galaxy-spanning Atlantaean Empire fell – not over the thousands of years one would expect, but literally overnight, with her cities falling dark, ships spinning out of control or exploding, every single device on which they depended failing at the most crucial times. The forces behind this fall intended that, in time, even the memory of Atlantaea would fade… for they feared Atlantaea's power, and especially the enigma that had founded Atlantaea, and might, one day, return… 
 
    Commander Sasham Varan arrived at Tangia, an outpost on the border between the Reborn Empire and the Zchoradan Meld; a very uneasy peace, punctuated by raids, exists between the two star nations, and Tangia is a likely danger spot. Still, Varan is happy to find that an old friend, Diorre Jearsen, is also stationed on Tangia, and the two shortly discover that their old friendship has become something more with time. During this short, happy time, Varan and Jearsen meet the mysterious free trader called The Eonwyl. 
 
    A surprise Zchoradan attack puts Varan and Jearsen in the position of holding off a boarding force by themselves; they do well, but one of the leaders of the alien invaders is also a psionic. Jearsen is frozen in place and killed, and Varan nearly falls as well, but manages, somehow, to fight off the influence of the creature and kill him, then hold off the remaining force until rescued. 
 
    When the recordings of his victory reach Oro, the Capital, they cause quite a stir. Another of Varan's friends, Taelin Mel'Tasne, who is a member of the very powerful Five Families (one of several branches of the Imperial government), is immediately dispatched to bring Varan back. 
 
    Sasham Varan is still recovering from his ordeal, having discovered that in addition to losing Jearsen he has also developed a true phobia of Zchoradans or any related species such as the Chakrons (who are common Imperial subjects). Taelin's arrival is a puzzling but welcome interruption, until Taelin reveals why he was sent so swiftly: the recordings show that Varan managed to act against the psionic even after his suit's psi-shields collapsed… and at the same time, show no evidence that Varan himself was psionic. 
 
    This is unique. It violates the basic fact known throughout the galaxy, that if you are not a psi, you cannot fight a psi. More, it is known that human psionics universally go megalomaniacally insane; thus, psionics are feared and banned throughout the Reborn Empire. Varan's survival demands immediate investigation, headed by none other than Shagrath, the Prime Monitor – the overseer of the overseers of the Empire. 
 
    It appears that Varan's survival is – at least in part – due to his mastery of the meditative focus taught in the ancient martial art Tor, which is said to descend from Atlantaea itself. Shagrath introduces Varan to Sooovickalassa, a scientist of a species called the R'Thann, and after Sooovickalassa's tests, lets Varan in on a frightening secret: they are working on a process to create stable human psionics… and the results indicate that Varan is the most promising candidate they have ever found. 
 
    After much soul-searching, Varan agrees to undergo the process. During the process, however, there is an instant where his mind has become tremendously receptive, and at that moment, Shagrath and Sooovickalassa have an argument. For one tiny instant, Varan sees into Shagrath's mind… and learns that Shagrath is neither in any way human, nor in any way benign. Shagrath is something monstrously alien and malevolent, and he has hidden, and deadly, plans for Varan and the entire Empire. 
 
    Varan awakens to find that he is indeed developing psionic abilities, and manages, through luck and foresight, to avoid having Shagrath discover what he knows. Partly this is because of another horrid revelation: Shagrath is, himself, a powerful psionic. 
 
    Varan is now trapped; there is no chance that, as his powers progress and are tested heavily by Shagrath, he will be able to maintain the masquerade and hide his knowledge that Shagrath is an enemy of the Empire. Nor can he escape, as the experiment is taking place in the center of one of the most powerful  and extensive military bases of the Reborn Empire, Silan-Luria Base. 
 
    In desperation, he reaches out to Sooovickalassa (whose name he shortens to "Vick") during a test that shields them from detection by any others. The R'Thann scientist, it turns out, has already had grave misgivings about Shagrath and his motivations, and after some consideration, says that he has an idea that may save them both – if Varan has the courage to trust Vick with his life, mind, and perhaps soul. 
 
    The stratagem is a daring one – and it succeeds. During his tests, Vick suppresses the key memories in Varan, and weakens some of Varan's moral strictures. This eliminates the chance of Shagrath discovering the truth when in contact with Varan's mind, and also makes Varan more … flexible, more willing to accept more and more compromises for the sake of the "greater good" in the future. Shagrath himself is pleased by this progress; he finds it infinitely amusing that the upright hero of the Empire will, eventually, become one of its destroyers, all while remaining convinced of his essential rightness. 
 
    But at the culmination of the psionic testing, Varan's powers begin to fail; it soon becomes evident that, as with prior attempts, they were only temporary. He reached a greater peak than the prior subjects, but is falling back to normal human even more quickly than he rose. Shagrath, to both console Varan and put the traumatized officer (now a Captain) even more in his debt, gives Varan command of the Teraikon, a powerful research vessel that will make good use of Varan's talents in command, engineering, and sciences. 
 
    Once Teraikon has departed from Oro, Vick appears in Varan's cabin and speaks a trigger phrase, returning Varan to his original self. Sickened by what he had nearly become and even more so by what he now knows of Shagrath, Varan swears that he will find some way to rip Shagrath's mask off and save the Empire from whatever he is planning. 
 
    Taelin receives a message from Varan which seems completely innocent, but some subtle patterns tell him there is another message hidden within, concealed through associations with shared experiences between the two friends. Eventually, he decodes it, to find the message consists of three terrifying words: "Please trust me." What could possibly lead his friend – someone who had saved Taelin's life when they were young, who had always been the most reliable and trusted person in Taelin's circle of friends, someone who Taelin had in fact just proposed for elevation to one of the Great Families – to ask Taelin to trust him, as though this would be even a question? 
 
    Unaware of these dark undercurrents, The Eonwyl is pleased to hear of Varan's elevation, despite her own knowledge that there are parts of the Empire – including her own homeworld, Fanabulax – that do not fit with Varan's idealistic beliefs. She thinks that, perhaps, if people like Varan can still climb to the heights, there may be hope that the Empire can be saved. 
 
    On board Teraikon, Varan meets with numerous alien scientists, including Guvthor Hok Guvthor, a gigantic bearlike astrophysicist, Hmmseeth, a strange semi-aquatic tentacled sociological researcher, planetary geophysicist Golden Pattern of Crystal Inlay, and others. He develops a good relationship with his crew, including the shipboard Monitor Nissen Frankel; Frankel was also one of Varan's childhood friends who chose the Monitor path instead of becoming Navy or Guardsman. 
 
    Varan also assists Vick in his own project: to apply the process to Vick. The R'Thann scientist was a "defective" of his people, all of whom have some degree of psionics. The R'Thann quite directly admits that his entire purpose in assisting Shagrath in the research was to find a way to give himself the powers that should have been his by birth. 
 
    But then Varan is caught by Monitor Frankel… and discovers that a strange, eerie screaming noise he has heard on occasional is not some peculiar psionic interference or natural phenomenon, but the signature of some monstrous alien mentality hidden within Frankel. The two battle, with Frankel showing an ability to increase his powers by drawing on some outside reserve, and despite everything Varan can do he is nearly killed… 
 
    … until Guvthor Hok Guvthor intervenes by dropping several tons of deck plating on top of Frankel just before the Monitor can deliver the final blow. Despite the general fear of psionics in the Empire, Guvthor and others manage to convince a good proportion of the crew to still trust Varan – partly with evidence of how Varan fought to protect others, even at the risk of his own life in the battle with Frankel. 
 
    But this is only a temporary respite; as psionics allow instantaneous contact even across Galactic distances, Frankel had already notified Shagrath that Varan was no powerless human, and now the Prime Monitor is on the way, in the fastest ship in the Empire – one of the few remaining functional Atlantaean vessels. The only possible avenue of escape is suggested by Guvthor; they are currently watching a once-in-many-lifetimes event, the collision of two neutron stars to become a new black hole, and if they can, in a smaller vessel – say, an FTL-equipped lifeboat or cutter – dive into the gravitic field and activate the drive at just the right moment, they could be flung across a large section of the Galaxy and out of Shagrath's reach. 
 
    The desperate maneuver succeeds; unfortunately, though they did their best to hide the truth, the crew of Teraikon cannot quite fool Shagrath, and he makes use of his own unique powers to change their memories and even the records on board the ship to accord with the story he wants to tell – about how Captain Sasham Varan has become a dangerous, renegade psionic willing even to kill his own friends! 
 
    Still, he also has no intention of letting Varan escape, and sends all of his allies – more of the bodiless, alien beings like the one that had been within Frankel – to search all the worlds of the Empire that seem likely refuges for Varan. He will be found. 
 
    Varan, with Guvthor and Vick, make it to the border world of Meletta, where they can sell their stolen Naval ship and then, hopefully, charter a vessel to somewhere they can recruit help in what is increasingly clear must become a revolutionary organization. A chance decision by Varan leads him to discover that The Eonwyl is also on Meletta, and after some tense negotiations, she agrees to be their transport. 
 
    But some of the screaming-mindvoiced beings detect them as they leave, and small warships move to intercept. The Eonwyl reveals that her ship (also called The Eonwyl) is far more capable than it appears, and takes out one patrol vessel and evades two more before making the jump… taking Varan on the next step of his journey. 
 
    At the end, Taelin is trying, numbly, to grasp the fact that his best friend has become a monster… and cannot do it. There are too many inconsistencies, despite all the evidence, things that Taelin simply cannot accept. He finds that his brother Lukhas, who works in Imperial Security, also does not believe Varan is either mad or a traitor, and after Lukhas hears the three-word message, the two of them realize that the only possible explanation points to the Prime Monitor as a villain, likely a psionic of unimagined power… and that they must begin the most dangerous possible game of working against him from within the Empire, so that whenever he returns, Varan will find he is not alone. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Section One: The Demon-Haunted Stars 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 1 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    He slammed his travel case down on the table. “It’s too sinking late to argue it, Trey! We arranged that meeting of the Greater Families a year ago in Osea, and that’s not getting changed, and you’re up for running it!” 
 
    “That much I’m not arguing.” He winced at his wife’s voice, once constantly warm and supportive, now cold, with more than a hint of contempt. “But there’s no reason for you to come along. I can take the Valabacal myself.” 
 
    He yanked up the case again and started striding for the launch area. “You’re welcome to your meeting, I’m not coming along for that. I—” 
 
    “Of course you aren’t!” she flared, walking with tight, controlled steps that seemed filled with anger. “You’ve been avoiding every single Family responsibility you could for months! You’re coming to Osea because of that killuk race—” 
 
    “—The Osean Seven Stars is not just a race any more than a warship is a lifeboat, and you know—” 
 
    “Oh, please, please, be quiet, Taelin!” Her voice was near to tears and Taelin was taken aback. He could also see, out of the corner of his eye, some of the staff staring at them. Whispering. “I don’t know why, but you’ve given up, as though what happened with Sash—” 
 
    “Don’t you even dare say that name!” 
 
    She cut off, swallowed, looked away. “I … Fine, Taelin. We don’t have any more time to waste on this. And there’s more than one cabin on Valabacal, anyway. But I just don’t know who you are, anymore. They’re talking kattasi and you don’t even seem to care!” 
 
    He said nothing to that; she’d take it as either assent or simply ignoring her. Valabacal lay ahead like a gold and silver dagger whose guard was two sharp arrowheads with mighty engines embedded within, a shape that seemed to be in flight even now, sitting on the ground with two pearl-gray ramps reaching down from the sides. But now that beauty that usually lifted his heart seemed hidden behind a grim veil. 
 
    She took the right-hand ramp with a glance that told him he had best not even use the same entrance to the yacht as she did. 
 
    He gave a theatrical and insulting gesture that went all the way back to the pre-Imperial days and finally responded to her last sally. “Why should I care? That’ll keep me out of all that waste of time, eh?” he shouted after her, then laughed, and skipped his way lightly up the ramp, aware that his parting shot must have been overheard. 
 
    He dropped the case to the deck without even bothering to bring it to his cabin, feeling the weight of gloom settling on him like a dark and freezing night. Kattasi; complete Family disgrace. They’ll be forced to kick me out, take my name off the rolls of the Five. If it’s bad enough, I may even be listed to a Lesser family. I won’t go farther down than that … probably … because of prior service. But I’ll be out of Councils, forbidden speaking privileges … my codes revoked. 
 
    Taelin threw himself into the pilot’s chair and sat immobile for a minute, gathering his will. I knew this would be bad. But knowing it … and living through it … that’s something really different. He took a deep breath, brushed his long golden hair out of the way, and put the carefree expression back on his face as he opened the channel. “This is Valabacal, Mel’Tasne estate, requesting clearance and departure vector.” 
 
    Even Oro Control’s response sounded chillier than usual. “Destination, Valabacal?” 
 
    “Osea system, for a Greater Families annual meeting.” While he was going for the races, even his self-centered new persona wouldn’t rub that in the faces of outsiders, especially when there was a perfectly legitimate and vastly more respectable reason the ship was departing. 
 
    The chilliness seemed to have faded with such a clear and official reason. “Valabacal, you have clear sky on Vector 15-30 with a wide margin. Seven Standing.” 
 
    “Standing and Unfallen, Control.” He touched the controls and sent the yacht climbing along the precise indicated vector. “Valabacal, enroute.” 
 
    And probably my last trip as a member of the Five Families … unless Lukhas and I actually win, somehow. This would be an ideal trip to make the decision, declare kattasi. He’d be far away from the capital, he could be allowed to keep the yacht as long as he stayed far away—much more convenient than having him kicked off their estates, and Trey could of course get home any number of ways, even buy herself a new yacht. He’d be able to disappear unless his goal was to embarrass the others, but they all knew that wasn’t the case; no matter how much they felt he’d changed, they knew he wasn’t malicious. 
 
    Mother would be devastated but not surprised, not now, and Trey had just made HER attitude abundantly clear. Without any other close members of the family, there wouldn’t be anyone to fight it; Lukhas, of course, intended him to follow this course. 
 
    But it’s so very hard, especially now, with Trey… 
 
    Still … if they were right, he wasn’t taking half the risk of Lukhas, let alone Sasham Varan. His best friend’s name was becoming a whisper of fear now; rumor had it he’d been sighted out on the border, destroyed an armed and ready patrol vessel, then disappeared. Rumors of course just enlarged the fear and the tales, but if you believed the secret official recordings, the truth was bad enough, with former Captain Sasham Varan displaying a terrifying level of telekinetic and telepathic power, wielding it in the classic fashion of a human psionic whose power was driving him ever more insane. 
 
    Of course, if he and Lukhas were right, the truth was even worse. Varan might or might not be a psionic, but he wasn’t the one who’d betrayed the Empire. That honor would be reserved for Prime Monitor Shagrath—the man most responsible for the security of the Empire, the right hand of the Emperor, the second most powerful man in all of the Reborn Empire. And unfortunately, the only evidence they had were deductions based on the few things they knew that Shagrath did not, including three cryptic words from the now-reviled Varan. 
 
    Valabacal reached the conversion limit, and Taelin set the course and watched as the sky flared and transformed to moving darkness and streaming light of conversion space. He sighed and stood up. Back to the play. 
 
    He turned. Just then, the door to the control room slid open and Treyuusei stepped in, looking just as grim as she had when they got on board. He decided it was best not to say anything, just let her take the room for whatever she wanted. He could head back to his cabin. 
 
    “Taelin.” Her voice did not allow for the possibility of ignoring her, and—truthfully—neither his real self or the kattasi-doomed version he was playing would. 
 
    “Yes, Trey?” he asked, turning to face her instead of stepping all the way through the door. 
 
    A bomb seemed to explode under his jaw. He staggered back and fell limply against the wall, sight glazed over with red. He shook his head, trying to clear it, blinking up through a ripple of pain-generated tears at Trey, who was rubbing her fist either because the impact had hurt … or she was getting ready to punch him a second time. 
 
    “What in the Emperor’s name was that for?” 
 
    Her lips tightened. “For not trusting me.” 
 
    As he tried to grasp that, she reached down and hauled him to his feet, her strength reminding him that she was every bit his equal—not a surprise, given the reputation of the Dellitamas, her own family. Her eyes were suddenly softer, shimmering with tears of their own. “I don’t know why you and Lukhas are doing this, but if he were here, I’d lay him out too!” 
 
    He blinked stupidly. “You … you knew?” He did not even attempt to deny it. There was nothing stupider than clinging to a blown cover. Oh, in some cases the cover wasn’t completely blown, you might be able to recover—at least enough to escape. But this was not one of those times. 
 
    “Taelin, I…” Treyuusei managed a tiny smile. “I didn’t know, not right away. But I knew you, and no matter what happened—even with what happened to Sasham—I just couldn’t believe that was the way his loss would affect you.” 
 
    Sort of the same reason Lukh and I didn’t buy Shagrath’s story about Varan. Evidence said one thing, but we knew Varan too well to believe it. “Okay, you’re right, Trey. But we wanted to keep you out of it.” 
 
    “The fewer who know the less chance of leaks, yes, of course.” She was no less familiar with the practicalities. “But now I can help you.” 
 
    The fear was stronger now, because he suddenly envisioned the danger she had just gotten herself into. But too late to keep her out. Now she has to come all the way in, if any of us are going to have a chance. “And you waited until now because in conversion space no one can be spied on.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    He looked at her grimly, and saw his expression get her attention. “All right, Treyuusei. But you have to keep everyone and I mean everyone—my sister and mother, your parents, your uncle, everyone—in the dark. We’re going to play through the argument at Osea, and I’m guessing I’ll be kattasi before that trip’s done.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. 
 
    “Then here’s what we know.” He told her everything, from Varan’s behavior to the three terrifying words hidden in associative code to the fateful images contained on the records of the Teraikon—and the even more terrifying conclusion that those images must have been faked. “And if you follow all the evidence, that means it’s either Shagrath himself … or one of his immediate subordinates. And I really don’t think any underling could hide this kind of thing under Shagrath’s nose.” 
 
    “Towers…” she breathed as the truth began to sink in. “Poor Sasham! He’s alone and being chased by—” 
 
    “Worse than that, Trey, much worse. Right now, wherever he is—and we both are pretty sure he’s alive—he’s being used by Shagrath and his company as a shadow enemy, as something to drum up fear and uncertainty. There’s always been agitation for increased power to protect us from various things, and psis are the obvious target and excuse. If Sasham’s gotten far enough away, that doesn’t help us—they can then accuse him of causing just about anything they want.” 
 
    “And without evidence…” 
 
    “…we don’t know enough to know what—if anything—we could use our codes on that would give us the evidence we need. We only have a few hours if we use them unilaterally.” 
 
    She sat quietly, thinking, for a few minutes. Then she smiled, and reached out, touching his cheek more gently than she had in a month. “And we’re going to have to go through with this. You’re going to be the ignored disgraced son … who’s a spy. Yes, I see where Lukhas is going with this. I don’t like it, but I see it, and it’s necessary. You’re going to be careless, a Lesser Family once of the Five, making his way by curiosity, peddling his little influence, an ego twice too large … Oh, Taelin, how hard that’s going to be for you.” 
 
    “I can’t pretend I’ll like it much. The hardest part will be making it look like I do like it.” 
 
    “And looking for clues as to what’s really going on. But I can help.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, first, our argument can finish things perfectly. But after that … people know how we used to be. It wouldn’t be hard at all to imagine me meeting you once in a while…” 
 
    He grinned suddenly, with a vision of occasional, brief joy to illuminate the grim future ahead. “…and if we then fought during or after, still you’d be a perfect way to get information back to Lukh … even better than associative code in some ways.” He winced slightly as his jaw made clear that Trey hadn’t pulled her punch. “Ow.” 
 
    She looked satisfied. “You deserved it. But here, let me take a look.” 
 
    “I suppose I sort of deserved it. But Lukh and I … we were trying to protect you.” 
 
    She ran some quickheal over the bruise. “I am of the Five, Taelin, and you two should have remembered that. If you didn’t trust me, that’s one thing—I suppose I can’t actually trust anyone else either. But we are the Five, and we don’t need protection from anyone. Even Shagrath knows that. He’s doing this because he knows.” 
 
    Taelin laughed and suddenly reached out, pulled her close. For a long time they kissed as they hadn’t ever since his path had become clear, and Taelin felt a sick, tight knot relaxing. He’d feared what his mother might think, shuddered at the words that would be spoken by his other friends in the Five and Great Families … but he had almost not dared to think of what it would mean to have left Treyuusei behind and hating or despising him. 
 
    Now I won’t have to. 
 
    She smiled, and he saw she understood that. “And when we get to Osea,” she said gently, “you can do what you’ll have to do.” She kept hold of his hand, but turned towards the door that led towards the cabins. “But that, my love, is almost four weeks away.” 
 
    It was a short reprieve … but as Taelin followed her, he felt his strength and courage returning. Short enough … but though she is now in danger, neither of us will die with the other thinking something hateful. 
 
    And that’s more than our friend can expect, if we fail. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 2 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “You’re good at that.” 
 
    I glanced toward my feet and a little outward—carefully, to keep from bashing my head against the access hatch—to see the Eönwyl looking up at me. “I’ve seen a fair amount of action out on the border, and a lot of it before I was commanding. Replacing shield coils and crystal matrices gets to be pretty much a habit.” 
 
    That won a quick, bright smile from her. “A duty, but one that a lot of people aren’t conscientious about, especially in the civilian world. And there’s still more difference between someone doing it out of habit and doing it right.” 
 
    I realized I had no idea when she arrived, as I’d been doing this for an hour and a half, at least. “How long have you been watching?” 
 
    “Long enough to see that you were resonance-balancing each unit as you placed them—and rejecting some of them because the balance wasn’t perfect. Believe me, I can’t trust even shipyard overhaul people to do that unless I watch them.” 
 
    Which of course told me that she’d been checking up on me specifically to find out how good a tech I was. I couldn’t blame her. “And you obviously do watch them, and a good thing, too. I was very suitably impressed by The Eönwyl.” I was speaking of course of her ship, but the same sentence could easily apply to its eponymous owner and pilot. 
 
    “Thank you.” She kept watching as I went on with the few remaining matrices that had been burned out in our head-to-head battle against the Marjaav-class patrol ship Lalam. “Are you almost finished?” 
 
    “Two more to go,” I answered, fitting in the third-to-last and checking the resonance imagery. The miniature crystalline structure showed mostly green, a little blue at some intersections but nothing outside of milspec. Good enough. “You need me for something else?” I wouldn’t be surprised if she did; a civilian independent trader going up against even the smallest of warships would be lucky to get away at all, let alone without significant damage. 
 
    “No more repairs, if that’s what you mean. I’d like to talk to you a bit, Captain … that is, Sasham Varan.” She stumbled over my rank—not surprising, as I felt the same little jolt every time I realized I no longer could be addressed that way. Technically I had a few other titles that I hadn’t lost—even as a renegade from the Empire they couldn’t say I wasn’t a qualified engineer, for instance—but none of them felt at all the same. 
 
    “I’ll be at your disposal in about five minutes, Eönwyl.” 
 
    It was actually only about three before I packed away the remaining components and dropped down the shaft to the narrow corridor that was in the center of The Eönwyl’s port-side crescent pylon. “Done.” 
 
    She nodded and turned to lead the way down the corridor. We moved along in a silence I found unsurprising—given that she probably spent the majority of her life in this vessel, alone, she was probably very much out of the habit of making small talk except in some kind of trading setting. I found it less oppressive than I might have elsewhere, though there was still some tension in wondering what she had in mind. 
 
    In a few minutes we reached the small kitchen/dining room located near the center of the main body of the ship. It was a place Guvthor could never reach unless he was willing to worm his way through corridors barely large enough for his massive shoulders, and that held little to attract Dr. Sooovickalassa’s interest. The Eönwyl walked over to a cabinet and took out a jar. “I’m having samahei—want a cup?” 
 
    I found samahei a little sour for my taste, but you could always add something like pelam syrup, and it was sure good for giving you a little boost. “Yes, thanks.” With the offer I relaxed a bit. This wouldn’t seem to be a discussion of an immediate problem or of some misgivings about the job we’d hired her for—which would be potentially disastrous. 
 
    She set the shaved bark in the steamer, which sent live steam whistling through, stripping out the aromatics and condensing in the connected tubing to drip into the pot. It took only a few minutes to make two cups; I noticed she already had a syrup dispenser out, so we obviously took it the same way. 
 
    She sat down at the little table, across from me, and watched quietly as I finished mixing my cup to taste. I glanced at her. “Well, Captain, you called this meeting.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, I did. Sasham … I need to know something more about our passengers. You’ve given the story of what happened to you, but I’m still a bit wary of your friends.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Not of me—renegade psionic and former Navy officer?” 
 
    She shook her head, laughing for a brief moment before the serious expression came back. “No, surprising though you may find it … or, to be honest, surprising as I find it. I had only met you the once, yes, but it was … rather striking how many people I met who had something to say about you, and almost all of it good. And you paid a debt many might have forgotten, or who might have decided to repay in a less risky fashion, and did so even when you really could not afford to draw attention to yourself. So … no. I think you are the same man I met in the hospital of Tangia Station, only … more so, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it does, and that sounds somehow like embarrassingly effusive praise even though it … well, isn’t, quite. But thanks.” 
 
    Her smile was just a hair more relaxed. “You’re welcome. So I was hoping to see what you thought about your companions—and if you have any second thoughts, either about them or our destination.” 
 
    I nodded, and thought about it as I nursed my cup of samahei. “All right. As long as I can ask some questions about you.” 
 
    She gave a wry smile. “Trading with a trader. Fair enough.” 
 
    I leaned back and looked at the white and silver-trimmed ceiling. “Well, I’ve known Vick a lot longer than I have Guvthor … but in some ways I suppose you’d be right to say I still don’t really know him. But I do trust him. I had to. I’m not sure you really understand just how much I was in his hands.” 
 
    The head with that fantastic sunburst of hair nodded. “Oh, I think I do. But on the other hand, once he recognized what sort of monster he was working for, he had a personal interest in making you into a weapon he could use—and a tool to get the treatment applied to himself. All his actions could have been motivated by pure self-interest, no more.” 
 
    “If you dig deep enough,” I pointed out, “all motivations are pure self-interest. It’s what you define as your self and your interest that matters.” 
 
    “A point, I suppose; even altruism at its base comes from feeling better about yourself because you’re doing what you think is right,” she conceded. “But what do you know about Dr. Sooovickalassa’s motives?” 
 
    “A lot and a little at once. I’ve only seen flashes of his thoughts—he’s even more private than I am a lot of the time. But I know this: to him and, I think, the R’Thann, his people, the universe is filled with tests—tests of courage, tests of will, tests of survival, tests of honor. They gauge each other by the ability to pass various tests, and by his standards—he has mentioned more than once—I have met and passed an impressive Testing indeed, and that Testing involved giving my trust to a being who offered me hope, but no other reason to trust him with my mind, my soul, and my life. 
 
    “By his views, if I understand him right, he is immensely indebted to me for that, and now more so because I have helped him to gain the powers that should have been his from birth—and the lack of which caused his exile. I don’t know if he’s capable of being the sort of friend that you can feel … comfortable with, but my gut tells me that he is bound by that debt—that for him not to help me to achieve my own goal would be complete and utter dishonor.” I remembered the conversation just after the three of us had made our escape from Shagrath. “And now that I think about it, he only really got angry at me once: when I got discouraged and talked about what I’d lost. His words … well, they only told half the story. The real problem was that I had failed to give credit for what I had gained—him as an ally.” 
 
    A contralto chuckle accompanied her smile. “Very aware of his importance, I see. Still, that is useful to know, and at least now I have some idea of what to expect from him, and your impressions fit with those I have had so far.” 
 
    “What of the Thovian?” 
 
    I cast my mind back over the last several months, ever since the day the immense Guvthor Hok’ Guvthor had stepped aboard the Teraikon with an archaic axe slung over his back and several tons of advanced scientific equipment stacked behind him. “You know … now that I think of it, in some ways he’s more of a mystery than Vick. I’ve met people from primitive worlds before, and they’re not … exactly … like him at all.” I paused, trying to figure out how to put it. “Obviously there’s nothing that says that a creature whose native culture is pre-spaceflight—or, judging from the files on Thovia, pre-industrial—has to be any less bright than the rest of us, and as I said, I’ve met several who had been brought from primitive worlds and educated and were doing very well in the Empire. 
 
    “But … well, they still had the same air about them of amazement, even if they hid it well. They still had reactions to our technology that showed how their people thought of things as miracles, as potential tools of the gods, or as threats. If they weren’t raised in the Empire from the time they were very little, they still saw the universe in their hearts as though through the eyes of that same primitive. 
 
    “Guvthor … he’s got none of that. It’s not just that he’s a scientist-engineer, it’s that he seems perfectly comfortable in this E-steel and electronics world, despite the fact that his people live in ornamented caves and log structures built from native trees and don’t have a single electrical device among them other than those given away to them by Imperial contact teams.” 
 
    “That matches my impression,” agreed the Eönwyl. 
 
    “In fact…” I trailed off, thinking about our recent discussion that had led to our decision to set course for Thovia in the first place. “…in fact, the more I think about it, he almost sounds like a member of a Contact Team himself.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “A Contact Team with the Reborn Empire? So, what, you think he’s some sort of super-being, like in Torline’s Quest?” 
 
    I burst out laughing. “You watched that old thing too? It was my favorite imageplay when I was a kid.” 
 
    She looked embarrassed, but I thought the very slight darkening of her cheeks actually looked pretty. “Well … yes, it was one of the few sets of imagechips we had in my family.” 
 
    “Don’t make it sound like a shameful secret; I had copies on board Teraikon that I had to leave behind!” I returned to the subject at hand. “No, I don’t. He’s got some kind of secret, but … I don’t think he was lying about being in a lot of danger when Frankel and I were fighting. He may be resistant to psi probes, but that won’t protect him or anyone else from being squashed by someone throwing even more steel than he can lift down onto his head. And I never got the feeling that he thought we were actually primitive. Vick sometimes gives me that feeling, and, come to think of it, some of the Ptial did when I worked with them during the Uralian incident, but not Guvthor.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, then shrugged. “We all have secrets, I suppose. So you trust them both.” 
 
    “I think I—and you—have to, unless something happens to change our minds.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. Given that, are you still sure of our destination? Just because you trust them is no reason you have to follow either of them, and—speaking perfectly bluntly—I consider you the leader. If you wish to change course, we will do so.” 
 
    Change course. I hadn’t really thought about it much, not once we’d made the decision. But … “The only alternative I can see is Thann’ta, Vick’s homeworld. We can’t go anywhere in the Empire and I don’t have many contacts outside … well, there’s the Ptial; they respect me. But there’re … complications to trying to negotiate there.” I recalled the invitation I’d gotten from the Hyarale, the High Priestess of Narleya, after my tour of duty, and what the transfer had entailed. I had declined, for some obvious reasons and some not quite so easy to define, and there were those in my command who’d thought I was insane to turn her down. Still … Definite complications. Not quite that desperate. “What about you?” 
 
    She looked intrigued by my comments about the Ptial, but shook her head. “I have none useful for this little problem, no.” 
 
    “Then I don’t see I have very much choice,” I said regretfully. “Either Thovia or Thann’ta, and there’s no way I’m going to choose Thann’ta—and not just because it’s a place that kicked out someone like Vick simply because he wasn’t born a psi. I heard through Taelin in a couple of letters—before I had to leave—that Thann’ta was enough of interest that the Monitors and Security both were keeping an eye on them. That’s not a direction the most-wanted fugitive in the Empire should be going.” I didn’t of course know for certain that I was the most-wanted, but—being honest with myself—I couldn’t think of anyone else that would out-rank a renegade former Imperial officer who happened to also be a potentially ultra-class psionic for that dubious honor. 
 
    “Thovia it has to be, then. Let’s hope our large furry passenger’s mysterious hints turn out to have as much substance as he implies.” 
 
    “So,” I said, that subject having been closed, “I was wondering about you. Where do you come from? Rumors fly in all directions and of course you’ve never confirmed any of them. I can guess you must’ve been pretty poor, if you only had a few imageplay series on chip. Border family?” 
 
    “Not … exactly.” She looked reluctant, and I think she almost turned away at that point; but something, probably her promise to let me ask some of these questions, kept her from doing so. “I was … my family is … contract workers.” 
 
    “Family?” I know that sounded stupid, but The Eönwyl was such a lone and singular figure I’d never thought about her having had family, although obviously she must have had someone. “So you worked out your Contract?” 
 
    She started to laugh, then cut herself off with an apologetic glance at me. “Sasham … I really shouldn’t laugh. One of the things I did … and do … find admirable about you is that you still have a touch of innocence and faith. But after what you’ve found out, I hope it won’t come to you as a complete shock that … in many cases … it is not nearly so easy to actually work off the Contract as popular image supposes. Especially on certain worlds.” 
 
    I tried not to look scandalized, even though I felt the anger at such an accusation try to burn its way outward. I guess she’s right, I am still innocent. Or more accurately stupidly naïve and clueless. Contract Worker was an option for anyone who had no job for whatever reason and needed one, though some worlds had almost none and others used a lot. Of course both companies and Imperial government agencies used Contract to fill positions that were difficult or dangerous or otherwise not in high demand, but the Contract was supposed to be something like a variant of military service; yes, you might be put in boring, dangerous, and/or strenuous work depending on your abilities, but at the end you’d work off your contract, have experience and recommendations to your credit, and probably a good sum of money in your pocket. 
 
    I shouldn’t be surprised if that, too, is something that’s been corrupted. “And I suppose your world is one of those.” 
 
    “My world,” and her smile was cold, her eyes looking into the distance at something I could not see and was suddenly glad I couldn’t, “is the defining example. Most of the workers there are at least third-generation Contract.” 
 
    I restrained the involuntary protest, and instead felt utter horror. At least three generations? Generations of people living under Contract, never getting out? Slavery is outlawed, yet this … this would be slavery. “Where in Torline’s name was this?” 
 
    “Fanabulax.” 
 
    I remembered a black city, fallen buildings of alien design—conical towers, indented-sided pyramids, sweeping arcs not quite right for human design—under a sky as black as the crumbling walls, a sky that must once have been blue but one whose air had been torn away by some catastrophe of unimaginable proportions; and I remembered the dark foreboding that followed me from that quick sight inside, not departing even in the brightest light of the corridors, and how inexpressibly relieved I’d been to leave that system behind. “Torline’s Swords. You lived there?” 
 
    Her grim expression lightened in surprise. “You know it?” 
 
    “Been there once, part of some secret cargo transfer to Oro direct from that hellhole.” I couldn’t quite suppress a shudder. “I thought the excavations were worked almost entirely by automatic! The surface of that place is frightening enough.” 
 
    The cynical smile made her look a lot older. “Oh, most people—who think about it at all—think it’s run by automatics too. But … automatics don’t work well for long on Fanabulax. Sometimes people don’t, either, but … we replace ourselves, after all.” 
 
    I stared at her for a moment. “How … how did you ever get out, then?” 
 
    She laughed. “I didn’t, not by myself. It was a cosmic joke played at Borell Dellitama’s expense.” She leaned back, and at least now the smile wasn’t entirely bitter. “About fifty years or so back, my uncle was a contract worker like the rest of us. But one day there were a bunch of important people brought in to view … one of the excavations. Uncle Rall was … I guess you’d call him a foreman on the excavation, so he was there to do some of the show-and-tell. 
 
    “As the group reached the main showpiece, there was a cave-in, and my uncle ended up throwing himself in the way of some of the fall to keep it from hitting one of the tour group. Saved her life, no question of it, though it was a stupid move; Uncle even said so himself, saving people who probably wouldn’t so much as look at him with gratitude. 
 
    “But he’d just saved Thelassy Dor’Kane.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. “By the Towers!” 
 
    She echoed the laugh. “Exactly. One of the Five Families, and from my Uncle’s account one who’d been getting a more and more sour expression throughout the tour, as though she didn’t like what she was seeing. As soon as she was sure Uncle Rall—well, he wasn’t Rall then, he was MIN-22/EXCA-2-Voln-19—was going to recover, she bought out his contract. In full. And then asked him what he wanted to do with his freedom.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. He didn’t have a name?” 
 
    “It’s considered easier to give us category designations and specific subdesignates,” she answered, the bitterness returning full-force. “We can invent our own nicknames, and consistency of designation ensures it’s easy to keep track of us. Where was I? So, anyway, Uncle Rall takes himself a name and tells Thelassy that what he wants to do is be an independent pilot. And she hands him enough money so that he could’ve retired right there. 'If you want to, you can go live a life of luxury without all that work,’ ” she said, 'or you can use that to become what you want.’ ” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s Five Families for you. It’s a test of character; do you really want to work, or do you just want the results? So your Uncle Rall took up the challenge.” 
 
    “He got the hull and started building onto it, got a big ongoing contract to help establish a new colony, learned the ropes while he was doing their ferry work, yes. Twenty years ago he finally finished paying back everything to Thelassy. And announced he was going to start working to get his entire family off Fanabulax.” She smiled, with a reminiscing expression that held a startlingly gentle fondness. “He used to drop by for visits without warning; my mom and dad would try to keep it quiet, but he’d always drop off gifts, tell us stories, and I’d sneak out of bed to listen to him talking to my parents all the time. I used to get in trouble for that, too.” 
 
    “So The Eönwyl is—was—your uncle’s ship? What happened?” 
 
    She hesitated, and for a moment—despite all the shielding, and that strange sensation I sometimes felt around her—I sensed somehow that in that hesitation were some secrets she was not ready to tell, perhaps not ready to think about. But finally she spoke. “When my uncle died, it turned out that he’d left everything—including complete freedom—to me. Borell hated that—I … was really good at my job and he really couldn’t afford to lose someone who’d spent eighteen years in the mines and not had a single day lost to shadow-madness. But there wasn’t a single thing he could do about it, since the will itself had been witnessed and countersigned by old Thelassy herself before she died. When I stepped into that ship, I stood in the hatchway and told him three things: that my name was The Eönwyl, that I would be coming back for my parents, and that I hoped he’d live just long enough to see that happen and not one second longer.” 
 
    There were a thousand more questions that story raised with me—questions ranging from that eerie and frightening term “shadow-madness” to whatever was behind her hesitations—but I could see she’d already said as much as she meant to say, maybe more. “Thanks. I know you never talk about yourself, but if we’re travelling this far…” 
 
    She was silent for a moment, and then she looked up with a small smile playing about the corners of her mouth. “I promised. A fair trade. And perhaps not a bad one. I know your secrets, now you know some of mine.” 
 
    “And I have something new to fight for along the way,” I said wryly, realizing that now that I understood what drove the Eönwyl I could hardly ignore it. 
 
    Her eyes widened for just a moment, and at that glance I felt something in me respond, as though awakening under that incredibly blue gaze. “You mean that.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” I said, part of me still confused by my own reaction. “Hey, if I’m going up against the entire Empire, I might as well plan on cleaning up everything while I’m at it!” 
 
    She smiled at the lighthearted way I phrased that. “I suppose you might as well, yes.” 
 
    But just for a moment her eyes met mine again. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3 
 
    Shagrath: 
 
    You have still not located him. The thought was a statement, not a question; Shagrath knew that his allies would have told him instantly had they even a guess where Varan was. The point was to drive home the fact that though many things were going according to plan, there was still a dangerous random factor going unchecked. 
 
    Not located. Departed for unknown destination, galaxy is wide, wide, and none of our pieces have seen the ship or any of its passengers. The shrieking, multilayered mindvoice was soothing to Shagrath’s sensibilities, and especially when it carried the undertone of defensive nervousness. Only now were they beginning to recover from their losses due to Varan and his unexpected allies, sustained over a month ago, and they were still all too aware that Shagrath’s power outmatched theirs, especially now. 
 
    The galaxy is wide, yes, but his choice of destinations is exceedingly narrow within the Empire, and not tremendously abundant outside of that, he reminded them. 
 
    No more are we, his allies reminded him, not without a hint of bitterness. Dispersed, scattered across the Reborn Empire, stretched and weak. Perhaps others of Us exist, but they will have their own Nexus. Will you support us against them? 
 
    That was indeed a point he had not considered in some time. This group had been terribly weak when he had found them, but it was quite possible—even probable, he supposed—that another nest of the beings already existed somewhere in the galaxy, and by their nature two separate groups would be very much unlikely to cooperate. 
 
    He could not afford the loss of these allies; not when those of his own people numbered less than the fingers of his current hands, and most of those were tending to other indispensable duties. Yes, I shall. I shall of course give them the option to simply join forces, but if they do not, I will not permit them to destroy you. As long as you serve me faithfully, you need not fear that, at the least. 
 
    He could sense their gratitude, cold and self-serving as it was, and he smiled inwardly. They might suspect, but could not know, that he hadn’t the slightest intention of letting any of them survive in the long run; their powers were much too dangerous even to one such as he, especially if they understood enough about what they faced, and in the end this group would understand enough. That is settled, then, but your difficulties are noted. Still, there are those areas outside of the Empire he may go. 
 
    The Zchoradan Meld? 
 
    He thought about that. Perhaps. A bold move that would be, indeed … but one that I believe is hopeless, and I think he would think so as well. His name is already known to them, and not kindly, and in the current circumstances … well, the Vmee Zschorza would use him as a bargaining chip with us. He knew the ruling body of the Zchoradan Meld only through official communications, but had little doubt how they would react to a renegade psionic coming to them with a fantastic story of some kind of treacherous super-being manipulating the Empire. 
 
    It is well, for we would be all too likely sensed there, not in our power, not strong to hide. Same, as well, for Ptial. There we will not go. 
 
    That was a bit more of a concern, for there he would not go either, not if he had any choice. Though they were vastly fallen from what they had been in ages past, separated from their main forces when the Ptial had fled from the Fall into the intergalactic depths, still they had certain … connections that he was very loath to test. Earth was fallen, and mostly secure, though some of his people reported disturbing activity in the last few centuries. Ptial remained an unknown factor. Understood. Some of your people will be in the forces that picket the Ptialian border, but I ask none of you to travel to their worlds. 
 
    He also wouldn’t ask them to even attempt to spy on the R’Thann; that was a place they would not go until their strength had peaked. But… A thought that had been nagging at him for days finally broke through, and he cursed in a language older than the Fall. There is one other place. 
 
    They were neither stupid nor slow, and he did not even finish forming the thought before they understood. Thovia! The clouded world. 
 
    Yes. The untouched yet thrice-fallen. 
 
    The shrieking thought patterns were grim. We shall send a part of us thence immediately. Clouded they are, but they have little to sense us directly and know not of us to seek. But we like that world little, it disturbs us nearly as much as the Black Place. 
 
    One of the few pieces of commonality between all species. Shagrath had found no one—not even himself—who found Fanabulax pleasant. He doubted he ever would. Thovia disturbs me as well, for reasons you know. But all I need from you is the knowledge that Varan is there. 
 
    It shall be done. He shall be found, be it on Thovia or on any of the thousands of worlds of the Empire. 
 
      
 
    He allowed himself a tiny smile as he strode to the small bathroom and checked his appearance. Keep watching. But for now it is not a terrible problem. His absence has certain benefits. But we must discover him sooner or later, and I would much rather it be sooner. He cut off communications; he would be entering mind-shields soon enough anyway. 
 
    This was the unfortunately inevitable downside to this approach; by increasing fear and paranoia of psionics, one could indeed drive all sorts of useful changes in the way the Empire ran things, but that also meant that anyone who was anyone would have at least one mind-shield active around any installation of note, and would be trying to get something installed on their vehicles and anywhere else. Were it not for the absolutely prohibitive energy drain, every city in the Empire would be clamoring for city-wide shielding. Even Dimensional Tap technology had its limits in that area. 
 
    As he passed from his private quarters back into the main secure area of Silan-Luria, he felt the constricting weight of the shield drop upon him like a suffocating blanket. Mind-shields everywhere. He was thus severely restricted in his capabilities within most Imperial domains, and certainly in any of the Five Families’ holdings (which posed some rather amusing difficulties for Borell Dellitama and others who were now Shagrath’s allies and much more dependent on the powers of the mind than even Shagrath). Oh, he could always call on the ancient powers if he had to, but that was definitely something for true desperation, or for very long-planned deep policy. 
 
    Fortunately, the wealth of interrogations and executions could be used for more than one purpose; in the next few months he expected he would regain all of that power he had expended in rewriting the knowledge and records of the Teraikon and her crew. If he could maintain the current schedule, he might well achieve a level of power that had not been seen in the galaxy in millennia. 
 
    But tend to the present first, for the future will follow in its own time, he reminded himself, and entered the conference room. 
 
    Somewhat to his surprise, the Emperor himself was there, seated at the far end of the goldwood-panelled room in the high chair, almost a throne, reserved for him. The Emperor was showing some signs of age now—he was nearing two hundred, after all—but his black, rather curly hair was still thick (if touched with gray), his dark brown skin only beginning to wrinkle, and his brown eyes still sharp. I suppose it’s just as well, he thought. In accordance with operations I’d have had to go and brief him on the meeting; this saves time. He performed the Six-and-One with military precision and saw it returned, then performed a more perfunctory salute to the others at the table, who returned it with equally casual gestures—all except one, who returned it with flair and emphasis. Lukhas Mel’Tasne, naturally. 
 
    “Thank you for waiting, your Majesty, milords,” he began. All the others present were technically nobility; he, Shagrath, was the only one who might be considered ordinary in rank, something he had chosen deliberately—but that still, sometimes, chafed him. Still, he had more power than any of them save the Emperor … and the Emperor would not be a problem. 
 
    “No thanks needed, Prime Monitor,” Lukhas said gravely. “You implied there were issues of great importance to discuss, so a few minutes matters little.” A quick smile (perhaps with a hint of mockery? It was very hard to tell, and given Lukhas’ current position he’d be taking quite a risk). “And the Emperor had some most exquisite delicacies served while we waited.” 
 
    Did he, now? “Importance indeed. Unfortunately not news of joyous import. You know, of course, that following the increased security probes we located a significant number of psispies whose allegiances were hard to determine, even under … rather extensive questioning.” 
 
    Heldan Khardan grunted, an uncouth noise from so small and delicate-looking a man. “But with certain … subtle indications, based on what little back history we could determine.” 
 
    “Subtle indications no more, I am afraid.” He activated the projector. 
 
    “Based on several tips directed to us by Imperial Security,” he nodded to Lukhas, “we raided Missitrill Base on Vhelekin, a Chakron colony located near Tangia sector. The report arrived only a few hours ago; this is what we found.” 
 
    The image had the sharp yet amateurish look that field recorders always gave these kind of reports, but for those present—used to seeing such reports—that very quality brought home the immediacy and reality of the imagery, and that made the impact even greater. 
 
    Even without it, the events unfolding would have held most of them spellbound; armored troops of the Empire pushed into the base, but found themselves opposed by dozens, hundreds of Chakrons also in Imperial armor. More, waves of invisible force hammered into the strikeforce; some of the men staggered, screamed, fell without so much as a mark on them. The firefight intensified, Imperials slaying Imperials with their own weapons, then a wall of impossibly intense flame materialized within the attackers’ ranks, incinerating a dozen of them—and several of the centipedal defenders as well. Despite this the defenders kept fighting. 
 
    The commanding officer ordered a secondary force to do a flanking maneuver using override codes through the next section of the base; the report switched to the secondary force’s commander. His force managed to use swift movement and a precision strike from one of the support vessels to out-flank the main body—and come directly in contact with the source of the preternatural forces: several Chakrons, or so it appeared, in a fortified interior bunker. Flames and ice and phantom force slaughtered most of the strike force, but the commander managed to reach the secondary control panel and override central command, bringing up the psi-shields inside the base. A final volley of fire silenced the beings within the bunker. 
 
    “And here we have the truly crucial part of the report,” Shagrath said quietly, as the recording crew inspected the bunker, to find some disquietingly familiar equipment hidden within … and the camera focused in tightly on the remaining bodies, particular parts of their exoskeletons, patterns, angles… 
 
    “Fallen Towers. Those aren’t Chakrons, they’re Zchorada,” Lukhas said suddenly. 
 
    “Precisely so, White Controller. And many of the troops involved never knew it. Our people killed each other and, for the most part, both sides were fighting the good fight as far as they knew.” 
 
    “You are saying,” the Emperor said slowly, “that one of my bases, one of my military bases, was in the control of Zchoradan psis?” 
 
    He bowed his head. “I am afraid that is precisely the case, Majesty.” 
 
    “This is absolutely intolerable. It is an act of war in any possible definition,” Ralia Ha’Ni Rishak said after a horrified pause. “And the loss of security … What have they learned from this?” 
 
    “It is far too early to tell exactly what information may have been sent back,” Shagrath said, keeping the grave, regretful expression on his face; it was sometimes difficult to manage that when the real expression would be … quite inappropriate. “Especially since the Zchorada went to considerable lengths to make their connections with the homeworlds vague indeed. It would seem obvious that such a thing could not possibly have been done without the knowledge and direction of the Vmee Zschorza … yet we cannot prove it.” 
 
    The Emperor looked at him with a cold glare. “Are you telling us that the Zchorada have infiltrated and controlled one of our bases, and that we should do nothing because we cannot prove it?” 
 
    “Not at all, Majesty,” he said quickly. “I am saying, however, that despite—as Milady Rishak said—the intolerable nature of this offense, we could not actually prove it an act of war. And in truth, we are not fully prepared for war against the Zchorada. We need more time to prepare the proper forces, to determine the full nature and extent of their current alliances, and so on.” 
 
    Lukhas was frowning, but not at his words. I think you see some of what lies ahead, human. How you react to it—both now, and in days to come—will tell me whether you can be used, or are a threat to my plans. 
 
    The others were whispering amongst themselves, and Khardan finally spoke. “We can at least lodge a strong protest. They may deny it, but if we send some very powerful forces to the border, it might put more appropriate fear into them, especially since we’ve uncovered such a well-covered plot.” 
 
    “I agree,” the Emperor said, “and it shall be done. However, Prime Monitor, I believe I see a much greater problem.” 
 
    “Yes…” Lukhas said, very slowly. “Chakrons.” 
 
    Shagrath allowed an expression of relief to show as the Emperor nodded. “I did not wish to bring that subject up alone. But yes. If the Zchorada have succeeded in this, I believe it demonstrates something that we have been afraid of: that they can use this species, so similar to their own, as cover, and perhaps some of them are deliberate traitors. There were at least a few such in Missitrill Base; in addition, of course, many of them were mind-controlled and of those some may never be the same—may never be trustworthy again, through no fault of their own.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Kyrell Dellitama said, face going pale. “That we must lock up each and every Chakron in the Empire?” 
 
    “No, no!” Shagrath said hastily. “We must hope and pray it would never come to that. But we must be aware that Chakrons are a higher-risk group. They may not be what they appear, or they may sympathize with the Zchorada, or be mind controlled—even with the extensive current use of mind shields. I simply think we need to alert our forces to be more aware of Chakron activities, keep a closer eye on them. For their own good as well—most of the Chakron are loyal and valuable citizens of the Empire; they don’t want their good name and their appearance used against them.” 
 
    The Emperor looked somewhat torn; several others of the Five Families’ representatives wore similar expressions. Lukhas, however, simply tightened his lips, then nodded. “We will need to phrase things very carefully, at least at first. Additional security surveillance can be added in increments, once the initial shock is past.” 
 
    My, my, my, what truths are now revealed. He had always suspected that even the apparently noble Lukhas Mel’Tasne harbored the same ambitions and desire for power and control that the prior White Controller had possessed; after all, he didn’t believe anyone sought such positions if that wasn’t one of their essential features. But so gratifying to see him stepping forward to defend his Empire with such vigor that he will destroy an entire species’ freedom in the name of protecting them. He considered whether, perhaps, Lukhas might not have reacted this way a few months ago … before he was forced to declare his little brother Taelin kattasi and reduce him to a member of the Great Families … with every likelihood that he’d have to demote Taelin even farther soon. Such losses harden a man; when you sacrifice your beloved brother, what care you for the sacrifices of others a thousand lightyears away? 
 
    Perhaps we can indeed reach an accord, Lukhas Mel’Tasne. Perhaps we can. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “Sasham, are you sure this is entirely wise?” Guvthor inquired. 
 
    I shrugged. “The Eönwyl and I discussed it for quite a while, and neither of us sees any likely risks.” 
 
    We could, nonetheless, remain safely in Conversion. What is the benefit that justifies even the unlikely risk? 
 
    “Up-to-date information,” The Eönwyl answered. “We’re about to leave Imperial space, and we’ve crossed most of the Empire in complete isolation. Given that the Imperial Relay network is set up to send information directly to and from Oro via Nexus drive wherever possible, and given my own experience, I’ve picked us a system that’s less than one day from a Relay system—close enough that they always have a courier with news going back and forth.” 
 
    “And since Imperial News Updates are automatically broadcast for passing vessels,” I continued, “we don’t have to land or even come close enough to be identified. And this way we get a full update on what’s happened up until about a week ago rather than over three months. Which is bound to be a lot.” 
 
    Guvthor nodded thoughtfully. “A most efficient method of distributing information, given the limitations. All Stellar Nexus points are required to have courier or messaging ships on station, then?” 
 
    I grinned, as The Eönwyl turned to prepare for Tach Downbreak. “Not quite THAT efficient. That’d be expensive, keeping a synched messaging connection open, or having Nexus vessels always waiting. There’s regular update schedules, usually once a week. If there’s some really VERY important event—Imperial coronation, declaration of war, something like that—all seventeen Nexuses in Oro system will have synched connections open before the announcement and the announcement gets transmitted in real time.” 
 
    “Seventeen?” The involuntary exclamation showed how startled Guvthor was; he was usually the most controlled individual I knew, even if his demeanor tended to make it seem more simply easy-going. 
 
    “Seventeen. One of the major reasons we chose Oro as the capital, actually. Now, some of the systems on the other end of the Oro Nexuses will also have synched relays to other systems, but not all of them. Still, those announcements go out very fast. Given that a lot of connections have to ferry across to other nearby systems—not all systems have a working Nexus point to any usable system—average speed to a given Imperial world is usually about ten or fifteen times greater than a straight flight with a fast TC courier.” 
 
    “Downbreak in two minutes. Everyone take your places,” The Eönwyl said, cutting the discussion short. “I don’t expect trouble, but we don’t want to be unprepared for it, either.” 
 
    Shortly the screeching, diminishing whine of Downbreak resonated through The Eönwyl and the viewplates cleared to show the normal star-dotted space as seen from the unremarkable system of Rullat. 
 
    I activated the D-Comm system. “INU system shows active … accepting query ping…” 
 
    The Eönwyl was quiet, watching all other sensors for any sign of interest. Rullat was a common through-stop system, a short distance from several major systems, and thus one more vessel should be completely unnoticeable … but we had no idea what level of resources Shagrath had to watch for us, specifically, or how good they might be. The screaming-voiced things would undoubtedly recognize us even from a huge distance if even a hint of our minds could be sensed through the screens, and there was so far no telling how many of those monsters Shagrath had at his command. 
 
    “Date range determined … Parameters of interest accepted … downloading data now.” At that, I saw The Eönwyl begin setting up the next Conversion jump—presumably, direct to Thovia itself. 
 
    Several minutes went by; D-Comms have unfortunately somewhat limited bandwidth over long in-system distances, and we were getting a lot of info even by restricting it to some fairly narrow parameters—though not narrow enough to signal who we were, in case someone had set up alarms for people searching for a particular set of circumstances, subjects, or individuals. “Update complete!” 
 
    She didn’t wait for me to say anything else; the hum rose to a whine and The Eönwyl lunged forward into the streaming opalescence of Conversion space. “No sign of any interest in us whatsoever,” she reported with quiet satisfaction. 
 
    Then we have your news and are on our way? 
 
    “We do indeed,” I said, opening and decompressing the data package. “Enough to keep all of us busy looking for anything interesting, at least until our next dinner-and-questions, and maybe for the next several days.” 
 
    “Ahh, it’s good to have new things to occupy us,” Guvthor said cheerfully. “After all, we have yet another three months ahead of us. But I am glad you all still seem to find value in the Togron Gon Roltav.” 
 
    “Togron Gon Roltav” was the phrase which Guvthor said referred to an ancient Thovian tradition and translated roughly as “Dinner-and-questions” or possibly “Dinner of interrogation”. It was the way in which separate groups—I got the impression of anything ranging from clans to large tribal or even primitive nation groupings—of Thovians would learn of each other and begin conducting negotiations. Representatives of the groups would have a dinner together and each would in turn relate some incident of their past which they felt might interest or enlighten the group. I got the impression of something that combined competitive bragging, veiled threats, honest history, and rule-of-thumb psychology to allow all sides to gain an insight into the kind of people they were facing. 
 
    “Of course,” Guvthor had said, with a sharp-toothed grin that was clearly meant to be unsettling, “If the story is offensive, the meaning is hostile, or some of the food is poisoned, it may proceed to Voltan Hok Roltav—Feast of Combat—immediately.” 
 
    Fortunately, we had managed to avoid that in the three Dinner-and-Questions so far. It was overall a really good idea, I had to admit, and even The Eönwyl had agreed after an initial reluctance; the four of us might be bound together by necessity, but we needed to really understand each other—probably both the good and bad—before we could be united, and I thought we needed to be united. 
 
    But right now, the news was the important thing. As it was now available over the main ship systems, we all could search through it to see what items of interest might be seen. 
 
    It comes as no surprise that the murderous psionic Sasham Varan is a major news item, Vick said dryly in his telepathic voice. At least you may be pleased to know that you remain the very best at what you do; you are considered by far the most-wanted criminal in Imperial space. 
 
    I said nothing, but I felt a sting of tears I refused to shed. I had known this would come, but there was still a tearingly painful wrongness at seeing myself displayed under the Imperial Fugitive: Most Dangerous code as I had seen so many others. Not for the first time, I wondered now how many of those others had been something other than what they were claimed to be. None? One? Dozens? I supposed I would never know, until and unless we managed to defeat Shagrath and his allies. 
 
    “Now that is … interesting,” Guvthor said slowly, some time later. The word “interesting” was said in the same way one might use it when coming across an infestation of Ghek’nan in your hometown. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The update contains a full transcript of the records of the Teraikon,” he said, pointing us all to the relevant section. “It shows the entire battle between you and Monitor Frankel. Except that what it shows is not what happened.” 
 
    “So they faked it; this is no great feat,” The Eönwyl said, unimpressed. “Of course they’re going to have all sorts of faked evidence to back up their story. We have the actual recording you brought with you.” 
 
    I felt my mouth going dry with horror as I examined the files. “Torline’s Swords. That … That should be impossible.” At her confused glance, I beckoned her over to my screen. “It’s not just the video record, Eönwyl. It’s the actual record transcript. It’s got the full authentication embed layers, all of them, and they all check out perfectly.” 
 
    Now she went pale and said something under her breath that translated to something like “collapsing tunnels”—an expression that made a lot of sense now that I knew she’d been a contract miner. “You’re right. That should not be possible.” 
 
    But it obviously is possible, so waste no more time in incredulity, Vick thought coldly. We now gain a greater insight into the capabilities of our foe, and see that we were even more justified in fleeing than we had thought. See here, testimony from all of the crew. All of them have had their memories re-written. 
 
    “That frozen-hearted tzil.” I ground my teeth at the thought. “So everything we went through to convince them is completely wiped out.” 
 
    Perhaps not completely, Vick said after a pause. The soul does not forget, its history is recorded thereupon. But the mind and brain can be more easily changed, and if the brain does not support your memory, it is hard indeed for the soul’s knowledge to be expressed as anything other than vague feelings and the occasional dream. 
 
    We continued going through the news summary. The fall of Missitrill Base was noted and passed on by The Eönwyl, and as I read the commentary and preliminary reactions, I felt a hollow pit opening inside me, aching and empty. “Towers, no.” It was made even worse by seeing the name attached to many of the new security directives: Lukhas Kaje Mel’Tasne, White Controller. 
 
    And my name was being cited there. And in more detail under a resolution for more anti-psi research. And yet again, with pictures of a devastated, pillaged city and witnesses claiming I’d directed the entire attack, with my two alien lieutenants Sooovickalassa and Guvthor. 
 
    “Two?” inquired Guvthor. 
 
    To our surprise, there was almost no mention of The Eönwyl. It was as though our escape had been described specifically to make it so that I was personally responsible for the destruction of the two hangars plus a Marjaav-class patrol vessel. “But why in the name of the Emperor would they just leave you out?” 
 
    The Eönwyl shrugged, clearly as puzzled as the rest of us. It was Vick who finally came up with an answer. 
 
    They wish to know when you are found. When you are seen on some world. But ideally they wish to capture or destroy you themselves, not through other agents. So they keep the precise identity of your transportation to themselves. Shagrath knows. Trusted agents—your Monitors—will know. But the general population will not. This allows them to make some use of the general population, spotting you, myself, or the Thovian, but not allowing anyone but their agents to be able to identify you via a specific vessel at a distance. Thus, no mention in the public release of The Eönwyl, but tremendously many of you. 
 
    My name, it turned out, was the third-most-common significant search term in the entire data feed, after “Emperor/Empire/Imperial” and “The Five”. 
 
    Skimming the rest, feeling almost numb, I caught mention of another familiar name, moved back. “Well, what do you know. There’s some good news. Taelin won the Osean Seven Stars!” 
 
    Our two alien scientists didn’t appear to recognize the name, but The Eönwyl turned. “Really? That’s very good even for one of the Five.” 
 
    “Taelin is very good, even for one of the Five.” I grinned as I continued to read, and then felt the grin—and my momentary cheer—drain away. 
 
    The Eönwyl was—surprisingly—next to me. “Sasham? Sash, what is it? You look like you’re going to cry!” 
 
    I tried to speak, but I found I just couldn’t; all I could do was point. 
 
    The Eönwyl read aloud: “Taelin Ardan’s victory must have felt like a deliberate and studied insult to the Empire, as The Five had declared Taelin Ardan Mel’Tasne kattasi only one day previously. In accordance with the declaration, Taelin dropped the Five-name and is, at least temporarily, going only as Taelin Ardan. 
 
    “There is speculation as to whether he will join one of the known Great Families. However, the grim tragedy which seems to have broken what was once one of the Five’s most shining lights—the discovery that one of his closest friends, newly-elevated by his own actions, Captain Sasham Varan, had become a psychopathic ultrapsionic whose first act had been to kill one of their mutual friends—continues; unless Taelin Ardan takes up his responsibilities again, even the Greater Families will be forced to reject him…” she trailed off. 
 
    I got up slowly. “I … need to be alone now.” 
 
    My cabin was no comfort, but at least there I could scream my rage, smash my fist into Atlantaean hull with futility and pain, even cry. There were other ways to interpret the desperate message I’d sent Taelin those months ago, but he would have trusted me, maybe, even if he knew I was a psionic … but not now. Not when he could see what I’d done to Frankel, not when he could check the authentication codes and see that this was nothing but truth, that in one year his friend had become a monster. 
 
    In some ways, seeing this—that the irrepressible, ever-cheerful, ever-resourceful paragon of the Five, Taelin, was now shattered—was the worst thing Shagrath had done. And it explained Lukhas’ behavior, too. Lukh had lost his brother and me, and all that was left was to protect the Empire … from me. 
 
    I could almost hear Shagrath laughing. 
 
    Finally I rose from my bed and took a deep breath. I won’t let this break me. I won’t let him win. 
 
    “You hear me, Shagrath?” I shouted at the empty air. “I won’t let you win. Someday I’ll find Taelin and let him know the truth. Someday I’ll talk to Lukhas face-to-face and he’ll know he’s been had. 
 
    “And when that day comes, Shagrath,” I said, my voice still raw but iron hard, quiet, certain, “when that day comes, the Five will trap you, the Five will corner you and your monsters, and then I swear, by Torline and Niaadea, by the Six and One, by the Eternal King and by the Reborn Empire, I will be the last living thing you will ever see.” 
 
    The words fell into empty air … but somehow they filled my heart again, because I meant those words. I didn’t believe Taelin could be forever broken. I didn’t believe Lukhas could be forever fooled, that Shagrath could keep playing this game with the Five Families and not have them catch him. 
 
    More, I knew that the very fact he was spending this much effort to do it meant that he was very, very worried about me, about Sooovickalassa and Guvthor and The Eönwyl taking Captain Sasham Varan somewhere he did not control. 
 
    And so the most important thing in the Galaxy was that I never, ever let him break me. 
 
    There was a knock at my door. “Sasham?” 
 
    I opened it, and as The Eönwyl’s concerned gaze met mine, I felt everything click back into place, and I smiled. “I’m all right,” I said, and saw lines of worry smoothing out beneath that starburst of hair. 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Without quite knowing why, I took her hand and gripped it between mine. “Now I am. He wants to break me. He’s afraid of me, somewhere deep down, I think. And as long as I keep myself, as long as I don’t let him break me … then maybe I can keep him afraid.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 5 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    “Everyone in their positions?” she asked once more. She knew the answer, but in this case, it was best to make sure. 
 
    “Secured at secondary station,” Varan confirmed. 
 
    I am secured and ready to administer shielding needs, Vick thought calmly. 
 
    “Indeed, I am strapped in as well as can be managed. I am ready to come home.” Guvthor’s voice was particularly cheerful; she couldn’t blame him, she felt rather cheerful herself. She had come to like her shipmates better in the past six months, but still, six months was a long, long time to spend on a vessel with only three other people. It was different when you were completely alone. 
 
    “Then prepare for Downbreak into Thovia system.” 
 
    “You have made the appropriate fine calculations? I mean no disrespect, of course, but the accuracy needed for this particular maneuver—” 
 
    “Is taken care of. Trust me, Doctor, I know exactly what I’m doing. If you’ll recall, that’s why we dropped out of TC eleven lightyears back, so I could make sure we had that level of accuracy.” Three minutes, the indicators reminded her. “Assuming, of course, that the information you have given me on the Thovian system is of equal precision.” 
 
    The astrophysicist chuckled. “Of that you may rest completely assured. I will then await our emergence with equanimity.” 
 
    It was true that what Guvthor wanted them to do—emerge at the very edge of the conversion limit in the Thovian system, at a specific location which would place them precisely opposite from the Imperial contact settlement—was an impressively difficult challenge. On the other hand, she remembered her last entry to Fanabulax system; that had been even more precise than this. 
 
    “Don’t know whether it matters,” Varan muttered as the seconds counted down. “They may have picket satellites everywhere by now.” 
 
    “Not if they are willing to abide by my people’s wishes in the matter,” Guvthor said, having overheard. “Several of our Gan Hok Rin—what you might call spirit guides? Priests? Well, no matter, several of them have expressed our strong preference that no artificial satellites be placed within our sky unless they are properly tested and blessed by our tradition, and I am afraid that there has hardly been time for that to occur.” 
 
    She saw Varan chewing on that. While she didn’t harbor delusions that the Reborn Empire would never mislead native cultures, it would be very hard to maintain such a lie if you were taking some of its people and educating them, like Guvthor himself, to the point that they’d be able to detect your satellites using their own equipment. 
 
    “Downbreak in thirty seconds. We will emerge with all D-tech down or at minimal power so that only the emergence flare can betray us. If passives show no response thirty seconds later, The Eönwyl will power up and follow the course previously discussed.” 
 
    Ten seconds. Five. Three. Two … one… The shrill whine of the Downbreak echoed through the ship and all systems went dim, off or at standby, except the passive sensors. Ahead, a broad dark disk was stamped out of Thovia’s sun; they were directly opposite Thovia’s “day” side, on which—if time-matching were correct—the Imperial presence should be located. 
 
    “Such excellent piloting,” Guvthor said in a hushed voice, as though their voices might also be heard. “My compliments, Eönwyl.” 
 
    She said nothing, watching the D-scanners tensely. For several seconds, there was nothing. 
 
    She almost missed it, at seventeen seconds, when several swift, low-power spikes manifested. She leaned forward, replayed the data, overrode the automatic power-up. 
 
    “Eönwyl?” Varan asked tensely. 
 
    “Something just barely out of the noise. But something, I’m pretty sure. Spread-spectrum with a lot of tricks—a communication, I think. Without my comm countermeasures suite I’d never have seen it.” 
 
    Varan reached for his controls. “If we’ve been detected, we’d better—” 
 
    “I’m not sure we have. Wait a few more minutes; I’m still analyzing this. It was an isolated event, which makes some things difficult…” 
 
    But there were some indications, the most disquieting being that there was in fact a small but detectable difference in signal strength between the signals detected at the bow array and those in the arc arrays. Which could only mean… She spoke into the intercom. “Dr. Guvthor, did you activate any equipment following our Downbreak?” 
 
    There was a pause. When he answered, Guvthor’s good-humored voice held a note of chagrin. “I cannot deny it, Captain,” he said, her title being spoken without a trace of irony. “I had not expected even your sensor suite to detect it.” 
 
    “I will have an explanation, Doctor, and I will have one now,” she said in an iron tone. No one plays games with me on my ship! 
 
    “I am afraid not quite yet, Captain.” His response met her steel with his, though there was still nothing but respect in his voice. “You will understand the necessity soon enough, but I must ask you to respect my need to say no more on the matter until then.” 
 
    She debated with herself. She still controlled the ship. She could turn The Eönwyl around and Convert out of there, fly onward into the unexplored galaxy, back to the Empire, or anywhere else, and eventually Guvthor could talk or end up marooned on whatever planet amused her fancy. 
 
    But that would make the whole trip pointless; they’d come here on Guvthor’s word. Presumably whatever he was doing fit with that plan. He couldn’t be an Imperial spy; he’d had ample opportunity to betray them if he were. 
 
    She glanced at Varan, who looked almost ready to explode himself, but was restraining himself out of respect for her position. All right. “Very well, Doctor. But understand that I will not tolerate this level of secrecy or game-playing again, no matter what your cause—and you had better have a very, very good explanation for this time, or you will never set foot on my ship again.” 
 
    “Your objections are noted and completely reasonable, Captain, and I apologize for this secrecy. It will not be necessary in the future, and you will, I am confident, agree that it was both necessary and appropriate for this particular time.” 
 
    She said nothing. Aside from Guvthor’s mysterious short-lived signal, there hadn’t been a sign of activity anywhere in the system. “All systems powering up.” She nodded to Varan. 
 
    The former Imperial officer efficiently laid in a course on DD-drive which would take them to orbit and thence to landing, once they decided on a landing site. “I’m assuming a synchronous orbit—keep us away from the Imperial presence.” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Guvthor said to her surprise. “A lower orbit. Let us survey the area; few locations, or—I should say—few habitable locations on Thovia are suitable for even small spacecraft landing sites, and it may be the only reasonable ones available are at the Imperial outpost. It was important to enter the Thovian system without being seen, but now that we are in orbit, such stealth is unnecessary, perhaps even undesirable.” 
 
    She stared at the speakers as though the huge Thovian were standing in front of her. 
 
    “That makes no sense whatsoever, Guvthor,” Varan said finally. 
 
    It makes perfect sense if we assume the Thovian has gone mad, Vick pointed out. Otherwise it is utter nonsense! 
 
    Guvthor’s chuckle echoed through the ship. “I assure you it is neither madness nor senseless, and all shall be obvious in time.” 
 
    She gave a sigh and shrugged. “We’ve come this far on your word, I suppose we are bound to follow it to the end.” 
 
    In about an hour they entered a low orbit around Thovia’s equator. The planet, as shown in the data Guvthor had given them, had three major continents spaced roughly equidistant around the equator, all of them mountainous to a significant degree; plate tectonics were very active here. There was a minimal axial tilt, minimizing the seasonal shifts from one hemisphere to the other; overall the world seemed slightly colder than Imperial ideal, with significant icecaps on both poles and a lot of tundra edging the icecaps. The very large temperate zones were heavily forested on all three continents, although rainshadow in some areas led to wide, grassy plains regions that the Eönwyl commented looked perfectly good to set down on. 
 
    “Oh, indeed they are,” agreed the huge alien. “But we do not like the plains areas at all, and so meeting any of us would become problematic.” 
 
    So that’s what he meant by “habitable locations”. Places his people are willing to live. 
 
    It became quickly obvious that this meant, basically, temperate lowland and mountain forests. The narrow tropics and subtropics were sparsely populated and always in forested, mountainous regions. 
 
    There were a few other features of interest—the immense impact crater which had been on the night side when they arrived but which was now coming into dawning view, so huge that it needed no magnification to be seen from thousands of kilometers away. Sensitive night imagery of the dark side of the planet showed faint but detectable glows at many of the river intersections; like nearly all species, the Thovians clearly followed watercourses and built villages or even towns at them. 
 
    She did note, unsurprised, that scans showed some evidence of heavy metals, ancient stonework, and other remnants of civilization at many of these primitive locations. Almost every planet in the galaxy has remnants of the Fall. They, too, must have fallen and—only now—recovered. 
 
    “I could just clear a landing spot. As a vertical—” 
 
    “ABSOLUTELY not, Captain. Under no circumstances must you damage any of the forest unless it is utterly necessary, which it is not. We will contact the Imperial outpost now.” 
 
    “Since you’ve decided to give the directions, shall I contact them as The Eönwyl, or would you prefer I claim to be Guvthor Hok Guvthor?” 
 
    The booming laugh nearly deafened her. “An audacious lie that would be, but alas, unlikely to be convincing. Be yourself.” 
 
    By the Testing I hope this mad Thovian truly knows what he is doing. 
 
    “Torline and Niaadea, I second that,” Varan murmured. 
 
    And after evading it, we head straight into the dragon’s jaws. She activated the D-comm. “Thovia base, this is Free Trader The Eönwyl calling, requesting clearance to land.” 
 
    For long moments, there was no response. Puzzled, she verified the transmission band; their orbit was taking them almost directly over the Imperial outpost. It was impossible that they weren’t receiving. “Thovia base,” she repeated, “Free Trader The Eönwyl currently in orbit, requesting clearance to land.” 
 
    Another pause so long that she was opening her mouth to repeat her request a third time when an agitated voice suddenly crackled from the speakers. 
 
    “Eönwyl, Eönwyl, this is Imperial Contact Outpost Thovia, repeat, Imperial Contact Outpost Thovia. We request that you land immediately and provide assistance!” 
 
    The request was so utterly different from anything she expected that, for a moment, she found herself unable to do anything other than stare into Sasham Varan’s equally dumbfounded eyes. “Um … Outpost Thovia, this is The Eönwyl, we are willing to render assistance.” She was focusing the scanners on the area more closely. “Would you clarify the nature of your…” 
 
    “Torline’s Swords.” 
 
    The telescopic images of the small Imperial outpost snapped into clarity and suddenly it was not necessary to ask Outpost Thovia what had happened. A gray and brown smear cut through the almost universal dense blue-green of Thovia’s forests, an ugly, ragged-edged stain that began high up on the mountain flank and cut directly through Outpost Thovia. Dust still lingered so thickly in the air that the few remaining buildings were blurred. 
 
    “They were lucky any transmitters survived at all,” Varan said grimly. 
 
    “Outpost Thovia, this is The Eönwyl. We are on our way. Estimate arrival in twenty minutes. If possible, please get as clear an accounting of personnel as you can so that we know how many people we are looking for. With whom are we speaking?” 
 
    The voice on the other end was young, and it shook. Probably, she guessed, because its owner is still shaking at the nearness of death. “E… Eönwyl, thank you, it’s a miracle you’re here in time. We weren’t expecting…” The owner of the voice caught himself, got under control. “Eönwyl, this is Lieutenant Jan Mansteros, Imperial Contact Forces.” 
 
    She felt the first tiny vibrations of atmosphere. “Lieutenant, we will be there shortly. Can the natives assist?” 
 
    “They are already doing what they can, but all our modern equipment … was in the Outpost buildings.” 
 
    That will mean they have no useful medical tools at all short of splints and bandages. She glanced over, saw that Varan had already unstrapped himself. “This could get bumpy.” 
 
    A tiny smile flashed out and she realized he was already steadying himself as only a psi could, within the double-walled shielding Vick had installed. “Don’t worry about me. I’m getting all the medical supplies we have together.” 
 
    “Good.” She shifted the image focus, saw the cleared strip of lighter green and brown, reactivated the comm. “Lieutenant, the landing field appears clear; I will be putting down there unless you advise otherwise.” 
 
    “I … I certainly have no objection. Please land there immediately!” 
 
    “In moments only. Seven Standing, Outpost Thovia.” 
 
    “Standing and Unfallen,” Lieutenant Mansteros’ tone shifted very slightly; she thought that he might have actually recognized the irony in his situation and the traditional expression. “Standing and Unfallen, Eönwyl. Outpost Thovia out.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” she said over the shipwide comm, “it appears we have arrived just in time to be useful.” 
 
    How very convenient. 
 
    The three words sent a chill down her spine, though the thought had already been there, waiting to be acknowledged, before Dr. Sooovickalassa’s diamond-hard telepathic words brought it forward. 
 
    “Is it not?” agreed the cheerful voice of Guvthor, a voice that somehow seemed much deeper, much darker. 
 
    “Is it not convenient, indeed?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 6 
 
    Varan: 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I was more nervous about one of my allies than my enemies. We had no idea what, if anything, Outpost Thovia knew about me—news updates to places this far out often went on six month cycles—but most of the Outpost had just gotten wiped out by a landslide. 
 
    A landslide that, it seemed, our jovial and friendly astrophysicist had somehow arranged, and done so with one short transmission and the hour or so it had taken The Eönwyl to get from Downbreak point to orbit. A landslide which had obviously seemed perfectly natural, if terrifying, to the Imperials on the ground—no sensor warnings, nothing to put the base on attack alert, just one of the natural disasters that the Empire can control on heavily civilized worlds but not on some remote outpost. 
 
    And neither our shields, nor I, nor you, sensed anything psionic. Yet it surpasses belief that this is merely a convenient coincidence, and that [untranslatable concept of insult] Thovian’s tone and behavior confirm it. 
 
    Oh, I have no doubt he arranged it somehow. But I can’t figure out how, and I can’t even guess at why he did it. 
 
    A mental snort. Elimination of witnesses? In that case perhaps his haste led to a lack of complete efficiency, as there are survivors. 
 
    Maybe. Maybe. Vick’s suggestion was obvious enough that I should have thought of it, but I had not previously considered Guvthor to be that ruthless. Vick, yes. His people were aggressively meritocratic to the point of insanity from most people’s points of view; I’d gotten the impression that the Thovians were, however, much more interested in friendship, accommodation, and good times (even if those good times might occasionally involve battleaxes or more advanced weaponry). But he seemed very pleased with himself. My gut feeling is that if he did arrange this, he meant there to be survivors. 
 
    Which, naturally, makes him, or his people, even more dangerous. The backdrop of Vick’s thoughts, contrary to mine, brightened and filled with anticipation at this thought. I wonder if they have been Tested … or, audacity itself, think to Test us? This may indeed be a fine choice we have made, Varan! 
 
    The last thing I thought we needed was more of what Vick thought of as “Testing” and I thought of as “being placed in desperately dangerous circumstances”, but I felt more than heard a crunching sound as The Eönwyl set down. “Time to do what we can.” 
 
    The loading ramp was already lowering by the time we reached Guvthor’s bay. The huge Thovian scientist was already standing at the top of the ramp, and his expression showed no sign of the prior dark humor; he was grim and tense, and preceded us both down the ramp. 
 
    The first thing that struck me—literally—was the gravity. Thovia’s gravity was nearly one-third greater than Imperial normal, making the natives’ size even more unusual. Many high-gravity worlds had creatures and plants that tended more to the low and squat; here it seemed that both Thovian animals and Thovian plants took the gravity as a challenge and pushed themselves to extravagant extremes. 
 
    The air was next; cool, moving, sharp with scents of living plants that I had never smelled before, something that would have been invigorating and inspiring had it not been for the other smells and the pall of grey dust that still hung and drifted over the mountainside, brimstone-smell of broken rock, deep-wet smell of masses of turned earth, and the sharper, urgent, throat-raw stench of overloaded and burning electronics, plastics, overheated steel and smoldering paint. 
 
    We emerged into sunlight of a slightly brighter yellow than Oro’s, though the sun was also somewhat smaller at this distance, and saw a line of Thovians waiting for us some distance away. 
 
    That had an impact all its own. Guvthor alone was impressive, a towering and powerful presence, but as we approached, the shifting mob of immense fur-covered people loomed almost like the mountains around them. Guvthor, I saw, was big, even for his people—most of them were close to sixty centimeters shorter than the astrophysicist—but those average Thovians stood three meters high and must have massed over half a ton. Even the children who peeked out from behind their parents or—in some cases—started to dash out to meet us before being yanked back were considerably larger than I was, let alone tiny Vick, whose brilliantly golden crest and bright green scales clearly attracted a lot of attention. 
 
    A smaller and very different figure emerged from the mob at nearly a run, heading for The Eönwyl, who had now caught up with us. Lieutenant Jan Mansteros, as his Pentriyal accent had caused me to guess, was tall for a human, broad, with hair nearly as gold as Taelin’s but around a face that was rougher and a lot redder with effort and, probably, windburn. “Eönwyl, thank the Towers!” the Lieutenant gasped. “Is that—you have medical supplies?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it will be enough, but there are three field trauma and maintenance units, standard Guardsman issue, and I’ve got supplies for a Naval forward emergency medical treatment post.” 
 
    I had been startled myself to find out just how much medical material The Eönwyl had on hand, and clearly Lieutenant Mansteros was even more surprised and gratified. “I’d almost call that a miracle! Why…?” 
 
    “Because,” she cut him off, “I have spent a lot of time travelling in very remote areas, and I don’t dare rely on someone else having the right equipment.” 
 
    She glanced up, to where we could see, through drifting haze, the huge scooped-out scar on the mountainside that seemed to have come straight towards where we stood, only to have missed by a few hundred yards. “Enough talking. This is Sasham Varan, and Dr. Sooovickalassa, passengers, and Guvthor Hok Guvthor, whom we have just brought home.” 
 
    We were of course alert for any sudden reaction as she introduced us, and Mansteros did indeed stop dead in his tracks. But to my surprise, he turned abruptly to our Thovian friend. “Guvthor Hok Guvthor?” he repeated, his green eyes widening visibly. He began some kind of strange bow, but Guvthor caught his shoulder. 
 
    “No formalities necessary at this time, young Lieutenant,” Guvthor said. “I am but one of many.” 
 
    So directed, the Lieutenant did not attempt to repeat the formal greeting, but did continue talking, partly in Thovian; it was clear that Mansteros was one of the main contact “speakers”, a person intended to mingle with the native population and learn how they thought, how they behaved, what their rituals meant and how they might intersect—or might not—with Imperial traditions and values. The appearance of Guvthor also gave him some momentary distraction from what we were heading for. 
 
    It would seem both that your fame does not precede you, and that our Thovian friend has fame we did not previously recognize, Vick thought. 
 
    Yeah. Thinking on prior conversations and the little Thovian we’ve learned and looking at his name, I think it’s actually a title. He’s “The Guvthor of Guvthor”, a lord, a tribal or clan head, something like that. Enough that tradition would demand a proper greeting, anyway. 
 
    We moved through a forest whose trees were more like the Seven Pillars supporting the Imperial Palace, trunks wider than The Eönwyl’s main hull rising for possibly three hundred meters, maybe more. The whole world is built to a grander scale; these trees make even the Thovians look small. Perhaps there would be lots of underbrush in the deeper forest, but this was settled country; here and there I could see collections of cabins, buildings of smaller logs, stone slabs, wooden planking, roofs of shingled stone—slate or something like it, I thought. 
 
    And then the forest came to an end, as sharp as a sword-cut, and we could look unobstructed up the mountain to the center of that ugly scar, and down, down more than two kilometers to where the nigh-unstoppable force had finally met its match in the immovable object of the valley floor, piling the splintered wreckage of once-proud forest giants mingled with the white cast-stone and silver-bronze metal of an Imperial Outpost in a jumbled matrix of black, deep earth, grey stone, and brown soil that formed an immense bulwark across the valley; already a small lake was beginning to form where the landslide blocked a distant river, while farther down the river’s course dried up in the slanting sunshine. 
 
    “No point in going down there,” I said quietly, just loud enough to be heard over the hissing-rattling-clinking of the settling slide. “Anything that went down that far … no survivors possible.” 
 
    “How many people are we looking for?” 
 
    The Lieutenant almost managed a smile. “Not … as many as I first thought.” We could see now a number of human beings with a scattering of other non-Thovian species near the only intact building (a few others had partially survived). A few of these were already actively working with Thovians trying to dig out the mangled remains of the other buildings, but many looked to be in shock. “A lot of the main contact team was in a … well, call it a school celebration, not to get into details … and were on the one side of the camp, saw the slide coming, and most of them got clear, or mostly clear. 
 
    “Really it’s only about fifteen or twenty people—mostly the garrison and command staff, I’m afraid. I appear to be ranking survivor, actually.” 
 
    Even an outpost like this would rate a Captain as CO, simply because it was an independently operating island of the Empire in an alien setting. But I was unsettled by the convenience of the event. If Shagrath were playing a deeper game, he might not have allowed certain news to reach Thovia, keeping it a military secret in case we showed up—so we could be trapped without realizing it. 
 
    But in that case … was it possible that whatever Guvthor had ordered could have been arranged to be that precise? A surgical strike via avalanche? The idea was in some ways one of the most frightening things I’d yet encountered. 
 
    “You have the layout of the base as it was?” The Eönwyl asked. “…good. All right, I have penetration scans going. Some of the rock here appears to be metal ores, unfortunately, which combined with Imperial alloys is making detailed viewing difficult. Still, we can manage an overlay. If any survived, it would be the basement structures or in the lee of major structural components that did not fall. Move your excavations from there to here, here, and here.” 
 
    I shook my head and shoved the mysteries aside; no matter what the answers, right now, there were people dead or dying, and they and the living needed our help more than our questions. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    Taelin waved Pinesa and Melysa off as he got his jacket on. “Not tonight,” he said with a regretful half-smile. “I’ve got a race tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Pinesa gave a momentary pout but then threw back her mane of black hair and smiled. “Tomorrow night, then,” she said, with a wink as she and Melysa gave him a good-bye kiss, bracketing his golden blonde with sunset red and night-dark for a moment. 
 
    He gave each of them a quick kiss. “Count on it!” 
 
    Once well away from the Sariman estate, he let out a small sigh. I can’t pretend none of this is fun; sometimes it’s almost like an extended vacation. 
 
    But I’d trade a thousand of them and all the races, all the challenges, for one more day with Trey. 
 
    It was a necessary part of who he was—or, at least, who he was playing—now, though. Taelin Ardan, née Mel’Tasne, perhaps not entirely cynical but going in that direction, kattasi who pretended to be perfectly happy with that. Rogue Great or Lesser family member now, running through whatever resources he had, supplementing them with racing winnings, wandering through the galaxy on a yacht that once had been the symbol of one of the Five. 
 
    A yacht that required very expensive upkeep. 
 
    He was slightly unsteady on his feet, Taelin noted with a bit of surprise. I must have not been tracking my drinking as well as I thought. Or some of those scent-sticks were more than just scent. That wasn’t really a problem, though; it just added verisimilitude to the pretense. I have to stop thinking of it as pretense, at least some of the time. I have to convince myself of this, live it, so that my reactions as “Taelin Ardan” are automatic, unconscious, reflexive. 
 
    I just don’t like Taelin Ardan very much. 
 
    The slightest sound behind him alerted him to the fact that he was not alone. He turned his head slightly, to see a well-dressed gentleman not far away—not quite so close as to be threatening, close enough to make it clear that he wished to speak with Taelin. 
 
    “An interesting place to seek conversation,” Taelin said, voicing his thoughts. 
 
    “Convenient for privacy, however—something of which I am sure a young man of your background is quite aware.” The man’s dark hair fell somewhat carelessly to one side of his face—an artful carelessness, the sort of disarranged hairstyle that Taelin himself often favored and which cost a great deal to maintain. The face framed by the hair was narrow, lined, with an elegant gray-streaked beard framing the mouth that had lines of both smiles and frowns graven heavily about it. He bowed and performed an excellent Six-and-One. “Donthis Curitanei,” he said, introducing himself. 
 
    Curitanei … I think that’s one of the Lesser Families. “Taelin Ardan,” he said, with an answering Six-and-One, and just the slightest hesitation where normally the name “Mel’Tasne” would have been spoken. “What does the Curitanei family seek of me?” 
 
    Donthis chuckled. “I am afraid I do not speak for all the Family. This is purely a matter of personal business; certainly some of my Family is involved, but it isn’t Family business, as you understand.” 
 
    We all have private ventures, yes … but not usually ones requiring discussions in isolated alleys. “I’m where I am because I found Family business boring, so that’s good.” I have to sound convincing. It’s so hard to do, though. “Not that business per se is necessarily better. Let’s drive to the center; what do you want, Donthis?” 
 
    “A direct young man, as I had heard. Of course, let us do so. You have a marvelous ship and, it seems, an even more marvelous skill for maneuvering her and other racing vessels. My business could profit greatly from your application of that skill in precise ways.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I fly for my own reasons,” Taelin said, and continued walking down the alley towards the landing field. “What do you offer that I can’t get that way?” 
 
    “Money, of course. I know how very expensive it must be to maintain a vessel like the Valabacal—I know very well. Something over a million a month, I would think. Leaving aside fuel and any unusual expenses from racing in particular circumstances. And a young man in your … current position probably finds that a difficult payment to meet.” 
 
    He’s well-informed. After they declared kattasi I lost all my Family resources and my private ones really don’t cover this level of maintenance. Which was of course part of the point. “All right. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Very little more than you’re doing now, in truth. Keep travelling, entering the finest races, all that kind of thing. Just—every once in a while—fly perhaps just slightly less well than you know you can.” 
 
    Taelin’s hand very nearly lashed out of its own accord; only the control drilled into him since he was born prevented it. No! This is exactly the kind of direction I need. I need to look fallen, devoid of care, reachable, so that when I arrive at critical places there are those who believe I am not only no threat, but perhaps a useful tool. 
 
    But by the Seven I would so wish it was otherwise. 
 
    Even the Taelin Ardan he was playing, of course, would not take the implication calmly. “You are saying you want me to cheat?” he said with cold anger, turning with narrowed eyes on Donthis. 
 
    Donthis stepped back a pace, clearly unnerved; he knew that kattasi did absolutely nothing to make a member of the Five any less dangerous to offend. “Cheat? That’s a hard and cold way to put it. Any man can have an off-day, can he not? Even one who was once of the Five. Perhaps,” he continued with a thin and venomous smile, “perhaps especially one who was once of the Five but is no longer.” 
 
    It took little acting to let his eyes blaze and teeth bare themselves in a momentary snarl. He took a deep breath and then spoke in a voice so quiet that the deadly cold tone was all the more clear. “You may have a point, Curitanei. A point you would be extremely well advised to never, ever mention again, but a point, nonetheless.” 
 
    Donthis Curitanei’s gaze had flickered sideways, both directions, as Taelin glared at him, and despite the danger he had seemed to actually relax fractionally. Without so much as a shift of gaze from the man in front of him, Taelin stepped back, hands whipping out to both sides and smashing with precise force into the midsections of the two men who had been closing in behind. Even through their body armor the impact jolted, just enough to throw their reaction off as Taelin continued the zairaka sequence, dropping flat to the ground and scissoring his legs to cut both men’s feet out from under them, rolling backward, reach-and-grasp and leap to his feet, now holding a pistol in each hand, pointed at the two bodyguards. Heh. Lukhas would be proud of that, anyway. Almost textbook-perfect. 
 
    Curitanei turned pale, his dark beard now looking more like a prop than an immaculately-trimmed part of his face. “S … sir. I…” 
 
    “I trust I have made my point very, very clear?” 
 
    “Abundantly clear, Taelin. I apologize most profusely for the offense.” 
 
    Taelin could see the two guards breathe sighs of relief when their weapons—rannai, high quality though not military, Taelin noted—hit the ground in front of them. “Apology accepted. And … let us say, for the moment, that I was willing to entertain your proposition. What would my compensation be, in that case?” 
 
    “In such a case, I would venture to say that you would find yourself in possession of an income which one might use to maintain two such vessels, if you had them.” 
 
    Two million Eternals a month. That would certainly extend my potential reach. I’d have to keep doing a fair amount of racing, though. The scheme was a common one in concept, but to actually pull it off in a convincing way would be almost impossible. You’d need someone who could actually win virtually all the races he entered, and who therefore was essentially always favored to win, so that you could arrange betting across large chunks of the Empire for major races which he’d have to throw. Any other way of rigging it would be far too easy to catch, and if Curitanei was smart—and he seemed to be—you’d only do it periodically, on a schedule that would be statistically very hard to catch, especially across Imperial distances. 
 
    No wonder Curitanei had approached him; at a rough guess, even if he only was asked to throw one or two races a year, Curitanei’s organization could make thousands of times as much as he was proposing to pay Taelin. 
 
    It would also be the sort of thing that people might eventually suspect but would be nigh-impossible to prove; just the kind of undefinable stain on his reputation that he was looking for. 
 
    Even so, it was almost impossible to manage the cynical, bitter smile. “I suppose that might even be adequate … assuming, of course, that there was an extremely secure and clever way to arrange both for that payment, and for my notification of when I might find myself not quite in top form, so to speak.” 
 
    Curitanei’s smile was just the slightest bit predatory. He knew, now, that the hook was set. Taelin’s implied question on arrangements told him that. 
 
    Outwardly calm, Taelin found his stomach once more in a burning, nauseated knot. I really need to convince myself that this is me. I’m not sure how many more victories like this I can take. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 8 
 
    Eönwyl: 
 
    Ten people. Ten that just might still be alive. 
 
    But the very technology that made it possible that some of the people were alive was blocking her probes. Damn Imperial shielding; the passives built into the material are too sinking good. 
 
    And time was of the essence. No one knew that better than a miner, than someone who had lost friends in the horrific crushing black. She glanced coldly over at Guvthor, who was exerting his immense strength to shift a multi-ton boulder. If this was your doing, Thovian, you will have a great deal to answer for. 
 
    Varan was adjusting the hand sensors with the practiced skill of an engineer, but having no better luck. 
 
    Abruptly, she heard Sooovickalassa give a steamkettle hiss of contempt and rattle his crest in derision. Enough of this waste of time! I will show you where the survivors are! 
 
    The R’Thann scientist scuttled through the debris with supreme confidence, darting from point to point like an arrow. Here. Here. Two under this pile of rubble. Three here, one severely injured—lifeforce fading, must get to him first. Two more over here, and the last one, also badly injured, beneath this mound. 
 
    “How…?” She trailed off and then wanted to smack herself in the head. Varan very nearly did. Vick’s species was psionic, so of course it seemed obvious to him that you would use psionic abilities to seek out hidden people. 
 
    Explaining that to the surviving Imperials might be difficult. Better to explain it another way… 
 
    “Dr. Sooovickalassa thinks he can smell where the survivors are!” she heard Varan shout, echoing her own thoughts. “He says he smells blood strongly here,” he indicated the pile where Vick had indicated three survivors, one badly injured, “and here.” 
 
    “Captain?” inquired Lieutenant Mansteros dubiously. “I would hate to question any assistance, but the Thovians have some of the most sensitive noses of any I’ve seen, and they can’t smell anything in this mess yet. Can you confirm anything of this?” 
 
    “Possibly—if I concentrate my ship’s scans on this precise area…” A very hazy scan built up on her screen … hazy, but just enough to show a dark area, a void. “I can confirm one thing. There’s a space right under there, one large enough for three people—part of,” she checked the outpost layout, “Geological Research, I think.” 
 
    “Three … there would be three people there.” Mansteros reached a decision quickly. “Follow his directions, people! It looks like Dr. Sooovickalassa is on the right track!” 
 
    Guvthor nodded slowly. “It is said indeed that the R’Thann have an especially keen … nose … for life, as hunters.” 
 
    The R’Thann’s answering smile seemed even more blade-edged than usual. 
 
    With dozens of Thovians, surviving humans, and the remaining machinery, the debris began to be cleared swiftly from the indicated spot. For the Eönwyl, it seemed both an eternity and only a few moments before a shout rose up from a man who had wriggled through a dark opening revealed by the excavation. “Bring a trauma unit! It’s Raher, Zahel, and Khaster! Khaster’s bad hurt, but they’re all three alive!” 
 
    With the R’Thann’s senses proven beyond any shadow of a doubt, the rescue party redoubled their efforts. The Eönwyl clawed for purchase on stone, hurled twisted pieces of metal aside as she helped clear the next site. More Thovians joined in, concentrating on the different locations Vick indicated. 
 
    Tons of debris were being moved every minute now, as hope and worry drove the rescuers onward. But a landslide is not a safe place to assume the ground remains stable, and the Eönwyl was suddenly reminded of that as a cracking, groaning noise sounded out. A huge mass of earth, led by a stone nearly eight meters long and four high, began to sweep down across the rescue ground—straight for Sasham Varan and the small knot of people with him. 
 
    “Sasham!” she shouted, and started forward—knowing that it was already too late, even Guvthor couldn’t stop that mass— 
 
    Varan spun around, saw the monolith of rock sliding toward him, striking the white mass of a projecting support and crushing it, continuing on. But instead of dodging, he spun again, grabbing another stone, levering it up with desperate speed as he stood between the oncoming slide and the other four people—one Thovian, three human—who were frozen with startled fear. 
 
    And then the stone swept over them along with a hundred tons and more of earth and lesser rock, scarcely a jolt to mark its passage, stopping suddenly as it hit a depression and came to rest with the debris pooling around it like filthy water. 
 
    She shouted Varan’s name again and found herself at the new mound of crushing stone, tearing at it in a completely uncontrolled fury that startled her. Then Guvthor was at her side, digging with more control but equal intensity, and Sooovickalassa, tossing aside boulders with a strength vastly out of proportion to his tiny frame. 
 
    Guvthor’s arm broke through with startling abruptness, and there was a growl of pain from within. Thovian strength caught at stone and rock and hurled it away. 
 
    Sasham Varan was braced against the stone he had thrown up, legs dug knee-deep into the debris beneath him, holding up that stone which had formed the one support and bulwark that had—just barely—forced the immense boulder to pass over the others as they had thrown themselves flat. He looked up and redoubled his efforts; she saw with horror that the mass of stone and earth above was still trying to shift, still pressing down to erase the five small lives beneath it. “Get … the others … out!” Varan coughed, dust and earth covering his face. 
 
    Guvthor grasped his fellow Thovian and pulled him free with one arm, lifting three meters and half a ton from the grasp of fallen earth as though uprooting a sapling. Vick and The Eönwyl dragged Meinar Forrant out; Forrant’s wife Nadha scrambled free herself and helped to pull the last man, Ghidein, from the loose earth. All were bleeding from scrapes but seemed otherwise unharmed. 
 
    “Don’t … think I can … jump free. Stuff … will move real fast.” 
 
    He’s right, she thought. He shouldn’t be able to hold it at all; she realized that he had to be using his psionics to reinforce his body and increase his strength. But if he stopped even for the instant needed to jump free, the pressure above would send hundreds of tons of more debris right over him before he could free his legs. 
 
    “If all of you will move well away,” Guvthor’s voice rumbled gently, “I believe I can get our friend out.” 
 
    Part of her wanted to protest—for some reason, she did not want to move away from that desperate, grim face. But she realized that Guvthor was right; he was probably the only one capable of getting Varan out. There was not enough time to rig one of the excavators, no way to put a safety harness on him and pull him free. Only the immense Guvthor Hok Guvthor might both be able to reach Varan and yank him out with the necessary strength and speed … and still manage to get both of them clear of the slide which would result. 
 
    “This may hurt a bit,” she heard Guvthor say as she backed to a safer distance. 
 
    “It already hurts.” Varan’s voice still held a pained note of humor. “If it still hurts after you do it, I’m alive.” 
 
    “True enough, and well said.” The Thovian astrophysicist balanced himself on the unstable ground below him, took a breath audible fifty feet away, and plunged his huge hand into the hollow beneath. 
 
    In a single fluid movement he scooped the hand up and rolled away as stone and earth lunged downward, erasing the tiny refuge, catching up the original stone and plowing downward for another hundred and fifty meters with irresistible force. 
 
    Guvthor was sprawled just clear of the edge of the fall, face down, back bent to shield himself. 
 
    From beneath the scientist came a familiar voice. “Yes, it does still hurt.” 
 
    The Eönwyl found herself—uncharacteristically -- giggling in sheer relief. Guvthor joined her with a deep chuckle, and suddenly everyone on the mountainside was laughing, even Sasham Varan as he crawled from under his rescuer. She ran to him and helped him up. 
 
    “That was … that was amazing!” Lieutenant Jan Mansteros said as he reached them. “Sasham Varan … I knew the name was familiar! You’re the Sasham Varan—the one that held off the Zchorada at Tangia Station, the one who—” 
 
    “Who keeps getting himself in these situations, yes, I am.” Varan’s smile and tone kept that from being a dismissal, made it more of a self-deprecating acceptance. “But thank you for the kind words.” 
 
    “You acted to save others and not yourself,” Guvthor said, standing. “You did so with quick wits and a tenacity worthy of one of my people, and did so before many who witnessed it. In its way, a fortunate occurrence.” 
 
    “Talking enough is!” Vick snapped. In her mind, she heard, Or would you ignore the fact that others still remain? 
 
    The simple words were enough to remind them of the other trapped people; the recent close call enough to make all more alert to the treacherous shifting of the slide. There were no more accidents as they quickly retrieved the remaining survivors. 
 
    “Well done,” Guvthor said as they sat down finally. “All who could be rescued, have been. A night for rest and recovery. And then,” he said with a bow to both herself and Varan as well as Vick, “and then, my friends, you will begin to learn why we have come here.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 9 
 
    Varan: 
 
    Ishook my head to clear it, found that wasn’t doing much good. In fact, I wasn’t even sure where I was. 
 
    [anger-and-confusion-curse]! Whatever has done this I shall visit with talon and Hunger! 
 
    Vick’s mindvoice was muzzy, about the way my own thoughts felt. I was finally aware I was sitting on something, face slumped down on what felt like wood. A table? 
 
    I could hear a faint moan of pain from the Eönwyl on my left and farther to the right I heard a deep-voiced grunt from Guvthor. A wave of dizziness surged over me; I waited for it to subside while I tried to remember something—anything—that might tell me what had happened. 
 
    We’d had our night of rest and recovery, as Guvthor had put it—a relatively quiet celebration of survivors coupled with remembrance of the lost. The next day, Guvthor had sent word out to the other clan leaders (who apparently had no objection to using a few Imperial communicators to eliminate days, weeks, or even months of messengers running across continents to get everyone involved up to date). There had been no immediate response, which left Guvthor looking a bit disappointed and—I thought—slightly concerned. When I’d asked him about it, he’d shrugged. “They may be discussing the meeting time and location amongst themselves,” he said with an attempt at a casual air. “These things can take some time. Hopefully not too long.” 
 
    And so we’d had another meal and gone to sleep, and that was all I could remember. 
 
    I forced my head up and got my eyes open. 
 
    “Torline’s Swords!” 
 
    The urgency in my curse caused Vick’s head to snap upright and the Eönwyl to look up; Guvthor tried to rise and nearly fell to the ground. 
 
    Adrenalin had completely cleared my head as I found myself staring into the deep, dark eyes of at least two dozen Thovians, all seated around a tremendous semicircular table that faced us, under a sky roofed over with the branches of some of the largest trees I had yet seen, a roof of branches and leaves through which some stars flickered and on which danced the orange-yellow of firelight from immense firepits spaced around the clearing. We were at a smaller semicircular table—no, I corrected myself as I took a quick glance backwards, they were both halves of a pair of circular tables positioned with the smaller one like the bullseye of a target. 
 
      
 
    With us as the bullseye. 
 
    Guvthor shook himself all over, drew a breath, and rose to his full impressive height, glaring at the others and reaching over his shoulder, drawing out the immense battleaxe and raising it over his head. 
 
    To my surprise, I discovered that not only was I properly dressed, my Maradan 500F was still on my hip. I didn’t draw the rannai pistol, though; I didn’t feel all that steady on my feet, and I wanted to see what in the Emperor’s Name was going on here. 
 
    “Makthur Chak Nantu!” Guvthor bellowed. When there was no response, he leapt completely over the table, wobbling only a bit on landing, and raised the great axe again. “Makthur Chak Nantu, Rogh!” 
 
    For several long seconds, there was no response—not a growl, not a movement, nothing but the eyes now all fixed on the Thovian astrophysicist. As the moments slid by, I saw Guvthor’s pose begin to shift, hands moving to a combat grip, not a ceremonial one. 
 
    Abruptly one—at or near the center of the watching group—rose to her feet, fur gleaming red and gold in the firelight, and drew forth a sword nearly twice as long as I was tall. “Rodur Chak Nantu,” she answered. 
 
    Guvthor’s hands relaxed the tiniest bit. “Meldas San Kolon’Mak Shasto.” 
 
    Another pause, but shorter, but this time the other Thovian slashed her sword through the air at Guvthor. “Shasto Nok Guvthor, Goro Thov!” 
 
    Whatever that meant, it shocked Guvthor enough that his axe dropped halfway to the ground. Then he let out a roar and swung, burying the axe deep into the table in front of the female (who was almost his size) and launched into a torrent of Thovian which seemed equal parts outrage, argument, and pleading—the last being something I’d never expected to hear in Guvthor’s voice. 
 
    The others responded—first the older female with the sword, then more of them, until the entire clearing echoed with the deep-throated bellows of a dozen three-to-four-meter tall Thovians—and sometimes to quick clashes of weapons, as those arguing often punctuated their incomprehensible points with a swing of a weapon which was parried by their opposite number. 
 
    I couldn’t make out the actual meaning; Guvthor had been telling the truth about his people’s resistance to psionic abilities. Not one of them was radiating thought concepts that could be grasped—it was like trying to make out shapes through frosted crystal. You could tell there were thoughts there, sometimes get an idea of how intense the emotions with them were, but actually reading what they were thinking would require that I bore through those defenses—something that would undoubtedly be at a minimum rude and, at worst, an immediately fatal offense. 
 
    I glanced over at the Eönwyl and Vick. The Eönwyl had drawn her pistol and was behind the tall pillar-like chair she’d been seated on—similar to the one I was still perched atop. Vick’s eyes were narrow and his tail lashing, but he was not—quite—acting. 
 
    But the debate was still getting louder, and I thought there was a darker edge to it now, with tones of fear and anger now on both sides, and weapons—bows, swords, spears, axes, massive hammers—were all out and waving threateningly; a few seemed to be taking Guvthor’s side, but most were not. 
 
    I had to do something. I had no idea exactly what was going on, but it wasn’t good for us, of that I was sinking sure. I couldn’t shoot them. I couldn’t run up there with my own swords, unless I was hoping to stop this by making them all laugh; that might work but I sure wasn’t planning on counting on that. Jumping on one of them and trying Tor combat maneuvers was even sillier. 
 
    That left some kind of psi stunt. I couldn’t affect them … but I could affect things around them. I remembered one of the greatest of the psi horror stories, the legend of Maldron the Earthshaker. I couldn’t possibly do what he did, but I had gotten a lot stronger in my telekinetic abilities since that long-ago time I’d been tested by Vick in Shagrath’s presence… I reached out, sensed the bedrock not far under this mountain grove, concentrated, reaching deep within me, stretching mentally until I realized I was doing so physically, my visualization echoed in action. I went with it, rising to my full height and then punching downward with every iota of power I could channel. 
 
    The concussion rocked the entire clearing like the detonation of a K-series mine. Guvthor and the other Thovians staggered and went to their knees, the massive tables wobbled, even the trees above shuddered, dropping a shower of dirt and leaves. I nearly fell myself, not from the shockwave—which I’d suppressed in my location—but from complete shock at the magnitude of the effect. I could see more Thovians—tending the firepits and associated ovens and stoves—had also fallen or tripped. Surprisingly, The Eönwyl remained standing as though the shockwave hadn’t even reached her. 
 
    By the Final Light … Vick’s mental voice was both awed and … joyful in a predatory fashion. The power does continue to increase. A triumph, a triumph indeed! 
 
    For a moment, there was absolute silence except for the faint, fluttering sound of leaves and dust still sifting slowly to the ground. 
 
    “No offense,” I said, trying to project my voice across the clearing without shouting, “but whatever you’re arguing about has to do with us, and I think we need to know who you all are, why you’re arguing, and what in the name of the Eternal is going on here.” 
 
    The older Thovian woman rose slowly to her feet, staring at me. After a pause, she gave a knee-dipping bow. “I am Hargan Hok Hargan, savant of the Keiladonarondalam, holder of the Rodur Hok Hargan. You are the Imperial that the Guvthor has brought to speak with the Thov Hok Shu.” 
 
    “Sasham Varan, once Captain of the Mada, the Navy of the Reborn Empire, yes,” I confirmed. “Now what seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “Guvthor Hok Guvthor used authority given him by the Thov Hok Shu for purposes we are not agreed upon as necessary,” another Thovian—black-furred, broad, also female. “We were discussing the matter.” 
 
    “You were ‘discussing’ the matter,” repeated The Eönwyl, who was now up and standing near me. “To us, it appeared you were about to discuss it by lopping off some heads on one or both sides of the debate.” 
 
    “If you are not prepared to die for your beliefs, are they worth considering?” Hargan said matter-of-factly. “Usually our discussions end with little or no bloodshed, but there are serious matters indeed involved. This axe-eager stripling,” she said with a gesture at Guvthor, who looked slightly offended, “has taken actions which, if we are not very lucky, will put us at odds with your Reborn Empire. That is a weighty decision, not one to be made by one person, no matter how intelligent or convinced of his own correctness.” 
 
    A “weighty decision”? I thought. More like suicidal, and in that point of view they’re right. “You’re saying—as we suspected—that Guvthor arranged the landslide?” 
 
    “He arranged for it to be triggered in one of the patterns we had determined likely, yes,” answered yet another Thovian—a brown-furred huge-gutted mountain of a creature, not quite as tall as Guvthor but possibly twice his mass. “Your pardon—Boduras Hok Boduras, holder of the Beidal Hok Boduras. You must realize that while we permitted your Empire a foothold here, to offer us trade and education,” his smile was strangely cynical, “we have never been the sort to trust in the strength of another without strength of our own. We devised multiple methods of removing the Imperial presence from our world if we deemed it necessary.” 
 
    Vick was studying the group narrowly, as a predator might size up another predator intruding on its territory. He glanced at me at the last sentence. 
 
    That was a … very disquieting concept. This primitive world, with natives who were still building stone and wood shelters against their weather and using fireplaces as their heat source, had calmly decided to make sure they could erase the Imperial presence whenever they thought it necessary? They had to have a grasp by now of just what kind of power the Reborn Empire wielded; this argument showed they were quite aware of the dangers. What kind of people would nonetheless have arranged such a monstrously lethal way of erasing their visitors from the planet? 
 
    As I tried to formulate a useful question, Hargan gestured to another group of Thovians who had been hovering at the edges of the argument and barked something at them. “But your, hm, rather emphatic way of recalling our attention to you has reminded me that we must keep our manners. We had you brought here without your knowledge so that none of you—even Guvthor—can say where the Thov Hok Shu spoke with you, if we elect to return you without further discussion. But we are all hungry, and it is time for Togron Gon Roltav. We can make no decision unless we understand you, and that cannot be done if we speak not to you, and you have no chance to speak with us. 
 
    “So take your seats again, please, and food shall be brought, and then—once we have reached the state of comfort, if not completion, in our eating, the Questions may begin.” 
 
    “I trust you’ve checked all the food you’re going to serve to make sure it’s safe.” The Eönwyl made it a statement. 
 
    “For human consumption, certainly,” Hargan replied, then glanced at Vick with some uncertainty. “For R’Thann…?” 
 
    The blade-sharp smile flickered under the brilliant crest. If it bled as it died, I can eat it. If it still lives, so much the better, for then I shall drink its life. The People are … a most efficient species. 
 
    Guvthor nodded slowly. “I have heard tales, indeed.” 
 
    “As have we all,” Hargan said. “Another reason we question your judgment, Guvthor Hok Guvthor. Never before have any of the R’Thann set foot on Thovia and lived to speak of it; if this is to be an exception, we must be well convinced.” 
 
    I might have found the thought that none of my species had ever been allowed to leave a planet a little intimidating; by the way Vick’s crest rose and the rippling hiss he gave, it seemed he was almost pleased at the thought. 
 
    Huge platters of food were placed on the tables; I realized I could probably have laid down lengthwise on the platters and had plenty of room, and the amount of food they carried was fitting. Much of it was meat—not surprising, given our hosts’ dentition and what I knew of Guvthor’s own preferences—but there were roasted vegetables, several types of breads—flat and rising—baked in wood-fired ovens, and more complex dishes not immediately identifiable. 
 
    For some time we ate, with little conversation on either side; we had a lot to think about, and I’d guess so did they. Finally Hargan—who was clearly the head of this Thov Hok Shu—put down her feeding tines and glanced to Guvthor. “First we shall have your … report, Guvthor Hok Guvthor. Make it a summary and speak only of what you know to be true. Guesses we will hear at a later time. Speak in our own tongue, as I wish your words to have no influence on those of your companions.” 
 
    Even a summary report took a lot of time when it covered well over a year that had been as busy as this one. I had time to finish my main courses and start picking at various desserts while the rumbling, sonorous sound of Thovian swirled incomprehensibly around me. 
 
    Finally, however, Guvthor stopped speaking and the other Thovians, after a brief dialogue amongst themselves, indicated their acceptance of Guvthor’s description. 
 
    “Our turn,” I said; Hargan looked almost ready to argue, then shrugged and nodded; obviously she realized that if they were going to be playing this by their rules, they’d better stick to the rules if they wanted me to play at all. “You used the word report deliberately. Guvthor was sent by you, wasn’t he?” I looked her in the eye. “As a spy on the Empire itself.” 
 
    She returned the gaze with a grave nod … yet there was another disquieting twinkle in her eye as well. “Precisely so. Guvthor Hok Guvthor volunteered—as did others—to allow the Imperium to educate them in appropriate fields and then become part of the Reborn Empire for some years, eventually to return here and tell us of the current state of the Galaxy around us. We will not pretend that this is anything other than spying; whether we agree with his most recent actions, Guvthor’s loyalty was always to Thovia and the Thov Hok Shu, never to your Empire, and always intended to return whatever information he might gain while there to us, to allow us to truly assess the promise, and potential threat, of the Reborn Empire.” 
 
    I blinked at the implications of that answer. But she shook her head with a smile of bared teeth. “As you said, our turn now.” Hargan studied us in silence for a moment, then nodded at Boduras, who heaved himself slightly more upright to gaze at us, finally settling his stare at me. “Tell us a story, Sasham Varan. Something that will tell us something of who you are, or who you were, or what you believe.” 
 
    I had known something like this was coming—Guvthor had been preparing us for this in his own way—but now that the time had come I didn’t know exactly what to choose. Certainly the story of our escape from Teraikon was known already—that had to have been part of Guvthor’s report. At the same time, I felt a little embarrassed to talk about any of the so-called heroic things I’d been involved with. I’d already told those to my companions and telling them again would sound like bragging. 
 
    But Boduras had said “what you believe”. So … yes. Exactly. 
 
    “I am what my people call one of the Seekers. I believe in the legend of Atlantaea, in the Eternal King and the Eternal Queen, and how a reign of a thousand centuries ended in a single day of black fire and betrayal and demon-hate,” I began. “And the story I remember most now, the story which takes me through the very path of darkness and back to the light, is from that very day, from the very moment that Torline Valanhavhi returned to hear the screaming of his world and the dying cry of his Queen, saw only the shadow of her killer and then the black outline of the King of All Hells, bestriding the First City as he struck the final blow that would send the Galaxy into darkness, and the ground shuddered, and Torline’s city, his first city, began its descent into ruin.” 
 
    I felt the words coming back to me as they were written in the Book of the Fall, as they had come to me the last time I told this story … to myself, on my way to Oro, and—though I hadn’t known it at the time—to Taelin as he watched me. “And as the Tower of Eternity sank beneath the waves, he took up the body of his Queen, and strode across the waters, never looking back, for he knew that a heart can break more than once.” I told of his journey as the stars went out and the land was changed, carrying the Queen still until he came to a place where a single ray of sun illuminated the shore of an island of gold and emerald, where he laid her at last to rest. 
 
    “And Torline turned, and left the place where forever would lie Niaadea, his Eternal Queen whose eternity was ended,” I continued, feeling my throat burn at the memories this made real again; but I pushed on, through the Eternal King’s greatest battle, a battle not against the forces of Hell, but against the mightiest of sins, despair, and how in the final moment he triumphed. “And so he taught, and so we pray, that always there is hope.” And I heard in the back of my mind Taelin’s voice, echoing the final line, as though he was still there. 
 
    The Thov Hok Shu were silent until Boduras leaned back slowly. “And do you believe in hope, or only in prayers for hope?” 
 
    I looked at my friends and allies, and looked back to the gathered council with a smile and an unexpected lifting of my heart. “The universe has showed me that even in moments of despair, there is always hope. You just have to be willing to see it.” 
 
    I gestured to the three of them, Vick, The Eönwyl, Guvthor. “Three times I could see no escape from certain death, or worse; but three times I believed that there must be some chance, and reached out, fought for that chance—and it was there; an exile willing to risk his own life for mine, a scientist offering escape instead of death, a trader willing to bet her ship on a dream. 
 
    “So I do not believe in hope; I know there is always hope.” 
 
    And by the slow smile that spread across Hargan’s face, I knew that here, too, was hope. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 10 
 
    Shagrath: 
 
    “Prime Monitor Shagrath. I thank you for coming so promptly.” 
 
    He executed a perfect Six-and-One. “When your Imperial Majesty commands my appearance unexpectedly, I must presume it is urgent.” 
 
    Emperor Galata Nin Salrein returned his salute with a distracted air. “I believe it is.” 
 
    Shagrath watched without comment as the Emperor rose from the Throne of Seven and stretched. At his full height, Emperor Galata was more than six centimeters taller than Shagrath and, though his hair was silver and face lined, was in excellent shape for a man over two hundred years old. “Walk with me.” 
 
    The Prime Monitor followed without speaking; the Emperor clearly had something of import to discuss and wished to do so away from even his guards, as he led Shagrath to the concealed elevator which could whisk the Emperor to a shielded bunker kilometers below ground—below even those provided for the city’s residents in case the unthinkable happened and an alien force were to attack the homeworld—or to the very highest spire of the castle. 
 
    It was the second choice today, and the Emperor remained silent until they had exited the elevator and walked to the railing to gaze over the entirety of the capital, Salreinal, which in the (somewhat mangled) original Atlantaean would have meant something close to “City of Seven”. The city reflected its name, and from this height of three and a half kilometers the seven-pointed star that was its foundation was easily seen. 
 
    The Emperor took out a scanner and waved it carefully around the entire area, finally replacing it in his pocket as Shagrath observed with raised eyebrows. “That serious, Majesty?” 
 
    “A precaution,” the Emperor replied, and seated himself in the seat nearest the rail. “Please, Kerlamin, sit down.” 
 
    He did so, wondering which of several things might be on the Emperor’s mind. The Emperor was still—at the moment—the man he appeared to be. In truth, Shagrath had expected the finale of the current cycle to take place several more years down the line, when the next Emperor would be in place. The more recent events were accelerating the timeline, and it might be wise to … recruit the ruler soon. 
 
    “I have received a response from the Vmee Zschorza, in which they deny any involvement in Vhelekin or any other activities within our borders.” 
 
    “That is, of course, hardly a surprise.” 
 
    The Emperor nodded slowly. “Truly said. Yet, Kerlamin, their response bothers me. It bothers me a great deal indeed. Many are the communiqués I have exchanged with our stellar neighbors, in peace and in war. I have viewed many angry denials, grim acceptances, defiance in the face of our Navy, abject surrender, I have seen and heard them all many times. And they fall into patterns in my mind. You understand, do you not?” 
 
    Far better than you might believe, Shagrath thought. Patterns were the key to manipulation, but they were also its greatest enemy. Aloud, he said, “Of course, Majesty. The analysis of such things, of the patterns of word and action, are inevitably a key element of the work of the Monitors and Imperial Intelligence.” 
 
    The Emperor nodded with a quick, flashing smile that emphasized his deep black eyes and skin scarcely lighter. “Then you must guess my concern. The response of my honorable opponents, the rulers of Zchorada, the Vmee Zschorza, their response was not worded in the way I expected. A denial of truth is … more emphatic than a denial in truth. In their words I heard both shock and fear, as though they thought WE were the ones seeking them injury.” 
 
    “I understand, Majesty. Yet we now have numerous confessions as well as additional evidence.” 
 
    “And additional executions,” the Emperor said, with a glance down at the city that was filled with regret. 
 
    “You would not have us do otherwise?” He was careful with the tone. While it was extremely important to him that the executions continue, the part he was playing would not personally care, and the last thing he needed now was for the Emperor to become a wild card. He could not simply remove the Emperor, arranging an accident would take time, and the Five would be most suspicious of nearly any death or incapacitating event. Even with some of the Five already in his camp, so to speak, that would be a very undesirable event. 
 
    “No, no.” The Emperor’s voice was sad, but hard. “Those who are actually traitors to the Empire, who have chosen to turn their backs on us, to ally themselves with our enemies? Execution is the only reasonable punishment. Their actions have already resulted in many deaths of my people; I betray their trust in me if I allow their killers to live. As long,” the Emperor’s head came up and those sharp black eyes looked narrowly into Shagrath’s mirrored gaze, “as long as all the requirements are met. Interrogations must be conducted according to the Accords, recorded and reviewed each by the other—yours by Imperial Security, theirs by the Monitors. And of course a member of the Five may be present at any time they desire.” 
 
    “And they have been, Majesty. No torture, truth induction only, and—naturally—considerable psychological manipulation. With some clemency for those with truly useful information to impart, or those who truly did not understand the import of their actions.” 
 
    Naturally, Shagrath had made sure that the guilty believed what they confessed to. And those confessions had been designed very carefully. “It is possible,” he continued, “that the Vmee Zschorza’s denial is completely honest, and yet the confessions are true. Unlike the Reborn Empire, the Zchorada still have considerable … factionalism present, despite the popular impression of their species as being more cooperative and collectivist than humanity and many of our associated species.” 
 
    “So one of the rival Nests may have begun this without the dominant Nest and the Vmee being aware of it.” The Emperor considered that for a few moments. “That is an unfortunate possibility, as it limits our reasonable responses. The last thing any of us truly want is a war. We have been at a state of near-war with the Zchorada for enough of the century and a half I have been Emperor. 
 
    “At the same time, this is the second provocation of this sort we have seen in recent years, the first being the attack on Tangia Station. One apparently rogue faction attack I might believe; I am less inclined to believe it a second time.” 
 
    “You aren’t considering—” 
 
    “Declaring war?” The Emperor shook his head. “Not quite yet. But I must do something. The latest security directives pain me, Kerlamin. It pains me even more to see that they come from young Lukhas. Borell, now, he has been hardened, but Lukhas…” 
 
    “I know, Majesty.” The fondness of the Emperor for the Mel’Tasne family had been evident for many years—unsurprising, Shagrath had to admit, for the three children and many of their close relatives had always been brightly burning in the public eye when the others of the Five were often secretive and private. “I’m afraid I rather expected such a reaction.” 
 
    “Hm. And their loss is mine—and the Empire’s. Demons take this curse of psionic powers! Why the other species can wield them and we cannot we still do not understand … but worse is how unpredictable it is. Sasham Varan, one of the few not of the Families who has stood before me more than once, whose name I knew, Kerlamin, whose face echoed the very inspiration of our people, cut down and made a monster in the very year he became one of those who would guide our future!” 
 
    The Emperor gave vent to a curse he would never permit himself in public. “And now we are close to imprisoning one of our oldest allied species because some of them are being used as pawns and, sometimes, traitors—and psionics, again, at the heart of the danger.” The Emperor stood and looked out over his city. “I will support you and White Controller Mel’Tasne in any actions you deem necessary, though at this time I will withhold any declaration of war. But I wish you to redouble research on psionics and defenses against them. If we cannot use them, we must find a way to protect ourselves against them, to restrain them—and perhaps to cure them in humanity. I will have Lukhas outline the directive and distribute it across the Empire.” 
 
    “Understood, Majesty.” He waited a moment, and the Emperor made a gesture of dismissal. 
 
    “You may go, Kerlamin. I wish to be alone for a while.” 
 
    “As you will. Seven Standing, Majesty.” 
 
    “Standing and Unfallen, Prime Monitor.” 
 
    In the elevator, he allowed himself a very broad grin. It was almost precisely what he wanted. It wasn’t quite time for a war yet. He needed the rest of the galaxy stirred up a bit, so that when war came it would be the sort of war to bring down every participant, shatter their interconnections, turn ally against ally and in the end dissolve even the Reborn Empire into civil war, bringing Shagrath one step closer to returning home. Perhaps in a few thousand more years I can be sure enough. One more cycle, maybe two. 
 
    It would not, of course, be wise to return without being very, very sure. 
 
    He took his leave of the Imperial Castle, walking as though deep in thought. 
 
    The shrieking chorus began the instant he left the mind-shields. Lost is Thovia! Another of Us is perished! 
 
    For a moment he couldn’t believe what he was hearing; he paused momentarily in his walk, then forced himself to continue, locked the pensive expression on his face as a mask. What do you mean, lost? Who has dared attack you? 
 
    A cascade of images, the last seen and sent by the Captain of the Thovian outpost, a rumbling roar and the movement of trees, the screaming crash and tilting of the world, a smell of earth and stone filling the nostrils… An avalanche. An avalanche! Do the very mountains conspire against me? 
 
    He ignored the voices complaining about the loss of another of their limited number. Enough. I understand you have no more to spare at this time. I will send a vessel there. Less subtle a trap than I would have preferred, but if Varan is there we shall take him. 
 
    You believe the landslide was deliberate? 
 
    He could not quite restrain a grim chuckle. Say rather that I do not discount the possibility. 
 
    He looked back at the tower; with his vision, vastly better than anything human, he could still make out the Emperor standing at the rail, gazing out over the capital of Oro and the Empire, and he considered again the timeline. Assuming these conditions … and if we act exactly so … yes. 
 
    He smiled, and if any of those passing could have really looked at that smile they would have shrunk back and sought refuge or weapons. It is time to begin to advance our timetable, my friends. I will play my hunches; there are several vessels in that area which I can arrange to act. It is time to create your Nexus, and it is time to begin to expand your ranks. 
 
    The voices were eager, disbelieving. Truly? We can assemble in your system and begin? 
 
    Here at Oro, yes. Only to build the beginnings of your Nexus. But that should be enough. He looked up again. And you shall begin by assuring us that the Emperor will always support our policies. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 11 
 
    Varan: 
 
    Emerging from the forest onto the grassy slope of a wide alpine meadow, I stopped and looked—really looked—around me, and I suddenly realized where we were. The mountains we were slowly ascending from the west curved gently away from us both north and south, a curve that I could just make out at this altitude and from this vantage point. If that curve continued it would be a circle something close to five hundred kilometers across, a feature that would be—and had been—easily visible from orbit. 
 
    “But that’s impossible,” I heard myself say. 
 
    Hargan glanced back at us. “So you have placed yourself at last, Sasham Varan.” 
 
    “There wasn’t much opportunity to do it before,” I said distractedly, trying to comprehend what had happened. That crater was on the other side of the planet from where we landed! “You ended the Togron Gon Roltav after you declared yourself pleased with my last answer, and to be honest all of us were pretty much exhausted; whatever you used to knock us out before moving us, it didn’t really let us rest up. So we went to sleep and then you kicked us awake just after dawn, got us fed, and started us hiking. Besides, you didn’t leave us our comm equipment, so I couldn’t query the ship, and I don’t know your local stars.” 
 
    “You are of course correct,” Hargan said. 
 
    The Eönwyl had figured out what we were talking about. “But he’s right. How can we be here? Did your drug or whatever cost us weeks? How long has it been?” 
 
    “Not weeks, certainly,” said Chondu Hok Chondu, pushing her immense black wood bow aside to pass through some brush. “It is now almost ninety hours since you landed on Thovia to aid the victims of the landslide.” 
 
    I did a quick calculation in my head. That was about two and a half days of Thovia’s rotation, which meant that at most it had taken fifteen hours to get us around the planet. 
 
    Which, from what we knew of Thovia, was completely impossible. Unless … “You commandeered The Eönwyl? Or one of the local Imperial shuttles?” 
 
    Boduras’ laugh echoed across the clearing. “Certainly not, Sasham Varan. All of your vessels are, sadly, designed for stunted little creatures like you. Can you imagine your friend Guvthor in the Eönwyl’s piloting seat? Of course you cannot; the idea is sheer fantasy.” 
 
    I stopped, as did The Eönwyl and Vick; after a moment, Guvthor did as well, though his expression was not nearly so nonplussed or resolute as ours. “Then I think it is past time for some real explanation. We’ve been patient as all the Hells given the questions we’ve had; Guvthor played all mysterious and then promised us answers, and now you’re taking everything we can tell you and giving us nothing in return.” 
 
    Hargan gave a deep rumble—of amusement, anger, or something else I couldn’t tell—and turned to face us fully, pulling forth her great sword. “Hrrrm. And so here you draw weapon and demand answer, on the slopes of Revashuzanin Tal Kaslu, surrounded by the Thov Hok Shu, three tiny creatures alone.” 
 
    I hadn’t actually drawn weapons, but from their ritual of greeting and discussion I could guess that this was a figurative thing—that she’d just made literal. “I do.” I reached back and pulled, and held my vya-shadu before me, parallel in the ancient way. “You’ve played your game of secrets long enough and right now we have no reason to believe that you’re going to stop playing it tonight, tomorrow, or a month from now.” 
 
    “And they are not entirely alone.” Guvthor unslung the Makthu Hok Guvthor. “I am guilty of the same game—by the oaths and commands laid upon me by this same council—but in this I stand with my friends.” 
 
    Nor are you wise to speak as though we are at your mercy, Thovians. Vick’s mindvoice was hard, but filled with a fierce joy and anticipation. I am one of the People, the R’Thann, and my birthright is now mine. If you be ready to speak, then speak; if instead it is to be battle, know that you shall be Tested indeed, to the depths of your souls. The sharp claws flexed and his crest stood stiff and high. 
 
    The Eönwyl wasn’t so dramatic; she simply drew her pistol. “You left us armed. A rannai doesn’t much care about size.” 
 
    For a few moments, there was silence, and tension began to rise; even armed and aided by the psionics Vick and I could wield along with Guvthor’s strength and speed, I knew we wouldn’t really stand much of a chance against more than twenty Thovians. Then Hargan raised her sword and looked around at the others of the Thov Hok Shu. “Meldas San Kolon’Mak Shasto,” she said, and her sword was sheathed. “Your resolve has equaled our steel and we greet you as equals. I shall begin the explanations as we continue. Will that suffice?” 
 
    “As long as they’re explanations and not more evasions.” I breathed a sigh of relief as I returned my swords to their scabbards. I can’t afford fights with people who could be allies. 
 
    “Then let us continue. They will be explanations, though at first you may not completely comprehend them; there is much to explain.” She gestured for Boduras to lead and fell back to walk alongside us. 
 
    “Do you know what Thov Hok Shu means in your language, Sasham Varan?” She didn’t wait for my negative reply, but continued, “Roughly, it means the Remembrance of the World, or Those Who Remember for the World. 
 
    “You will have scanned our world as you approached. I will be surprised if you did not detect traces of cities like your own, buried beneath the earth?” 
 
    The Eönwyl nodded. “Most habitable worlds have something like them; the collapse of the ancient civilization they were part of, the ‘Atlantaea’ of Varan’s myths, is obvious in these ruins.” 
 
    “In much of the Galaxy, yes.” Hargan was silent for a moment, appearing to think. “But in the case of Thovia, those ruins are not the remains of this Atlantaea. For Thovia was one of the very few worlds which had not, in fact, joined mighty Atlantaea before the day of her fall.” 
 
    Vick’s low hiss echoed my own astonishment. “You … how do you know that?” 
 
    “Because so was it told to us by our parents, who were told it by theirs, and so, to the beginning,” Hargan said, and I recognized the same tone in her voice as I had when speaking from the Book of the Fall. “When the World had soared to its first great height and lifted its ships from the seas and set them in the skies, when the People stood upon the decks of those ships and thought to reach out our hands to the stars and make them our own, in those days did the People look into the night and see other great ships plying the ocean of stars, and we sent them a challenge and greeting, and found that the others had steel bright and strong enough to blind. 
 
    “And in those days also was Daramanda Hok Thov, wise man, teacher, speaker of things past and the walking of the past to the future, and Daramanda spoke to the People, and warned them that they went too far, too fast, and sought the stars without remembering the ground and the trees and the weight of worry from which the heights had been born. And some listened and thought, but more ignored the warning, for the bright-steel ships and singing death-armed warriors were of Atlantaea, the eternal, the ever-soaring, and we would reach for those heights as well; and their joyful enemies, with praises to their Lady, priests and warriors all, they came too from beyond the darkness to the World, and all spilled blood to bind the brotherhood; for both sides saw the People were strong and eager and sought their favor in the great contest, and long and spirited was the debate as to the path the People would take.” 
 
    We were back now in deep forest with the huge trees of Thovia looming above, casting shadows of mysterious green across Hargan’s face; and though I saw this, I was also seeing a distant past of legend. 
 
    “But Daramanda saw a great darkness behind darkness, and again he warned the People, yes, and the ever-children of Atlantaea and the proud warriors of naked claw and fang who opposed them in noble war; but their eyes were looking up, ever upward into the stars, and would not turn downwards to see that darkness which swallowed their past, their foundations, their strength and made it hollow and weak; and then the day came, and the bright-steel joyful Empire fell, screams of terror shattering stars, and even the Lady’s Warriors fled, fled back to the darkness beyond dark to escape the Fall that came from that which was darker still; and the People, too, fled back to our World, seeing the Truth, knowing it was near too late, but not quite. 
 
    “And Daramanda stood between the People and the darkness and bade the People light a great fire, the greatest fire of all, and the People obeyed, as the lights of the stars faded, and in that light returned to that which had been left behind.” 
 
    Hargan fell silent, and for a few minutes I walked without saying anything, trying to grasp what she had just recited. “Hargan … are you saying this is a true history of your people?” 
 
    “Do you believe the story you gave us—of your Eternal King—is true?” 
 
    “I … Yes, I do.” 
 
    She nodded. “Then it is at least as true as that story.” 
 
    “I’m not usually one for trying to interpret legends, I’m sorry to say,” the Eönwyl said. “What exactly does all that mean?” 
 
    “Well … if I get it all right—and please correct me, Hargan, if I don’t—Thovia had just gone through its great industrial advances and was building its own first starships when Atlantaea made contact with them. At the same time they were also contacted by some group…” Something was nagging at me. Their Lady? Warriors and priests? It couldn’t be … but they have some legends that would fit … “…some other group that was actually fighting Atlantaea, but it sounds almost like a sort of contest, a friendly rivalry rather than all-out war, and both sides were trying to convince Thovia to join their cause.” I glanced over, Hargan nodded, so I continued. “Now there was someone—sounds like a holy man, a priest of some kind, Daramanda, who I guess felt that all the speed of technological progress and maybe social progress had separated them from, well, their roots, and predicted a great disaster if they kept going. So when Atlantaea fell, his prediction was vindicated and the Thovians rallied to his cause in terror and…” … light a great fire … Torline’s Swords! “…and put their cities to the torch.” 
 
    WHAT? What sort of insanity was THAT? Vick’s mindvoice was utterly boggled. 
 
    “Our people are not inherently rational,” Hargan said quietly but with a tiny hint of humor in her voice. “Any more than are yours, R’Thann, or any others I am aware of. Legend has it that Daramanda’s prophecies were confirmed, and that the People therefore followed his philosophy with zeal, destroying the cities and technology above the most basic.” Her smile could not hide an expression of tragedy. “Of course, this led to the deaths of most of the People. But Daramanda’s Creed had gained great strength, and—as one might expect—rather than blame Daramanda’s, or rather his more extreme followers’, anti-technological beliefs for all the deaths, the blame was laid on how far we had gone from our basic and original nature.” 
 
    I winced, but couldn’t restrain a sad laugh. “Oh, vorces, I wish I could be laughing because it would never happen to us, but that’s all too familiar. There are probably a hundred or a thousand legends and stories similar to that one in the Empire, on a hundred different worlds. The only real difference is that none of them claim this goes back to Atlantaea. How can you be sure of that part?” 
 
    “A fair question,” Hargan said. “Because that was only the beginning. Eventually, of course, after a long time, we recovered and—despite the teachings—began to rebuild. Cautiously, trying always to figure out a way to maintain that ‘connection’ between our work and our World, but still building up, re-learning the science and technology we had lost. 
 
    “And once more, as we began to reach out for the stars, we met others—humans, with their ‘bright-steel ships and joyous courage’, already reclaiming the Galaxy they had lost. The Federation of Melossa contacted us and invited us to join.” 
 
    Melossa! I knew that name, but not from my own studies. That was one of the most ancient civilizations after Atlantaea, one that I knew because Taelin’s sister Mishel had been involved in studying Melossan ruins. If Melossa had truly contacted Thovia after they were rebuilding, it pretty much clinched the identity of the first civilization they had met; it had to be Atlantaea itself. 
 
    Which made that recitation of Hargan’s the first clear record from the days of Atlantaea that wasn’t part of the Book of the Fall or one of its derivations or related writings. 
 
    “The debate was furious on Thovia, for the teachings of Daramanda were still strong; but at the same time, we wished—very much—to step farther out, to become part of the living Galaxy. And the exact interpretation of Daramanda’s Creed was not agreed upon; there were at least two major … denominations, you might call them—similar to what I have heard of the difference between your Repentants and your Seekers.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding, and looked up to see that we were now entering a very large cave. Echoes began to chase around us as we continued speaking, and lent an even more powerful effect to Hargan’s next words. 
 
    “And then it happened again. Melossa, the powerful and proud, the united and strong, fragmented, almost without warning, world turning against world, fleet against fleet, as though they had all gone mad in the space of a few months or years.” 
 
    Hargan nodded as we stared. “And we, too, began to repeat our actions. Was this not a sign? We had begun to move beyond our world, to surpass where we had been the first time we had fallen. Perhaps we, too, had lost our way, ignored the roots that held us steady and firm. 
 
    “But one denomination of Daramanda’s Way believed that it was important to avoid the terrible deaths. Yes, we had lost our way, but we must be civilized at all times. If it was time to find our true selves again, we must do it wisely and with caution; this view—barely—prevailed. And so, as the last cries of Melossa faded from the skies, we carefully retreated from the cities, dismantled them over many years, and the inner circle of Daramanda recorded these events and that which was abandoned.” 
 
    “The Thov Hok Shu,” I said. 
 
    “Its beginnings, yes. And in the years that followed, the People came to understand that the problem with civilization was that when one came to be too advanced, one had left behind the true knowledge of our primitive selves, the people we remained in our essence, and this lack of understanding would inevitably lead to a collapse—civil war, a turning-inward of the civilization to decadence, or some other course which would end in the fall of that civilization. But such a fall wipes out nearly all that was learned, and thus no civilization can truly reach its peak and remain there.” 
 
    “But that—” 
 
    “—Isn’t precisely true, no, but you must understand that much of these beliefs were developed following just such collapses; even the attempt to carefully orchestrate a 'retreat’ was not as successful as the first Thov Hok Shu would have liked. Still, the argument progressed a great deal in the centuries that followed. Our ancestors—and, in time of need, our selves today—used to live with great vigor and growth in the spring and summer, but would retreat and our bodies slow, become almost inert, in the depths of winter. What the teachings eventually came to say was that a true civilization must go through such cycles regularly, but not collapses; a revisiting of the old ways, a return to the roots, followed by a re-ascension, one that each time reaches a greater peak than the last as it is guided by the Custodians, those who retain the records and the knowledge so that they are not forever lost.” 
 
    “Wait. Hold on.” I shook my head, trying to take it all in, as we descended a long slideway with guide ropes that prevented this from becoming a complete disaster. “So you’re claiming that Thovia … what, builds up a civilization, cities, ships … and then backs up, goes to what we see now, and then does it all over again, every few hundred or thousand years?” 
 
    “We claim this because it is the truth, Sasham Varan.” Boduras turned to face us as we reached the bottom and saw in front of us a huge door—a door not of stone, nor of wood, nor of simple beaten bronze or forged iron, but of a smooth, shining alloy whose blue-touched silver looked like Imperial battle armor. “But the Custodians do not merely retain knowledge. They watch. They wait. 
 
    “For in Melossa’s fall, we saw the unexplainable, as we did in distant Atlantaea’s. There was no reason for the sudden unrest, no collapse due to anomie or despair or rootlessness. And while some of us believed that it was the way of the All—that those who rose too high would be brought low, as Daramanda had taught, by their very height and separation from their essential selves—others of us saw in this the hand of something else, something for which we had no name, but something which was not fate, but hate—something that sought destruction and had toppled Melossa, perhaps Atlantaea as well, and had spared us only because we were not so high, and had brought ourselves low before it could turn its hatred upon us.” The great door began to slide open, splitting down the center, multiple layers separating in interlocking order, a meter, two meters thick, and light began to shine through, obliterating the ruddy glow of the torches our escorts carried. 
 
    “And so we also hide our greatest truths, and sheathe our weapons in darkness, against that time that the eyes of hatred turn towards us, the moment when we see what lies behind the fall of those who were once our allies.” 
 
    The light blazed out and we stepped forward. We stood upon a ledge that looked across a cavern so stupendous that misty clouds drifted nearly level with our eyes at the peak of that impossible space, a cavern supported not just by the bones of the world but by shining-alloy braces that protected and strengthened the stone, held it above the square-soaring buildings of cast-stone and crystal and steel and streets of hard cloud-gray. The sound of engines and generators and people at work echoed through the cavern as we stared at the underground city, and then at each other. 
 
    “Welcome, Sasham Varan, for we believe—from your words, and those of our brother Guvthor, and from what we have already seen—that at last we have found what lies behind that hatred, have a chance to confront that which brought low Atlantaea and Melossa. 
 
    “Welcome to Thalam Hok Shuvan, the Shield of Knowledge.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 12 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    It all makes sense now, she thought, trying to adjust her view of the world. All the oddities about these people. They are no more primitive than we are. 
 
    Vick exhaled, a long, low hiss that conveyed his surprise as strongly as his thought-voice. A mighty weapon hidden in this sheath of night, indeed. But one city, howsoever grand—unless it be a true city of Those Who Went Before, with all their powers and mysteries intact—one city is little enough before the threat we face. 
 
    “By itself, yes. But still we have, in some ways, the high ground. Thovia lies far indeed from Varan’s Empire, and no matter what suspicions the Prime Monitor, or the Empire itself, may have now or gain later, to mount a true expedition here would be no small undertaking.” They were now descending to the street level of that underground city. “The Empire, especially if the situation is as we guess, can ill-afford such adventures at this point.” 
 
    The Eönwyl had a vague idea of what she meant, but Varan asked, “What do you mean by that? The situation, that is?” 
 
    “She means,” Guvthor said, stepping out first and then bowing to let the rest pass, “that history gives us a mirror to hold up to what we have learned of your Empire, of Shagrath, and of the events thus far, and what that mirror reflects shows a dark course ahead for the Galaxy, or at least that part of the Galaxy in which we exist.” 
 
    The streets were filled with Thovians—more on this single long street were visible than had been in the village where the Empire had held its embassy—and these Thovians made no pretense to the primitive. They moved purposefully, respectfully, driving vehicles, walking, talking in the deep, rhythmic rumbling Thovian language, all of them giving the Thov Hok Shu quick gestures—a hand gesture something like a check-mark, down and then high—which were clearly meant as salutes of respect. Something about that is familiar… Varan seemed to have been thinking along the same lines, because he suddenly nodded. “Ahh! Pardon me, I just realized something I should have guessed all along. This isn’t really a city; this is a military base. This is like Silan-Luria. Everyone here’s a soldier.” 
 
    “Well enough said, Sasham Varan,” Boduras said in his deep bass. “In truth, all of Thovia thinks of itself as a fortress and a vault. We are, in a very real way, the keepers of time, the memory of the past and the readers of the future, the sentries who stand watch against the coming of hatred and collapse and loss. Daramanda’s teachings have been built upon in these many centuries, and we have reconciled sanity with the cycle; our 'collapses’ do not lead to panic, do not cause death and destruction in the way that would be expected—although an outsider who was not immediately present would believe otherwise, and would still find burned cities and what seemed reverted primitives on this world. But we retain our knowledge, prevent plagues and mitigate drought, reduce disaster and improve the lives of each new cycle in its own way.” 
 
    “You see our salute,” Hargan continued, giving the gesture herself. “This is a reflection of our beliefs and of the final form of Daramanda’s faith. We fall that we might rise higher, and each fall shall not descend as low as the last.” 
 
    The Eönwyl nodded and suddenly laughed as a thought occurred to her. 
 
    “Something amuses you, trader?” Hargan asked, with a smile of her own. 
 
    “It is suddenly clear to me why Guvthor was so certain I would find premium prices for my cargo here. You have undoubtedly mined out any shanellite or equivalent in your own system millennia ago. At the top of each cycle you probably try to lay in a stock, but … you’re near the end of a cycle, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Or, one might say, the beginning. The Ascent has begun, and given what we have learned … it may—no, I believe, must—accelerate drastically. You have shanellite?” Hargan’s tone shifted to one strongly touched with eagerness. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    She looked at Guvthor. “You seem to have planned well.” 
 
    The huge Thovian burst into laughter that echoed off the distant cavern walls. “Would that my planning be that deep! She had already acquired such a cargo; I merely assured her that it would find a market.” 
 
    “Then I compliment your fortune.” 
 
    “Guvthor.” Varan’s tone brought them all up short, for it was suddenly cold. “After everything we’ve learned, it’s now obvious how you could be able to trigger a landslide so precisely. But I need answers as to why. They had no ship present. As we know now, they didn’t even know about me yet. We could have found out if any of them had a secret agenda without killing the entire group!” 
 
    Guvthor and the rest of the Thov Hok Shu turned to face Varan. Instead of Guvthor, it was Hargan who spoke, gesturing the scientist to silence. “After hearing your stories and deliberating on them, the Thov Hok Shu has agreed that Guvthor Hok Guvthor acted correctly; it thus falls to myself as their leader to answer you. 
 
    “It is indeed true that no general word of your actions had reached Thovia. However, that was not a concern. As you now understand, such a small force posed no threat whatsoever to our people, even supplied with the powered armor and weapons that such an outpost is expected to have. 
 
    “But the events upon Meletta—where you were pursued and nearly captured by these beings that you know only by their mental touch—made it clear that Shagrath’s reach is far greater, and far faster, than any ordinary communications could provide. We must assume that the number of these beings is severely limited, else there would be no significant individuals in the Empire who remained themselves. Thus the probability that he would just happen to have some of these creatures present and in positions to intercept you is vanishingly small. No, he had deliberately dispersed a huge number—perhaps his entire force of these creatures—across the Empire to strategic locations where you might be expected to seek assistance or to barter away what possessions you had.” 
 
    Varan was nodding unwillingly, and she suddenly saw it too. “And because we had Doctor Guvthor with us,” the Eönwyl said, “it would make sense that he would send such a representative to Thovia, or even more than one if he’s nervous about your people.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Guvthor confirmed cheerfully. “Now, when we did manage to kill one of those beings, it seemed much weaker, perhaps unable to live outside of its host. Thus it seemed to me only prudent to remove the potential for such trouble. Sasham Varan had enough difficulty fighting one before, when it had no idea what it was dealing with and had at least some reason to restrain some of its actions. Here on Thovia neither limit applies.” 
 
    Varan sighed and began walking again. “And we couldn’t know if it was one, or two, or even half a dozen of these things. But it would have to be in the military detachment. So you decided that wiping out the military would be the best choice, so you arranged the avalanche to do exactly that.” 
 
    The group was now entering a huge columnar building that reminded The Eönwyl strongly—and quite deliberately, she suspected—of one of the great trees outside, with bronze and ebony colored walls highlighted with golden windows at intervals up the kilometer-high structure. 
 
    It was exactly the right thing to do, and the fact is that the Thovian showed too much mercy in allowing any of them to live. Yes, the military was the logical place for such beings, but there could have been some hidden in the civilians as well. A wiser course would have been to destroy them all without warning. 
 
    “Then I’d rather have less wisdom,” Varan said, as she knew he would. “Thank you, Guvthor, for giving at least some of them a chance.” 
 
    “Always would we prefer mercy,” Hargan said, as Guvthor bowed his acknowledgment, “even if it brings us some risk, else we risk much worse: becoming as cruel as those we fear. It is this that has made us wary of your people, R’Thann.” 
 
    Vick hiss-laughed and rattled his crest. And your mysteries have made us wary of you. How fine it is to see that our wariness has been more than justified! 
 
    “This is related to your ‘Testing’, isn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    Exactly. We are the Testers and the Tested, and to find new challenges, new Tests laid before us, this is our quest. Ahh, if only I were given such a chance as lies before me; yet I cannot—yet—test these great game-players, for I must first become a Master of the Light, and only my people can grant that title. 
 
    “It is our hope you shall have that title soon, Doctor Sooovickalassa,” Hargan said; at the same time, the rest of the Thov Hok Shu stopped and bowed. The Eönwyl realized they now stood before a set of doors built for human-height beings. 
 
    Indeed? You wish, then, to be Tested by one of the People, the R’Thann? 
 
    “Not precisely,” she said with a rumbling chuckle that was echoed around the ring of immense fur-covered Thovians. “Though we will not shrink from such a ‘Test’, if it comes to us one day. No, we hope that because we believe that once we have told you what we can—in the next few days—you must go next to Thann’ta itself. Your people are wise and powerful in the ways of the mind; if any world can tell us what we face, what manner of being these screaming-mindvoices are, it would be Thann’ta, yes?” 
 
    Vick drew himself up proudly. The Masters of the Final Light will know, yes, and perhaps will even recognize that dark-seething hatred mind which Varan saw within Shagrath. And you speak wisely again. He turned and gave a deep knee-bending bow to Guvthor. You were correct to argue that we should come here first. With this knowledge, we know much to ask the Masters, and much to use to argue an alliance of claws between us. 
 
    “We are pleased to hear this,” Chondu said with a quick smile. “Alliances are needed now; your tests of claw and mind will be for later, once this enemy is dealt with.” 
 
    Varan gestured at the doors. “And this is…?” 
 
    “Quarters suited for those of your stature, Sasham Varan. Thalam Hok Shuvan has hosted many over the thousands of years it has stood, and we are well aware how difficult you smaller species find it to deal with properly-sized living quarters.” Boduras’ grin and wink took the edge from the words. “It has indeed been a long day for us all, and we invite you to rest and relax. In the next few days, we shall give you what information we can, and then you must prepare for departure. Many questions remain unanswered, and time passes, and neither can long be tolerated.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Varan said emphatically. Then he grinned back. “On both counts. I can really do with some R&R.” 
 
    The Eönwyl became aware of the ache in her legs, arms, indeed, her whole body. They had spent the entire day following the Thovians through the great forests and then through thickets, up and down slopes, and while she was used to exercise and stayed in shape, she realized that she—and, she suspected, Varan—had become unused to that kind of effort over that length of time. “I’m with you there,” she said as the normal-sized doors opened. 
 
    Varan bowed to Hargan. “Then we’ll speak again soon.” He looked over to Guvthor. “I suppose you’ll be staying with them?” 
 
    “I still have much to tell them. It has been years since I stood on my home soil, Sasham. But I will not be far away, and—I assure you!—we shall travel together again. This was my assignment, and now,” he touched his axe-haft and grinned ferociously at the rest of the Thov Hok Shu, “and now, by the First Tree, I will happily challenge any of you to deny that I should continue! I shall see your story to the end, Sasham Varan.” 
 
    Varan bowed deeply and gave the Thovian scientist a formal Six-and-One. “I am grateful.” 
 
    She found herself smiling. She realized that she, too, was grateful that they would still have Guvthor Hok Guvthor with them—especially if they were to travel to Vick’s homeworld. However … “Don’t forget that we have some bargaining to do.” 
 
    Boduras chortled. “A trader indeed!” 
 
    She grinned back and remembered the Thovian’s formal introductions. “The Eönwyl, savant of buying low and selling high,” she said with an ironic bow. 
 
    Hargan could not repress what sounded like a delighted laugh at the Eönwyl’s domain of expertise, a laugh that Guvthor and the other Thovians joined. “A challenging field indeed, Eönwyl, one few of us would assay to match you in, I think. Rest assured, we shall not forget. As you have already guessed, shanellite is most in demand here to maintain our power supplies, and we shall, I am afraid, have vastly greater need of it in the future.” 
 
    The Eönwyl gave a more formal bow. “Then I look forward to it.” 
 
    She entered their temporary quarters with a sense of slowly-dawning relief. It has been a long several months of running and fearing what we would find. Maybe … just maybe … things are turning around. 
 
    But even as she thought that, her gut knotted. No. We’ve come so far … but something much worse is coming. 
 
    Much worse. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 13 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    He strode cheerfully out of Balan’s Crystal, the noise of the casino fading as the doors slid shut. He slid the paychip into his inner pocket and took a deep breath of the night air. Sharp, spice-laden scents came to him, the smell of the Xaltinian jungle far below the Yunai Plateau, scents both above and below those of the city. 
 
    “Taelin?” 
 
    He whirled at that voice, the voice that was always waiting at the back of his mind, speaking in his heart. “Trey,” he said, keeping his voice under control, “what a surprise.” 
 
    “What’s a surprise is seeing you looking so cheerful without some hired company.” 
 
    Oh, ouch. But that’s the way the game has to be played. “Do you really believe I need to hire anyone, Trey? And did you just speak to me so you could insult me?” 
 
    She looked down for a moment and sighed. “No … No, of course you don’t. And you’re right, Taelin, and I’m sorry. Let me start again?” 
 
    “Always,” he said, his voice low and with an earnestness his casual smile did not match. I can risk that much. The dance has to have both involved. 
 
    “You’re looking … very good this evening, Taelin. I’ve heard your fortune has been mostly good—although the last race wasn’t quite what you expected.” 
 
    He laughed lightly and gave her a Six-and-One. “I thank you for your compliment, Treyuusei … and true, but even I can’t expect to win every race, just most of them.” He gestured formally to his side, and she bobbed an acceptance and the two walked together down the corridor of light formed by the casinos, gaming-houses, arenas, bars, and restaurants on either side. 
 
    “Well, you certainly do win most of them. Your flying in the Shikkikan Mazerun was … inspired, even for you.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to make an observation about how she seemed to be still watching him, closed it, wondered if she was being followed. If she was, the unknown watchers would see that reaction, and the glance he made at her when she was looking elsewhere. And we both continue to play for an audience which may not even be there. “It was an exciting race. I nearly crashed Valabacal on the third turn.” 
 
    “I wondered about that!” 
 
    The two continued farther down, and their hands touched. Absently the fingers intertwined, as though their owners didn’t realize what they were doing, even as the conversation continued to other subjects. “Trey, I hope I’m not keeping you from anything important…?” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, I was here for the Five-Year Import Review.” She made a face. “Mishel had said she’d take this one, but there was word of a new ruin found under her ongoing grant and so here I am.” 
 
    “Ugh. Sorry to hear about that. I know what a bore the Import Review is.” 
 
    Now it was Trey’s turn, and from the very corner of his eye he could see her go through nearly the identical run of expressions, the mouth opening to say something cutting, the hand starting to pull away, and then the mind changing. Read it well, unknown watchers. 
 
    “Bore, but over now.” She paused, then asked with elaborate casualness and caution, “So … you aren’t busy yourself, now?” 
 
    “I wasn’t, no.” He smiled at her with something approaching the smile he used to wear around her almost all the time, then looked down, his face showing more than a trace of shame as he continued, “After they dropped me to a Lesser Family, I haven’t had much to do anyway except … well, you’ve seen.” 
 
    She gripped his hand tighter. “Taelin…” 
 
    “…Don’t.” But he said it gently, and still without meeting her gaze. 
 
    She didn’t let go, and studied his face for a moment, before turning and letting them walk a little farther. “You know, I’m absolutely starving.” 
 
    Taelin let his body relax slightly, just barely visible if you were watching carefully, as though to say Thank the Towers, we got past that one. “Then let me treat you.” He patted his pocket. “I’m far from poor. What would you like?” 
 
    She glanced around. “I’d forgotten what a mishmash this is! It looks like we could get almost anything. Dachi Komomyiri, Alagath cuisine—ooh, there’s a Zilgoda restaurant! I always loved that sauce and noodle thing, um, dihorasan! I haven’t had that in ages.” Her face fell slightly. “But you kind of spoiled me on it. I’ve never found a restaurant that can make it as well as you used to.” 
 
    Oh, that’s well-played! “Used to?” he said with a shocked tone, but with a smile to take the edge off. “I will prove to you that I can still make it just as well, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “But you’d need to get—” 
 
    “Valabacal is already stocked with those ingredients. It’s one of my favorite dishes too, after all.” 
 
    “Well…” she looked hesitant, yet she was still holding his hand tightly. 
 
    He took her other hand. “I insist now. If you haven’t had dihorasan since … well, you simply must have some while I’m here.” 
 
    Treyuusei bit her lip, then smiled. “All right, Taelin.” They turned down the street, towards the port where Valabacal waited, just visible in the lights from this distance. 
 
    They didn’t make it to the kitchen. 
 
    At least not right away. The airlock scarcely closed behind them when Taelin found Trey’s lips on his and his hands twining in her long, silky blue-black hair, surrounded by her scent of dawnflowers and ocean. Her hands were already under his jacket; he dropped it from his shoulders as their feet continued moving, towards the cabin both of them knew well. Her neck and shoulders, softer than I remembered … and the muscle under them, smooth, perfectly defined … Her vest hit the floor with a soft sighing thud—or perhaps the sigh came from its owner, or maybe from him. 
 
    There was barely any clothing left to drop by the time the cabin door opened and they fell together on the bed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Taelin looked across the pillow at his golden hair tangled with Treyuusei’s night-black, saw her smiling back at him, sweat still shining on her body. “I suppose that’s one advantage of all this t’cha-damned maneuvering.” 
 
    “Reunions can be very enjoyable,” Treyuusei agreed, leaning over and kissing him again—then breaking away before the distraction could become complete. “But it’s only worth it if we get away with this. Your sensors gave the all-clear too?” 
 
    He nodded. “With our clothes being the repeaters we could cover the whole ship. No one’s been here since I locked her up. We’re secure.” 
 
    She sighed and looked at him regretfully before standing up. “I guess we’d better get to business before we spend all the time on something less useful.” 
 
    He allowed himself to enjoy the view as she swayed to the closet and then turned to throw him a delighted smile. “You still have my clothes in here!” 
 
    “Neither version of me would get rid of them. The version people think they see now is still trapped in sentiment—the last trace of his past.” He got up and chose a new outfit to put on; he really should shower, but that would offer more opportunities for them to distract themselves. More time for that later. “It’s looking bad out there.” 
 
    “Worse than you know. Lukh and Shagrath both signed off on a recommendation for a 'survey’ of Chak and all the other associated Chakron worlds, but the mandate’s clearly to prepare for some kind of isolation or even deportation to controlled worlds. And Taelin … Taelin, the Emperor put his seal on it!” 
 
    Taelin closed his eyes. He remembered the Emperor’s kindly smile and the stern instructions he gave to any who entered his court, a man of fairness and iron will. “I can’t imagine it.” 
 
    “Neither could Lukh. You should have seen his face … or maybe you shouldn’t. There’s something terrible going on behind that. We’re sure of it. Emperor Galata would never have agreed to this, no matter the provocation. At least, not the Emperor Galata we knew.” 
 
    “Right. Just as the Nissen Frankel we knew would never have ended up fighting Sasham.” They finally arrived in the kitchen and he began setting out the ingredients. “It has to be something associated with the Monitors. What’s Lukhas doing?” 
 
    “Moving very carefully. If you’re right—and Lukh and I think the same thing—then Shagrath’s the only possible one at the top of the conspiracy. He was alone with the Emperor several times in the past few months. It’s hard to imagine that he could manage to do anything to the Emperor in a few minutes alone … but the whole thing’s hard to imagine.” She got out the steaming pans. “He’s got a plan to hopefully gain more of Shagrath’s trust while getting a better idea of what kind of changes Shagrath may have made to the conditioning, but it will take a while—especially since none of us can afford too many risks.” 
 
    Taelin thought for a moment as he started cutting up the yanmas for the sauce. “Psionics.” 
 
    Trey nodded. “It could be. But there are so many psi-screened areas in the main compounds, we just can’t imagine how a psi, even a powerful one, could operate there for any length of time.” 
 
    “But it would fit with a lot of what we’ve been seeing. If so … you’d better keep a very close eye on that supposed increased psi research.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Lukh’s on that already. I’m going to be touring the research facilities myself later.” 
 
    “What about Sasham?” 
 
    “Well, we still don’t know where he is now,” she admitted. “You’ve seen all the rumors and newsflashes, but actually there aren’t any confirmed sightings since Meletta.” 
 
    “You’ve confirmed Meletta? The timing seemed insane.” 
 
    She nodded. “At least part of the record from Teraikon was real. He and his two friends dove straight into the black hole as it was forming and activated a TT drive. Apparently the catapult effect actually worked; they crossed the entire empire in less time than it takes us to cross a solar system.” 
 
    “Fallen Towers. That must’ve been one hell of a ride. Were we able to verify it?” 
 
    “Knowing what to look for, yes. The picket stations along that line each recorded a transient in the right sequence, but it was just barely out of the noise. And you know that transients get ignored on any picket station unless they’re repeats.” 
 
    He nodded. The sauce was starting to thicken now. “So Varan went from Teraikon to Meletta in a few hours. Too bad we can’t figure out a way to do that regularly.” 
 
    “Lukhas kept digging for the details with his own people and turned up a few more that worry us,” Treyuusei continued. “When they left Meletta, the ship they were on was The Eönwyl.” 
 
    He was momentarily shocked enough to stop stirring the sauce as it cooked—and almost burned it as a consequence. He spent a furious few seconds stirring and removing the almost-burned layer. “So he arrives at Meletta, sells off the ship he landed on, and leaves with the very same Free Trader who was at Tangia when it all started. The one who sat Vigil with him.” He set the pan aside from the heat and started rolling out the pale-green ritta dough. “But … there’s just no way that could have been arranged. Not by anyone. He certainly didn’t know where he was going—not even by Shagrath’s version of the story would that make any sense.” 
 
    “Coincidence is possible, but Lukhas thinks there’s something more that we don’t know,” she said. “A lot more. But he doesn’t dare push farther in that area, because there’s something else very wrong in that whole sequence of events. He’s not sure, but what little he’s learned … Taelin, Lukh doesn’t think Varan or his friends did anything to attract the attention of the authorities.” 
 
    A cold chill went down his back, and he slowly set the roller down and turned back to Trey. “But…” He closed his eyes, concentrated. “But then … the system forces did try to stop them, right?” 
 
    “That’s confirmed. They lost one ship in direct combat.” 
 
    By the Emperor’s Ancestors. “That means that Shagrath … or someone … got the alert to them practically when it happened.” 
 
    She was pale. “Which is only possible, as far as we know, by one method.” 
 
    He swallowed, and the warmth and pleasure of Trey’s company seemed suddenly very small and far away. “Fallen Towers, Trey. That would mean … that Shagrath himself is a psionic.” 
 
    “And it would make everything make a whole hellish amount of sense, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “We’ve got to…” He stopped himself. Lukhas undoubtedly figured this out long before he did. Probably as soon as he got the report. “Lukh’s still going to try to play him. Which means he’s got to dance from mind-shield to mind-shield and never ever let Shagrath catch him without it.” 
 
    “Yes.” Trey’s face was very grave. “He says he has some other ideas, but they’re risky. And he needs more information. He needs to know exactly what happened on Meletta. But he can’t investigate it himself.” 
 
    The cold was still there, but there was also, suddenly, the feeling of hope and of being able to do something. “And the Meletta Ultimate Freestyle starts in three months.” 
 
    “Not quite your usual race,” she agreed, and her smile drove the cold back, far back. “But maybe just the kind of risk that Taelin Ardan might be looking for to replace the responsibilities he used to have.” 
 
    Taelin cut the dough into the narrow, narrow slices that would be the noodles and dropped them gently into the steamer, then smiled back. “Yes. It just might be.” 
 
    The game was even more dangerous now. But now, too, he understood what they were playing against. You knew this from the beginning, Sash. And no wonder you couldn’t tell us. 
 
    But maybe, soon, we can tell you that we know. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 14 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I took a deep breath, realizing that we were once more moving forward to the unknown. “Thanks to you, Hargan, Boduras, Chondu—and all the rest of the Thov Hok Shu. All of your people, really, even the ones who don’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    Hargan and the others bowed to us, and I was touched to see that they were quite seriously giving to me and the rest of our little crew the Six-and-One—even though to them that was hardly an important symbol. “And to you we return thanks, Sasham Varan,” Hargan said. “I ask you, however, if you truly understand: on what course are we all now bound?” 
 
    I looked down, then up, but didn’t really see what I was looking at; I knew the answer, I’d even mentioned it before, but I also knew that this was really the first time that I had to face it as a fact, as something which really was going to happen and that I, personally, was going to be responsible for. Finally I closed my eyes, then opened them again to look straight into Hargan’s own. “I … we, and now with Thovia as our first true ally … we’re going to have to … to move against the Empire.” 
 
    Even those words evade the truth. Vick’s mindvoice was not quite as cold as usual; that tiny courtesy, a consideration from a species I knew was perhaps even more dangerous than I had believed before, in some way made it harder, simply because his support made me believe that it was really going to happen. Guvthor said nothing, and neither did The Eönwyl, though I could see sympathy in those pure-blue eyes. 
 
    “Sinking hell.” I knew they were right. I had to commit in words, in honest, straightforward words. “I am going to have to lead a revolt in, or a direct war against, the Empire.” The words were like melted lead, heavy and hot and poisonous. “Shagrath’s too close to the top and this has been going on too long. Even if Taelin and Lukhas have a clue what’s going on … Shagrath’s almost certainly taken at least some of the Five Families’ learning the truth into account. He’s got to have control over the Emperor. The Empire isn’t going to stop, it’s going to get worse, and I’ll have to raise every force I can find to weaken it, to hold it back, at least until we can figure out something that can actually stop Shagrath—and until we know what he and his allies are, we can’t be sure how that can be done. 
 
    “So … So we all have to prepare for war. Prepare for it now because the Empire will be bringing it to us all soon. And no matter how much I hate the idea, they’re using me as a bogeyman—and I’m going to be the best rallying point for the Empire’s enemies, if we can play it right.” 
 
    Hargan Hok Hargan nodded. “That is indeed the truth of our course. It is war, now. But, we firmly believe, it is also a just war, at last, against the enemy that Thovia has sensed and feared since the Fall of Atlantaea. Many innocents will die, Sasham Varan, and I hope you know we feel this as keenly as do you. But uncounted more have died before, and will die, if we do not stop them. So do not let your feelings for your people stop you or divert you from this course.” 
 
    “I won’t. The only way to possibly save any of them is to finish this.” 
 
    “The Thov Hok Shu hears you, and through you the World hears you, and Daramanda’s Wisdom blesses you. We pledge ourselves to your cause, to your war, for it is also our war, and the war for those of the whole Galaxy who fell before this same enemy.” 
 
    I was suddenly filled with a much brighter sense of hope. A few billion was nothing compared to the might of the Empire … but, yet, it was a vastly greater force than anything I had ever commanded, and these were people with secrets even Shagrath did not know—allies whose strength might be—no, had to be—vastly out of proportion to their numbers. 
 
    “Now that the formalities are done,” the Eönwyl said after a moment, “we need to get moving. If we assume Shagrath had any spies on your world at all, the alarm must have gone up the moment Guvthor’s avalanche wiped them out. There won’t be very many ships of the Empire out this far, but there will be some, and if any one of them has one of his mind-controlling allies on board, they’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “True, true,” Guvthor said, and began shoving the last of his transport cases up the ramp of The Eönwyl—which had been mysteriously transported to the hidden city and placed in this cargo and launch bay probably at the same time we’d been dragged halfway around the world. “So we must try to go to Thann’ta, have our meeting, not get killed by whatever ‘Testing’ our friend Sooovickalassa’s people might choose to impose upon us, learn what they have to tell, and return here swiftly—hopefully with useful information that will give us a better idea of our next move, and, even more hopefully, with new allies.” 
 
    THAT will greatly depend on how well you impress the Masters of the Light, Vick said. Which in turn requires that we get there! 
 
    I laughed. “Listen to you. You’re so nervous and excited you sound like one of our kids waiting for his Empire-day presents on the Eve of Empire.” 
 
    Vick’s mental retort was more a sort of offended psionic splutter of outrage which—unfortunately—just reinforced our impressions. 
 
    “But he’s right, we’ll have to get there,” the Eönwyl said, trying to keep the smile off her face. “And I’ll have a new cargo to trade.” 
 
    Boduras shook his head dolefully. “You have chosen a peculiar, not to say almost nonsensical, selection of things for your travels.” 
 
    I advised her on the conditions of my world, Vick pointed out. What conclusions she has drawn from those conditions are of course her business. 
 
    I also wasn’t sure exactly what had driven the Eönwyl’s selection of cargo—a large amount of select woods being transported to a world which, according to Vick, already had a lot of forest; various metals; quick-frozen meats; hand-forged weaponry in sizes more suited for beings our size—but I reminded myself that she’d been doing this for years and made a lot of money at it, so I had to assume she knew what she was doing. 
 
    I began my ascent up the ramp, then paused as a thought struck me. “What about Lieutenant Mansteros and the others?” 
 
    “I have thought much about that,” Hargan Hok Hargan said slowly. “I believe I shall tell them your story, Captain Sasham Varan.” 
 
    I winced. Tell Imperials that I’m psionic? “Why?” 
 
    “They are in a perfect position to recognize that there is something terribly wrong with the official story,” she answered simply. “They have seen your behavior, your actions, have spoken with you, formed an impression of their own which will reflect well upon any other information they gain. And your own government will undoubtedly send them their version of the story. Better, then, that we decide which one they hear first, yes?” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that … and thinking about it, if they did come to believe that the official version was wrong, I’d have a few more real Imperial officers and enlisted who would be useful in recruiting from the Empire. If I wanted to save my own country, I was going to need people from that same country to help minimize the damage and convince the rest of the Empire that we were, in fact, saving them rather than damning them. “Yes, I guess you’re right. Just … try to keep them safe. If the Empire decides they can’t know too much…” 
 
    “You have our word.” 
 
    That was good enough for me; Hargan’s prior points about the distance of the core of Empire, and the formidable nature of both the Thovians themselves and the secrets they held, made for an excellent defense. 
 
    With one more set of farewells, we boarded The Eönwyl and the ramp closed behind us. Somehow, it felt almost like coming home, and I could see a smile on its owner’s face. “Everyone get to your positions. Takeoff in five minutes. After that, our next stop is Thann’ta!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Section Two: Minds of Light and Darkness 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    She realized she was halfway up the corridor, sprinting for all she was worth, before Sasham’s confused “Eönwyl?” caught up with her. We were just … talking! A part of her was wondering what the dark-rock hells was wrong with her, but the other was screaming urgency, move, now! 
 
    She skidded to a halt, dropping into her seat and hitting the alarm, seeing the streaming luminescence of conversion space still in the monitors, all indicators green, as they had been for the last twenty hours. More than halfway to Thann’ta now, in Conversion, nothing to worry about! 
 
    But her hands were already reaching out for the controls as Sasham ran in after her. His military discipline had taken over; he asked no questions, just yanked on his restraints and brought up the tactical displays. 
 
    Even as her fingers touched The Eönwyl’s controls her instincts told her it was too late, and her beloved vessel seemed to run into a wall, a shuddering shriek echoing through her. Downbreak? But I never triggered it! 
 
    Her hands danced across the controls, activating full defenses, as the starfield rematerialized and Sasham gave vent to a sudden curse of disbelief. “Distortion Blockade!” 
 
    “Talk to me, Sasham!” She saw other ships—three of them—on her scanners, but she was trying to find a vector and had no time to figure out what she was looking at. 
 
    “Distortion Blockade—if you generate a powerful enough DD field in the gravity vector, you basically make a TC drive think it’s about to run into the T-space project of a star and she shuts down.” Disbelief was still strong in the former Navy man’s voice. “But it’s not very wide coverage. You have to know the general vector and course of the target to have a prayer of catching them that way, or picket sensors all over and a really fast response group. And even that doesn’t work all the time. There’s a lot of that set up around Oro and some other major systems—and around places like Zchorada, of course—but here?” 
 
    A cloud of dimensional fuzz showed around the largest, suddenly resolved itself into a dozen, two dozen smaller shapes. 
 
    “What are we up against?” she demanded, putting all the thrust she could into evading the oncoming swarm. 
 
    “Trying to get a reading through their countermeasures … Oh, Emperor’s Name, it’s a Ternam Ralyeh Carrier.” 
 
    “The Dragon Strikers?” This was bad. The Ternam Ralyeh or “Dragon Strikers” were the elite of the Guardsmen, some of the best special forces in the Galaxy. “And a Carrier? What about the other two?” 
 
    “The bigger one’s the blockade generator, nothing to worry about from him; he’s got enough screen but no offense. The other’s a picket ship, might even be a Marjaav. The fighters are the real problem. I don’t know how fast The Eönwyl is but I don’t think you can outrun them.” 
 
    “They’re transmitting.” She thought for a moment, decided there was no point in refusing to talk. “This is The Eönwyl. Identify yourselves immediately.” 
 
    “This is Imperial Carrier Kukanaro,” a hard tenor voice replied instantly from the speakers, and she heard “Torline’s Swords!” from behind her. “Commodore Veshdar Morno, commanding. Eönwyl, you are suspected of harboring fugitives from Imperial justice and as such you are required to cease all maneuvering or combative actions immediately and prepare for boarding and examination. Any continued resistance on your part will be met with deadly force. Do you understand?” 
 
    She estimated vectors and chances. We have to get clear of the range of that blockade generator, and we have to do it faster than the fighters can catch us. A quick glance at Varan, who was still cursing below his breath, confirmed her fears. They’re coming faster than I would have expected. Nonstandard maneuver pattern, too, and one suited for dealing with something like The Eönwyl. That many fighters I can’t possibly take down, even with Sasham’s help. 
 
    Almost, she decided to go for it anyway. Being captured by the Empire would seem to be a completely fatal choice as it was, so why not go down fighting? 
 
    But the same part of her that had sent her in a dead run before she even realized she was nervous was already having her sit back, cutting off the drives and shields even as Sasham stared at her in disbelief. “Understood, Kukanaro,” she said. “The Eönwyl, standing by.” 
 
    “We will be taking you on board. Make no movements without specific advisory,” Commodore Morno instructed tersely. “Shut down all power except communications and environmental immediately upon tractor contact and wait for additional instructions following landing within our quarantine bay. Any deviation from these instructions or unexpected actions will result in the immediate destruction of your vessel.” 
 
    “Understood, Kukanaro,” she responded, and then shut down the comm. 
 
    Varan was still staring at her. “Eönwyl…” 
 
    “I know, Sasham … but I’m not ready to kill myself in a blaze of glory. Unless we’re dead we still have a chance.” 
 
    “Until Shagrath gets here, maybe,” Varan ceded grudgingly. 
 
    “You reacted to the name … and the voice, I think. You know this man?” 
 
    “Unfortunately yes, unless another Veshdar Morno’s a ranking officer in the Strikers. Which isn’t impossible, but Veshdar’s a pretty rare name, and so’s Morno. And if it is the same guy, we’re in even worse trouble than it looks.” Even as he said this, the displays showed that it was too late to have second thoughts; the fighters now nearly englobed The Eönwyl. 
 
    Vick’s frantic mental inquiries finally registered. Speak! By the First Light, if you do not respond I shall rip the answers from your— 
 
    Blockaded and captured. 
 
    Varan’s short but accurate summary silenced the R’Thann for a moment. Over the internal speakers there was an audible deep oath from Guvthor. “So we are to give no resistance, then?” 
 
    “We’ll see. But right now isn’t the time. We need to find some opportunity to escape. If they don’t realize just how strong Sasham is, psionically, or ignore Vick’s capabilities, maybe that will be soon.” She stared with narrowed eyes at the approaching ship, feeling a quiver as the tractor took over. “And I think we really need to find out just how they caught us.” 
 
    Because, she thought to herself, there’s no way they could have. 
 
    But they did. 
 
    “Just as there’s no way you could have known they were about to do it,” Varan said softly, and she realized that she had been thinking so intensely it must have registered even with his passive psionic capabilities, “and yet you did. You were up here in the pilot’s seat before they even switched the generator on.” 
 
    “I … I know.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    But for that, she had no answer. And she wasn’t sure whether that scared her more than the bright-yawning bay that was closing, swallowing her ship, and locking her inside. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 16 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I stared out the viewport as The Eönwyl was brought down to a cleared landing area in the central bay of the Kukanaro. I realized that they must be taking the fighters which had deployed to intercept us into the other landing bays—and it’d be getting very tight. Their flight deck boss would be severely annoyed. 
 
    With all nonessential power cut off, we could appreciate the delicacy of the maneuvering by the unseen tractor wrangler. There was barely a jar as The Eönwyl was set down, and for a moment the only movement in that two hundred meter expanse of gray, white, black, and gold was the closing of the bay doors. 
 
    As soon as they closed, the lights flickered slightly and a damper field slammed down on my psionics like an avalanche of wet sand; my last fading impression was of another of Vick’s psychic curses. It’s a double screen. Someone’s taking no chances, and they’re diverting a lot of power to do it—not to mention they’ve got to have a top-notch DD engineer to keep the fields synergized instead of interfering. 
 
    And the crew was drilled well. No sooner had the psi damper field stabilized than three Seven-squads—almost a hundred and fifty Guardsmen—sprinted out, semi-portable shields and heavy weapons at the fore. They locked down at about thirty meters, enough of them to maintain a full field of fire from any direction. I knew the shield generators would be tuned and synched with their main weapons, too; no taking them out with crossfire from each other. 
 
    I did notice that about one-seventh of the squads seemed to be in slightly different armor that triggered a feeling of familiarity, but I was more concerned about what was coming to bother trying to sort it out. 
 
    “Eönwyl,” the voice this time being a level tenor, “This is Red Sergeant Harag, in charge of the units now surrounding your vessel. On my signal—and not before—you will lower your ramp. After that ramp is completely lowered, and not before, all persons on board your vessel will exit it, one at a time, starting with yourself and the others proceeding out when, and only when, I so instruct them to. As each of you exits, you will walk—and only walk—to the bottom of the ramp, with your hands on your head, and then continue a slow walk until instructed to stop. At that point you will drop to your knees and my men will secure you. Any resistance will be met with deadly force. Is this understood?” 
 
    “Understood, Sergeant.” The Eönwyl’s voice was just as level, and her face was expressionless. I still had no idea exactly what had happened with her—how she had somehow anticipated our being forced out, or what had caused her to surrender so easily, when I would have expected much more of a fight. 
 
    “Then lower your ramp in three … two … one … Now.” 
 
    The Eönwyl tapped the controls to lower the ramp, stood, and began to walk towards the rear of her vessel. I reached out and touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her expression flickered and she raised her hand, gripped my fingers for a moment. “I accepted the risk when I took you on board, Sasham. And we’re not dead yet.” She let go and continued walking. “But … thank you.” 
 
    We reached the cargo bay where the other two were waiting, and I stopped. The Eönwyl kept going, a slow, methodical walk, putting her hands atop her head as she started down the ramp. 
 
    With all other power shut down, there were no operating screens, so all we could see was her spectacular head of hair disappear from sight as she continued walking. Then Sergeant Harag’s voice called “Halt!”. There was the sound of several people running forward and metallic-plastic sounds of bindings being fastened. After a moment of silence, the Sergeant spoke again. “Next person—walk down, slowly, hands on your head.” 
 
    I glanced at the others, laced my fingers together atop my head, and walked down. 
 
    The wall of soldiers and weapons facing me would have been intimidating, but it was the massive pressure crippling my mind that held most of my attention. It was almost funny, in a way; I’d been terrified of even getting these powers, and certainly fearful of what they’d do to me; I’d never imagined I’d become so used to them that they’d feel a real part of me … but they had, and this leaden pressure was like being blindfolded and deafened at the same time. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    I stopped and knelt as instructed, and a small detachment of Guards jogged towards me. One of them was in that familiar— 
 
    Even as they grabbed my arms and forced them into shackles, I felt my jaw drop. “Narleya r’arren kintarr, Ptiala,” I managed, while other hands removed my vya-shadu and my sidearm. 
 
    The Ptialian Warrior looked at me, startled, but paused in her work to make the great circular gesture that looked like the embrace of a world. “May the Lady smile upon you as well, man of Empire,” she said in Imperial Standard. “Though this is an inauspicious beginning to our friendship.” 
 
    A second group was bringing up a semi-portable platform like those which supported the shields ringing The Eönwyl—but this one was clearly meant for me to sit on. I could guess what that was for. Rather than dwell on the fact that they were going to have me sit on yet another psi-damper, I chuckled—a rather forced sound, but better than nothing. “The Hyarale once told me … let me get this right … Hurerre glimill arrada ti’ garren ruru, friendships of adversity are those of eternity.” 
 
    “She is wise indeed.” The green slit-pupilled eyes regarded me with curiosity and a grim humor, and her furry tail lashed in amusement. “But eternity also waits on the other side of death, so the saying is not without its darker meanings.” 
 
    “Enough talk, Kilarren’tian.” The Sergeant’s voice was annoyed, and I could now see him—a big man, almost as big as my old teacher Helkoth. “We’re here to capture him and his allies, not have a social call!” 
 
    Kilarren’tian—whose name told me she was actually born to one of the Priest clans, presumably offered for the Arren warrior clan—let out a soft, rumbling purr-growl. “He spoke in the manner of a proper warrior, I responded. Recall that our people are here to observe as well as assist.” 
 
    “Apologies.” Sergeant Harag did manage to inject a small amount of real contriteness in his voice; this told me that Kilarren’tian wasn’t under Imperial command. A nice thought but I wasn’t sure if there would be any way to use it. She certainly wasn’t here to help overthrow the Empire. “Now could you please finish locking him down to the secure chair? There’s other people we need to process.” 
 
    “As you wish, Red Sergeant.” The Ptialian Warrior did as she was told, and did it efficiently, holding my arms in position as the catches locked—and just avoiding digging razor-sharp claws into my arms as she did so. I could now see the Eönwyl, standing off to one side in restraints considerably less massive than mine. 
 
    I could not, however, quite prevent a grin at the thought of “massive”, and on cue the immense form of Guvthor appeared, towering so high that he could barely fit under the tail of The Eönwyl with his great hands properly held on his head; there was a slight but perceptible movement around the perimeter, some of startlement, some of people probably almost at the point of firing. 
 
    Whether all his men were aware of just what they were trying to catch, it was clear that Harag was fully informed; the squad that came and secured Guvthor were carrying restraints quite adequate for the occasion. It did require two Guardsmen to remove the Thovian’s axe. “Gently, gently,” Guvthor admonished them as they accidentally scraped one edge on the floor. “The Makthu Hok Guvthor has been passed down through our family line for generations. It is a weapon of honor and a symbol of power indeed, and you mistreat it at your peril.” 
 
    I realized Guvthor was playing to the perception of his people as, ultimately, primitives. Can’t hurt if you can get these people to underestimate you. I doubt it’ll work, though. 
 
    Vick was last, and once more the restraints were clearly designed with him in mind. “Curiosity still there is,” he said, finally, as all of us were now lined up in our shackles, with none of the Guardsmen within twenty meters of us. “Precise intercept you were capable of how? Position our known how was?” 
 
    “My report,” said the voice I’d recognized the moment it first spoke over the comm, “will state that we deduced it from your presence, R’Thann.” 
 
    The ranks had parted nearby, and Commodore Veshdar Morno stood there, a rather unprofessional grin showing that he was enjoying our reunion already. “Although that isn’t precisely true. You know, I really have to thank you, Sasham.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Capturing the most wanted enemy of the Empire? There’s stiff competition for promotions even now, but I have a strong suspicion, my old friend, that catching you will give me a pretty decisive edge. Admiral sounds like a fine rank, don’t you think?” 
 
    I decided not to answer; I couldn’t turn this into a verbal firefight, not when he had all the advantages. Ptialians … that might give me an edge. But I’ve got to figure it out right. “So what do you mean by your report not being precisely true?” I said finally. 
 
    “Our presence here can be justified by the fact that you had an R’Thann on board; we can argue that we guessed you’d come through this nameless little system on your way to Thann’ta, and it will look like a stroke of genius—with no little luck—on my part.” His brown hair was still just a little longer than the usual Guardsman, his eyes just as sharp gray-blue, and his shoulders looked a little broader than they’d been twenty years ago on Wyllas. “But really, we have to thank your people, Doctor.” 
 
    Vick stared at him, eyes narrowing, crest flaring upward. 
 
    “The R’Thann told us you were coming.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 17 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The inane question was out before I could restrain it, and Commodore Morno let his grin widen a bit. “Apparently your friend is an exile, not welcome on Thann’ta. They told us that you would be coming, that you would pass through this system, and even gave us a good general arc—one small enough that I could place scout pickets along the line with a good chance of picking you up, if you were in fact coming when and where they said. The timing was short enough that at worst I’d only be a little embarrassed if I found nothing.” 
 
    Sinking hell. We’d known Vick had been exiled, but he thought he’d at least have a chance to prove himself. 
 
    Vick gave a steam-vent whistle and rattled his crest, added a few more choppy shrieks that were R’Thann words, probably curses, then settled into a watchful silence, his crest down, his colors noticeably muted. 
 
    Morno didn’t laugh at him—his quarrel with me was a long-standing personal one, and he was, after all, a Guardsman, and he’d gotten this far by knowing some diplomacy. “Don’t feel too bad about it. I think they figured there was some diplomatic leverage to be gained from it. The Empire’s been watching them pretty closely, you know—that’s why Kukanaro’s this far out.” He glanced over to Harag. “Everything set?” 
 
    “Field’s been stable ever since it was established, sir,” the Sergeant replied promptly. “Crimson-Inclusions is confident he can transition it to cover the target block whenever you give the word. The portable generators can manage a double-strength field for the transition period.” 
 
    “Very good, Sergeant. I’ll get out of your way while you make the transfer.” He nodded to me. “Captain Varan, we’ll be talking later.” 
 
    “I’ll bet we will,” I muttered. 
 
    “This isn’t about long-delayed revenge, Varan,” Morno said calmly. “I won’t say it isn’t a great pleasure to have finally caught up with you when you’ve hit bottom, but Imperial Intelligence and the Monitors have a lot of questions. Since I’m waiting for a replacement Monitor and we don’t have an ImpInt on board, I’m the only one with clearance to do the interrogation.” 
 
    Waiting for a replacement Monitor. I had to fight to keep the sheer relief from flooding my face with a completely inappropriate grin. I’d been most worried that Morno would have one of the screaming-voiced monsters working for him—or in him. “Well … I guess I’ve got something to look forward to.” 
 
    He laughed and walked off. “Carry on, Sergeant.” 
 
    Red Sergeant Harag’s team wasted no time. Vick and I were both herded down corridors flanked both fore and aft with semi-portable psi dampers; for a few moments in the landing bay I was in an quadruple damper field and even my regular thoughts seemed sluggish. Once in the hallways the pressure lightened, if you could call it that, to a mere double damper. Progress was slow because the semis didn’t synch automatically—in fact, it took a delicacy of touch to manage it even with large and well-calibrated installations. Still, the techs they had riding the things were good—which wasn’t a good sign. Morno had picked the right people and given them the chance to do their jobs. 
 
    I guess he can’t be exactly the same arrogant bully I remember from twenty years back. A guy like that would be still down here giving loud directions and gloating. 
 
    I had a brief attack of panic as I realized one reason a man could have changed … would be not to be that man at all. But I fought the fear down. If anything would give those things trouble it’d be a double-strength psi-screen. The ones hiding in the Empire have to be pulling some interesting tricks to stay hidden, or at least they’re pretty crippled a lot of the time. Morno’s too comfortable to be one of those things. At least … I hope so. 
 
    And I had to admit that I wasn’t the same guy I’d been all those years ago, either. 
 
    The cell slid shut and locked with a faint click. I felt the psi damper field waver for just a moment and then steady. Their engineer, almost certainly a Myrandaa by its name, was as good as its word. The cell was like most other Naval detention facilities: simple gray cube with appropriate sanitary facilities in one corner, a cot-bed that folded out from the wall, a small chair and desk locked to the floor, and that was basically it. The door was a deceptively delicate looking framework of metal and crystal; it looked like one good kick could shatter it, but I doubted even Guvthor could break that door with all the time in the world to work on it. 
 
    Naturally, none of us were sharing cells. If I shouted they would possibly be able to hear me—if Morno had locked my friends in relatively nearby cells—but chances were they weren’t. Sound dampers in the walls would let me talk to the guards or any visitors, but would prevent any chit-chat back and forth. I was on my own now—and so were the rest. 
 
    Kilarren’tian was standing just outside the cell. She turned her head as I called, and gave one of those savage smiles I remembered so well from two separate little wars. “You are in a bad position. How does a warrior—for I can see you are a warrior, even if only a man—who once spoke to the Hyarale herself then become one so hunted and harried?” 
 
    “No talking to the prisoners!” The speaker was a Sergeant, but not Harag; he had the strange pointed ears and cadaverous build (and light skin) of an Iulti native, one of the hundreds of “human but not human” offshoots that had come from fallen Atlantaean colonies. 
 
    “Kyrr-a!” The growl was a Ptialian curse I knew well, a dismissal with contempt. “We are not constrained by your rules, Sergeant. Your Empire gives us this opportunity to look at your ways, while we give you the benefit of our presence and assistance. We are under the command only of the Hyarale and the Lady Herself.” 
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    “She can, unfortunately.” That was Harag. “Please. Warrior-Seeker Kilarren’tian, can you understand why we prefer you not speak with a prisoner?” 
 
    She looked at him through narrow, slitted eyes. Her features were coated with a fine, golden fur but aside from that were beautiful, almost human aside from the fangs that showed when she snarled. The similarities were enough to drive comparative biologists to blows, especially as her people maintained with absolute conviction that they had no relation to us whatsoever. “I could choose to understand it in a manner which would give great offense to my people. But I will instead choose to not understand it and continue to speak with this man.” 
 
    Harag was a man who knew a losing battle when he saw it. He rolled his eyes and with a muttered, “Sink it!”, turned away. “Come on, the rest of you. Warrior-Seeker, I leave the prisoner in your care and your responsibility.” 
 
    Her smile might—possibly—have been a touch smug; her voice had no trace of that, however, and she simply gave a Six-and-One. “Understood, Red Sergeant. I will make sure another is here to guard him when I must leave.” 
 
    “Now,” she said, “answer my question, if you would.” 
 
    “Long story, Sharr-Tilya.” I used the Ptialian form of her title, which did translate roughly to “Warrior-Seeker” but had somewhat more mystical significance. “The short of it is that I am accused of being a Tsrulla gone mad.” 
 
    “A human psionic! Yes, I have heard that your people go insane when the power is granted. This is because you have not the favor of the Lady.” 
 
    Yes, I suppose that would be the obvious explanation to you. The Ptial divided into two main groups, warriors and priests—with the priests the dominant class by far, even though there were far more warriors. From my personal point of view, the Priestesses of Narleya, the goddess they called the Lady, were just warriors with additional religious training. Anyone who made the mistake of tangling with a Ptial Priestess thinking she was less capable than her warriors would not live long enough to appreciate the irony of his error. 
 
    It occurred to me that their explanation was not disproven by my example. Which might be to my advantage. “Well, that would certainly explain why I am not, in fact, insane.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “So you claim to actually be Tsrulla? It is not some foolish error of theirs, perhaps confusing the R’Thann’s powers with your own?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m a psi, all right. These shields are, from the Imperial point of view, very much needed. If they weren’t up, I could do all sorts of things.” Thinking back to my practice sessions with Shagrath and the slow increase in my strength since, I thought I might be able to pull off something even in this field … but I wouldn’t want to try it if I didn’t have to. “So you are actually independent forces within an Imperial vessel? How did Hyarale Selenriale manage to pull THAT off?” 
 
    She started to answer, then stopped, as I’d suspected she would. She studied me more closely. “For your sake I would hope that the Hyarale did in fact give you her name, for only a select few may use it.” 
 
    I managed, I think, a quite credible shriek-hiss of offense-verging-on-challenge, even though it stung my throat; she went on guard reflexively. “Sharr-Tilya Kilarren’tian, I am Sasham Varan, named Ka Rerrowerria, The Stubbornly Unbending, by Hyarale Selenriale in her own chambers, after my return from Uralia itself. If you doubt me in this then only tooth and claw may satisfy me.” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment, judging my gaze and stance with deadly precision. Then she abruptly dropped into a low submissive posture. “I have no doubts and apologize for any words which have given offense.” 
 
    “They are forgotten; no such words were ever spoken. We are friends.” 
 
    She was immediately up, with a smile-snarl and a very different expression—an appraising expression which I remembered all too well from my last trip to Ptial. “Then as a friend I ask you, Sasham Varan, if it is true that indeed she gave you that name because you refused another offer in those very chambers?” 
 
    I could not possibly have restrained the flood of crimson to my cheeks, and she laughed with delight. “It is true! For know that my cousin the Hyarale has spoken of Ka Rerrowerria more than once.” 
 
    A cousin of the ruler of Ptial. That explained why she was leading this detachment—that and her undoubted competence in combat. “So Selenriale still considers me Ptial by deed and honor, despite that … disagreement?” It was a safe question; if she didn’t she would almost certainly never mention my name. 
 
    “Enough so that she regrets you are not available.” 
 
    That just might be my key. If I could arrange it … “I ask of you one important favor, though it may seem of little importance now.” 
 
    “A hero of the Uralian War can ask any favor.” 
 
    Hero? I fought like everyone else, and didn’t run when it got ugly. That’s hardly hero material. Still, whatever she believes … “When the Commodore comes to speak with me … make sure you stay nearby. In earshot, at least.” 
 
    The grin was a hunter’s. “You plan something. Good. The thought that one who was favored by the Hyarale would simply let himself be captured was an … unpleasant thought, especially to the one who would be forced to bring that thought to her.” 
 
    “Yes, I plan something. But I won’t say any more, so you aren’t directly involved.” 
 
    “Hrrr. Then I shall speak no more, though many are the questions I have.” We exchanged the embrace-the-world gesture (through the barrier, of course) and she swayed off, with another glance somewhere between seduction and challenge. Or maybe the two were the same; with the Ptial and their culture, it was hard to tell the difference. 
 
    Now I just have to figure out how to get Morno to do the right thing … and then I just have to keep from getting killed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 18 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “All right, Varan.” It had taken him just another half-hour to finish up whatever business he had elsewhere; Morno settled himself into a chair just outside of the doorway. “We’re recording now, though I’m sure you don’t need that warning.” 
 
    “No, I rather expected you were recording long before you got here.” 
 
    Morno’s eyes narrowed. “Actually, no. Without a Monitor to order me otherwise, I’m sticking with full military procedure, and that means that even suspected psis like you aren’t spied upon without warning. Which means not until now. We will of course be recording you continuously from now on.” 
 
    My surprise showed—I actually meant it to, this time. He looked sour. “That’s one of the things I always hated about you, Varan. It wasn’t just that time you and that idiot Canta trampled my lunch into my face because you couldn’t keep your juvenile quarrel in your sandbox. It was watching everything you did and seeing that assumption you understood everything that happened, everything that everyone did. I kicked you and your friends around and so I was obviously some kind of traitor to the holy Imperial cause, a conscienceless bully unworthy to be a Guardsman Striker. Right?” 
 
    He was right enough, and the accusation—with its accurate reflection of my simplistically arrogant younger self—stung even though I’d expected it. “And I should have thought any different when you followed me so that you could catch me—or Canta—alone and finish the job that Helkoth ordered you away from?” 
 
    A tiny bit of crimson showed in his tanned cheeks. “Well—” 
 
    “Not that it mattered since in the end Jearsen sank you like the towers.” 
 
    “That…” With a visible effort he stopped himself. “Nice try, distracting me into talking about material that no longer matters, or letting me distract myself. I’m here to interrogate you.” 
 
    I looked around. “No drugs or beatings?” 
 
    Now he gave the nasty grin I associated with him. “I prefer to give everyone the chance to tell the truth and any interesting additional facts without special aids. I’m monitoring all your vitals by remote, and as you know that’s a Towers-damned good way of making sure you’re telling the truth.” 
 
    In general, he was right. Someone trained in Tor as far as I was, though, could probably fool such a setup pretty well. However, I didn’t intend to lie. Telling him the truth might get him in for a world of hurt, or might get him mind-wiped by Shagrath or one of his friends, but would be potentially much more useful—and certainly a lot more amusing—than trying to spin out some imageplay fantasy for him. “So ask away, then.” 
 
    “Why were you going to Thann’ta?” 
 
    “Looking for allies to assist me in a revolution against the Empire—or rather, the corrupt people controlling the Empire currently.” 
 
    He coughed slightly in startlement. “Towers, you don’t hesitate to go for treason in the opening sentence.” 
 
    “Why should I? I’m already convicted as far as most people are concerned.” 
 
    “Where were you before … no, let me guess. You visited Thovia first. It’s not far off, comparatively speaking, and you had a Thovian on board.” 
 
    “I see I was wrong in thinking you were a stupid Guardsman.” 
 
    “You were wrong about a lot of things, Varan. So … you left Meletta and … hm. You went straight here, by the time differential. Well, straight to Thovia. And didn’t spend all that much time there.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He was definitely looking puzzled now. “I … see. And that means that The Eönwyl was the one that destroyed Lalam, and destroyed half the spaceport. Treason for her, too, plus a few hundred counts of murder. Unless you were controlling her.” 
 
    “A couple hundred? A Marjaav doesn’t have that big a complement. And let’s not exaggerate the ground damage.” We’d wrecked maybe four landing bays when The Eönwyl blew her way out of there. 
 
    “All right, maybe a quarter of the spaceport, and you were damned lucky that only a couple hundred people were killed!” 
 
    Sinking Hells. Shagrath had decided to make sure things always looked worse. I didn’t need to ask to see the pictures. Obviously they’d fit. “We didn’t do that. As far as I knew, the only people we killed were the ones shooting at us on Lalam.” 
 
    “Do you expect me to…” he looked nonplussed at the air in front of him, where his visor was obviously projecting the data from the vitals monitor. “…hm. Well, sociopathy does generally allow liars to lie with conviction. I suppose you’re going to tell me you didn’t kill Frankel, either.” Morno had known Frankel, though not that well; on the other hand, he hadn’t had a quarrel with Frankel. 
 
    “No, I killed him, all right. But not quite like you’ve seen in the reports.” 
 
    He stood up and slammed a hand against the doorframe. “Don’t try that stupid a lie on me, Varan! I’ve watched that sequence in the original!” 
 
    I shrugged. “You think it’s the original. I know it isn’t, because I was there.” 
 
    “You’re a psionic and insane. By definition. But you sound pretty rational. Can’t you understand that insanity has to have distorted your perceptions? Think, Varan! We all know psi eats your brain away, but you have to know that there is no way to fake the records off a military vessel, not that well.” 
 
    I saw a slight movement just at the edge of my line of sight. Yes, she’s still there watching. Probably having a hard time keeping from saying something with him slandering the holy powers. The Ptial had the opposite attitude from the Empire; those with psi powers were considered Blessed of the Lady. 
 
    “I thought the same thing, until after I beat Frankel—or whatever was wearing his face—and escaped to the other side of the Galaxy. Then found that the records had been changed and the witnesses all believed the new version.” 
 
    I could see him eye the telltales again. He cursed in what I presumed was his native language and almost spat on the floor. “Either the sensors are useless or you believe that … mess of ‘wailer breakfasts.” He still looked slightly uncertain. “But … Falling Towers, you self-satisfied Mada renegade, I can’t believe you’d be trying a lie that ridiculous even with a psi-burned brain.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he almost made a step forward; a lot of people looking at virtual screens do that. “Funny … no sign of degeneration.” 
 
    “Stop there if you don’t want to end up in worse trouble than me, Veshdar.” I almost never had used his first name—not at first, certainly, and in the couple of times we’d met since I’d used it once, and not in a friendly way. 
 
    He almost laughed; I couldn’t blame him. “Worse? Exactly how could it be worse than the trouble you’re in now, Sasham?” 
 
    “You could be in my fix without any psi.” 
 
    I watched his expression shift several times as he stared at me, and I had to revise my old opinion. Veshdar Morno was in no way stupid. I could tell he’d taken my statements and followed them to the logical conclusion, if they were true. Finally he straightened. “Well, it’s clear I’m not getting any sense out of you. Looks like my best course is to just keep you sealed away until I can get a new Monitor; one of the other patrolling vessels will probably be able to spare one for the interrogation, anyway.” 
 
    “I demand a Trial by Seven.” 
 
    He snorted. “Nice try, but you know better than that. Once you were declared psi, you were stricken off the Family records, and you’re not Mada. Hell, technically you’re not even Imperial any more.” 
 
    Ha! He dealt me the Emperor! I could have had to bring up the point myself, but this made it smoother. “Not Imperial?” 
 
    “Didn’t you read any of the later decrees? Signed by your old friends, the Mel’Tasnes? Psionics aren’t considered people, officially, so how can something that isn’t a person be a citizen?” He turned and started down the corridor. 
 
    “In that case, you’ll have to let me go.” 
 
    He stopped in mid-stride. “What?” 
 
    “Since the Empire has clearly renounced any claim to my loyalty, I hereby accept the citizenship and identity given me by the Hyarale of Ptial, and as a citizen of Ptial I am not subject to Imperial law.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Whatever you’re talking about, it doesn’t matter. There is absolutely no way you’re leaving this ship.” 
 
    “Then,” Kilarren’tian said, with cold iron in her voice, “there is absolutely no way that I and my warriors can continue to serve aboard a ship so dishonorable.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to restrain my own grin at Morno’s sudden shocked stare; he had forgotten the Ptial was even there. “Warrior-Seeker, please be reasonable; I don’t even have any evidence of this so-called citizenship that he claims—” 
 
    “I am sister-daughter first—cousin—to the Hyarale,” she said even more coldly, and I saw the tail beginning the sharp, tight lashing that presaged a challenge. “More than once has she spoken of this man, and her offer to him after the Uralian Conflict. I am your evidence, Commodore.” 
 
    As I’d already seen, Morno was not stupid. “I apologize most profusely and completely; I have most satisfactory evidence to hand. Still, this man is a wanted criminal by my people. Surely you would not wish to imperil the slowly-growing relations between our peoples by sheltering such a man, even if he can claim such citizenship?” I also saw his one hand—out of sight of Kilarren’tian—signaling battle-code to the observers. He was warning them to be prepared in case the Ptial went renegade. 
 
    Kilarren’tian considered. “You are correct that the Hyarale would not wish me to be as rash as you say.” Morno began to relax, but she continued, with a smile of bared fangs. “But to your people, you say, there is in fact no person here, and thus how can there be a criminal? Criminals are citizens who commit offense.” 
 
    “If you accept him as a citizen,” Morno said in a more brittle tone, clearly becoming very un-amused with the way the discussion was going, “then you force us to recognize him as a person—and then he’s a criminal. I’m asking you to avoid that entire problem.” 
 
    “There is always the obvious solution; what you would call trial by combat.” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said as Morno was searching for an appropriate reply. “He’d never go for it. The last time we crossed paths he ended up kissing the deck.” 
 
    “What? You tzil, that wasn’t your doing, that was another Guardsman that did it—that pyonga Jearsen.” The word Morno used was one I’d heard him use before, a particularly insulting one that came from a culture that put women in a very inferior position. 
 
    “What did you just call her?” 
 
    “Pyonga, Varan, and don’t pretend you can’t hear. I wouldn’t mind having a rematch with her, when she didn’t have the drop on me, but you? Pah! Don’t make me laugh.” 
 
    “She’d have used your face to scrub the deck again, Morno, but as she’s dead she can’t prove that, or shove your words back down your throat.” 
 
    That rocked him back a bit. “Oh.” 
 
    “We were going to be pledged.” 
 
    “Captain Varan,” Kilarren’tian broke in. “Is that true?” 
 
    “What? That I was going to be pledged—life-bonded—to Diorre Jearsen? Yes.” Inwardly I said a prayer to the Six and the One. This could do it. 
 
    “Had you…” she searched for the proper term, knowing that Imperial attitudes were different than Ptialian. “…been intimate as pair-bonded would be?” 
 
    “If you mean, did we engage in sexual relations, yes.” I managed to say this without looking too embarrassed at the intimacy of the question. 
 
    She looked at Morno, who was trying to figure out where this line of questioning was going. “And he has insulted her and implied you are a coward or a weakling?” 
 
    “The word he used is very insulting, yes.” 
 
    She nodded swiftly. “Then you have issued a challenge of blood to Captain Varan,” she said to Morno. 
 
    “I’ve what?” 
 
    “As far as Ptial are concerned, the intent to form a pair-bond is sealed the moment the couple are joined in body. So you have insulted his lifemate—when she is beyond the ability to defend her honor—and you have implied that one of the heroes of the Uralian Conflict is either weak or a coward. You must be ready to meet him in challenge, to prove such outrageous statements justified. Or…” she noticed Morno shaking his head, “…or you can refuse to give him this opportunity, and prove yourself an unworthy coward.” 
 
    Morno suddenly stared at me. “You incredible bastard.” He realized I’d trapped him—and, more, that he didn’t dare refuse. Twenty-one Ptial—at least, and possibly several times that many—were onboard his ship, and all of them might mutiny in a diplomatic incident that might cost the Empire a lot—and would almost certainly cost a certain Veshdar Morno his career. 
 
    “Fine,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’ll beat the truth out of him in two hours, with yourself as a witness.” 
 
    “And if you lose, you will let him and his allies go free.” 
 
    He growled something under his breath, but nodded his head. “Agreed. But you aren’t going to win, Varan. I beat you into the deck last time, and Jearsen isn’t around to save you.” 
 
    He turned and stalked off. I smiled my thanks at Kilarren’tian. "I thank you, Sharr-Tilya. You have shown me a path where none lay before.” 
 
    “If you can clear the path yourself. He is a formidable fighter.” 
 
    “Yes.” I couldn’t argue that. “But so am I. And I have the true advantage.” 
 
    She cocked her head. “And what advantage is that?” 
 
    “Simple,” I said, and sat down on the floor in preparation for meditation. “I can’t afford to lose.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 19 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    The Eönwyl found herself picking at her food, something very much unlike her. Even in very tight spots, she never had trouble eating; after all, if you had to act quickly, it was good to have your tanks full. 
 
    But her mind kept insisting on going back to worrying about what was happening to her… Her friends. 
 
    She’d used the word casually, but The Eönwyl didn’t really have friends. She couldn’t afford them. Not with her family still enslaved on a world that seemed to consume reason and hope just by its very existence. She could help people when opportunity permitted. She could even take missions like this one, based on the potential to save the people she’d sworn to rescue. 
 
    But she shouldn’t be thinking of them as friends, as people that were in and of themselves valuable to her. A trader had to consider the profit and loss, especially when the trader had something precious of her own to protect. 
 
    But the thought was still there, showing no sign whatsoever of leaving. The massive and dangerously intelligent Guvthor, Vick with his words sometimes sharper than his R’Thann fangs yet fiercely determined to drag them to victory despite their obvious inferiority to his “true People”, thinking of them in danger because she’d been just a few seconds too slow (too slow … how?, a part of her asked with silky dangerous tones, ones that echoed a past she had almost walled away. There was nothing to sense, nothing to know; why regret that the impossible waited ten seconds longer?) … thinking of them in danger struck her heart with pain far greater than she felt with strangers in peril, even ones like Tyll and Jandy, the couple she’d saved from Contract back on Meletta. 
 
    But even with Guvthor and Sooovickalassa she could, with effort, convince herself that it was merely a matter of how vital a cause they were united in, how crucial all four of them were now to a mission that she had never imagined before that same day… The day ex-Captain Sasham Varan risked his life to pay a debt she hadn’t realized still weighed upon him; a debt which in truth she had actually almost forgotten, risked his life to save her own. 
 
    And that name was the one that truly distracted her, kept herself from tasting the rations set before her, kept her casting glances towards the bulkhead as though she could somehow see through it to where the one-time Imperial officer must be sitting. She wasn’t worrying about the success of their mission or the completion of her contract. She was worried about him, about what this Morno might be doing to him now, and the fact that no one had come to speak with her in the hours she’d been locked up made it worse. 
 
    As she thought that—for about the hundredth time—a figure appeared at the doorway, a broad quadrupedal semi-reptilian form with an upright torso and a pair of very nonhuman arms below a wide, flat head with large bulging eyes. The Tcherabat stared at her a moment, then keyed the door off. She could tell without actually seeing it, just by the way the large alien stood, hand on its sidearm, that there were others on each side. No chance to make a break for it here. “Follow me, please,” the creature—whose name, she could now make out as she approached, was Green Lieutenant Thisst Lassa—said in a deep, buzzing voice. 
 
    She stepped out, hands on her head as required, seeing the other two guards as she’d expected. “Where are you taking me now? Interrogation?” 
 
    Lieutenant Thisst didn’t answer directly. “Continue ahead of me in that same pose. Please do not draw either too far ahead or approach me too closely. Do you understand?” 
 
    Well, they’re not supposed to answer questions in general. “Yes, I understand.” 
 
    To her surprise, they quickly led her back through the same corridors she’d come through originally—to the main landing bay in the carrier. That surprise was, however, completely overshadowed by seeing Guvthor and Vick also entering the landing bay, by different doors, and being led towards what seemed to be … A spectator platform? 
 
    She felt a sudden, startlingly sharp ice-cold pain of fear in her heart. What would the Empire want them to witness in such a public venue? An … execution. 
 
    The three mounted the steps to the platform, their guards following and stopping at the edge, allowing all three of the prisoners to move forward. There are … a lot of spectators. No wonder they weren’t being put in direct restraints; it seemed that most of the crew—several thousand people!—were gathered around whatever was at the center. She glanced at her two companions; as usual, Guvthor wore a deceptively tranquil smile, as though he already knew the answers to the questions; to her surprise, Sooovickalassa’s crest was high and he was stepping with confidence and pride, something contradictory to what she had seen in him last. 
 
    Finally she came to the edge, where she could see into the center of the hundred-meter wide cleared area the crowd was surrounding. Even her own ship had been moved aside to make the very center of the landing bay clear for… For what? 
 
    A seven-pointed star was laid out in that space, with one figure at each of the points—four of them human crewmen of the Kukanaro, the other three all Ptial. In the heptagram at the center of the star were two other figures: Commodore Veshdar Morno, and … Sasham Varan. 
 
    For a moment—just a moment—she couldn’t grasp what she was seeing; it made no sense. The commander of an Imperial Ternam Ralyeh Carrier had no reason whatsoever to risk himself in a combat with a prisoner. It was crazy. And even if he did, Sasham Varan had no reason to believe that winning such a combat would get him released. That kind of thing was for imageplays, not real life. 
 
    But now one of the Ptial—the one that had talked to Varan when they were first captured, Kilarren’tian, was speaking: 
 
    “An unforgivable insult has been directed to a warrior of Ptial by the commander of this vessel. To prove the truth of his insults before the Lady, or to pay the price in blood for his words, Commodore Veshdar Morno will meet Captain Sasham Varan in honor combat, as decreed by the Lady and as honored by Atlantaea and now by the Reborn Empire.” 
 
    “Varan’s not a Ptial! He’s a psi and a criminal!” There were many similar shouts around the perimeter. “Commodore, get out of there and—” 
 
    “Shut UP!” Morno’s annoyance was clear in the brittle tone of his bellowed command. “Do I look like some kind of yellik idiot? Do any of you think I don’t know what I’m doing here? Eh? Any of you want to tell me that I’m so Towers-damned stupid that I’d get into a dueling ring with a renegade like Varan if I didn’t have some reason?” 
 
    That quieted the crowd for a moment. 
 
    “My top priority on this mission was not to screw up our diplomatic situation with Ptial. You all know that—and that it’s not just my career riding on this one. Well, Varan was given Ptial citizenship by their leader after the Uralian Conflict.” 
 
    In the stunned silence, a steamkettle whistle of laughter erupted from Vick, followed by a rumble of amusement from Guvthor; The Eönwyl kept her reaction to a grin. 
 
    “I’m not going into details, but the long and short is, I have to do this.” 
 
    “And if you lose,” Kilarren’tian said, “you must release Captain Varan and his allies.” 
 
    Morno’s jaw clenched so tightly that The Eönwyl could see the muscles standing out even from that distance. “Understood. And if Varan loses, he is required to fully cooperate with our investigation. As are his allies. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I don’t remember agreeing to follow any Ptialian rules, she thought, and the bared fangs of Sooovickalassa indicated that he was thinking something similar. Guvthor was simply observing, a placid expression on his face. 
 
    “As can be seen,” Kilarren’tian continued, gesturing at three semi-portable platforms with familiar equipment aboard, “We have made a great concession in the rules; three psionic inhibition generators will prevent any opportunity by Captain Varan to use his psionic abilities during the duel. On Ptial, this would be considered a grave breach of protocol, as the Powers of the Lady are never to be restrained.” Her smile was a snarl. “One foolish enough to challenge one blessed by Her must be willing to face Her power. 
 
    “But for the sake of your own laws and beliefs, this we have permitted. Thus it shall be a pure duel of warrior skill.” She turned to face the two men. “Commodore Morno, are you prepared?” 
 
    “I am.” Morno’s voice was calmer. He had clearly taken the time to clear anything but the immediacy of the fight from his mind. 
 
    “Will you abide by the terms of this duel as we have stated them?” 
 
    “I will.” He managed a very wry smile. “For the sake of my career, I don’t have much choice. Though if I lose, I’m not sure of my career either.” 
 
    “Captain Varan, are you prepared?” 
 
    “I am.” Varan brought his arms up, parallel and slanted slightly, and opened his eyes. 
 
    “Will you abide by the terms of this duel as we have stated them?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    She raised her hands. “Then let the Lady and the Universe be witness to the truth of claw and fang.” Her arms slashed down. “Begin!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 20 
 
    Varan: 
 
    Morno came straight in, as I’d expected; his style was to hammer fast and hard, typical of the Ternam Ralyeh, and his technique was a unique combination of jai-ye and zairaka. Taelin used a lot of the latter—Lukh was an expert in it—but jai-ye was almost exclusive to the Dragon Strikers; it meant “wing-claw” and was a style focused on swift, multi-level punching and kicking, a highly aggressive combat style meant to maim and kill. 
 
    But I was in Mind Center, the calm that lies at the core of every mind if only the thinker can realize it, can see the nexus of self from which every thought emanates, through which every feeling passes, into which all fears must travel and be absorbed and transformed into peace. I saw Morno through the Water Vision, and the flow of motion was as clear as the inevitability of a waterfall. 
 
    A very fast waterfall, and I moved aside only barely in time, though still with a controlled and exact motion. I let the Vision guide me as I observed. I had to understand his patterns and his capabilities, and that meant surviving long enough to figure out his weaknesses. 
 
    The crowd was roaring now, mostly encouragement for their commander, but I thought I heard a tremendous deep bass roar that could only have come from one throat, in a language I didn’t speak but knew had to be for me. I dodged and parried quick, stabbing punches and hammering kicks, turning them with as little effort as I could manage. That hurt still, and I realized that Morno was even stronger and faster than he’d been the last time we met. He hadn’t spent the last few years just commanding; he was in top form, longevity treatments keeping his reflexes at their peak while experience made him better at using those reflexes. 
 
    “You’re better than you were, Varan,” Morno conceded, pausing in his attack, regaining his energy, circling and observing me in his own way. “You even got that Tor gaze down right. But the old ‘Eternal Stare’ isn’t scaring me.” 
 
    “It’s not meant to scare anyone,” I said quietly, almost impossible for him to hear over the noise from the crowd as we circled. “That’s only a distraction from what it actually does.” 
 
    “And just what does it do, then?” he asked with a faint, sarcastic smile. 
 
    “See.” 
 
    My kick took him straight in the chest, right through the gap between his blocking arms that showed up just as he shifted blocking patterns. But even as I drew my foot back, one hand clamped on my ankle, and he used the momentum of my kick along with his own strength to drag me down and try to throw me. Instead I bent, flipped around my own leg to relieve the pressure of the throw, and twisted from his grip in midair, coming down on both hands to deliver a backwards blindkick that I felt slam into a blocking arm with enough force to knock it back into Morno’s chest. I used the reaction from the impact to do a roll-and-twist, skidding to a halt just barely inside the heptagram, coming up facing Morno as he rolled to his feet on the opposite side. 
 
    This is definitely not the old Morno, I thought reluctantly. He’s more controlled, smarter, and tougher. We were circling each other again, the roar of the crowd now almost deafening as it echoed from the armored walls of the bay, and his movements were textbook-perfect zairaka, flowing calm rippling motions meant to baffle the eye and mislead the attacker, while his face showed pure-crystal concentration. This isn’t the same man who lost his temper when two stupid cadets in training brawled through his dinner, who got such a ratchet-lock on the offense that he followed me for two weeks so he could catch me away from Helkoth. 
 
    Another flurry of blows and blocks, both of us getting stung, neither getting anything decisive. I looked around briefly at the crowd around us, taking in the whole scene in Mind Center, perceiving the patterns and expressions and movements and sounds as a single gestalt of actuality. I couldn’t actually grasp it all in my mind at once, not the way one has to comprehend and grasp the entirety of one’s hand in Hand Center, but I could gain an impression of the overall nature of the setting and what I saw there … hurt, in a way. These people were not cheering against me—not entirely. They were genuinely cheering their commander, worried for his safety against a desperate and dangerous renegade. I knew that kind of esprit de corps doesn’t form around a bully and a vengeful, self-involved tzil like the man that almost beat me to unconsciousness. 
 
    The distraction almost cost me the duel; my focus on Mind Center wavered, and I didn’t realize that Morno was more than alert enough to see the shift in expression. He was there before I could react, catching my instinctive block, spinning me around, hammering an elbow down—almost onto my neck, my own movement barely sufficient to shift it into a crushing blow to my upper shoulder that numbed my right arm almost instantly. He continued the whirlwind attack as I tried to tumble, a spin-stomp and drop that almost caught me dead-on. I had no choice but to tumble farther, expelling pain and distractions, trying to regain the Center before he finished me—or I put myself out of the ‘gram. 
 
    I stopped suddenly and did a spinning handstand low-sweep kick that I’d taken from an exhibition dancer I met once, and the unexpected move took Morno’s legs out from under him even as my still half-numb arm screamed protest. He rolled, of course, but that gave me just enough time to rise to my feet and finish the meditative run at the speed of thought: Fast Center, pausing, a single breath of calm; White Vision, emptiness, within a winter storm; Heart Center, pulsing, life’s unending beat; Red Vision, crimson, constant flow of living heat; Hand Center, reaching, strength of thinking skill; Clear Vision, outward, skies so dark and still; Deep Center, focusing, rising from within; Wind Vision, swiftness, tempest’s howling din; High Center, waiting, viewing from on high; Water Vision, rushing flow, the ocean’s living eye; and Mind Center, holding, truth within your thoughts. 
 
    We faced each other again, and within the watching fortress of the Mind Center I felt a flare of anger and selfish disappointment. Why can’t I have a victory here that I won’t regret? I now knew—just by the chagrined half-smile on his face, the expression of a fighter who’s realized that his opponent is fully his equal—that Commodore Veshdar Morno wasn’t someone I wanted beaten, he was someone I wanted on my side. But for the sake of the Empire itself, I had to beat him—and probably destroy his career in the bargain. Or one day he, or his closest friends and relatives, would be a screaming mindvoice behind a human shell, or worse. 
 
    “Morno,” I said. 
 
    He watched me as I began a slow, swaying advance, the movement of waves and wind. “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He blinked, as I knew he would, and in that moment I leapt up and over, kicking for the back of his head. He dodged, but I’d thrown him off, and my backflip off the landing put me precisely in position to block his escape. 
 
    He didn’t bother trying to continue evasion, took a shot to the side of his head that I thought would drop him and just shook it off as though he’d been struck with a snowball, slammed a backfist into my face and tried to get an armlock when I punched back. Arms and hands turned and grasped, released and returned, as both of us sought some advantage. A knee detonated agony through my gut but I fought off the nausea and reflexive buckling, flung myself backward with a sha-yaida twining grip on his elbow that forced him with me; he used the momentum to twist around, spin us, land with stunning impact atop me, driving the air from my lungs in a shrieking gasp that brought me teetering to the brink of consciousness, red haze threatening to erase all visions. 
 
    But I held the Center, barely held it, and through—past the red mist, beyond my own range of sight I could still see, the twin hammerblow coming to finish me, and the open strike that it permitted. My arms felt like frozen blocks but the Red Vision shattered coldness, the Hand Center showed them reaching, curling, hardening, and both of my hands drove up with lighting speed into his solar plexus. Morno grunted in agony and I jack-knifed, reversing our positions, even as he tried to do the same; we tumbled faster across the deck and suddenly I sprawled flat and kicked upward; Morno flew off of me with a stunned curse as he realized, a split-second too late, that I was at the very edge of the heptagram. He crashed down less than half a meter from the line and lay still for a moment. 
 
    “Hurrakast! It is done,” Kilarren’tian called out. 
 
    The crew of Kukanaro surged forward, and I came back on guard, feeling the pain of bruises, strains, maybe worse trying to keep me down, but I had to ignore them all; Morno could always change his mind—or just pretend to be injured enough so he couldn’t stop it, and in the latter case he might even manage to get away with it and not have Kilarren’tian dare break off relations. 
 
    But even as a ring of guards leveled weapons at me—and I saw a similar mob surrounding the raised platform where Guvthor, Sooovickalassa, and The Eönwyl stood—Veshdar Morno got to his feet, shaking off the people trying to help him. “What in Atlantaea’s Name are you all DOING?” he bellowed, but I could barely make it out in the uproar; only those nearest him reacted. 
 
    But then Morno touched his collar and activated the entire shipwide address system. 
 
    “WHAT IN ATLANTAEA’S NAME ARE YOU ALL DOING?!” 
 
    The sound temporarily deafened everyone in Kukanaro’s landing bay; it shook the deck, vibrated the landing craft spaced around the walls, practically jarred my teeth loose from my jaw. Everything came to a sudden halt. 
 
    “Is there a single one of you that wants to tell me I am not still in command of my own Demon-damned ship? Anyone?” This was merely almost deafening, and still there was no movement anywhere in the bay. Morno waited for several seconds before continuing. Not a sound except the breathing of several thousand people, waiting, disturbed that tense pause. 
 
    “Now that we have that little issue settled, I am not going to explain the situation again. If you’re on my ship, you are not stupid, and I by the EMPEROR had better not have to explain anything to any of you twice. Most of you get the hell back to your posts, now. Harag, take your second and third Sevens and get The Eönwyl’s ship in position for launch. First Seven stay here with me.” 
 
    I could see Harag was almost purple from restraining his—admittedly perfectly understandable—sentiments. But he said nothing, merely saluted and then turned to roar out orders to his men. Morno turned to the Black Sergeant of the first Seven-squad. “Sergeant, you keep those dampers synchronized and on our … guests until they depart. Coordinate with Inclusions so that their ship stays blanketed.” 
 
    I glanced at him. “You think I’m going to try something now?” 
 
    He actually cracked a smile. “No, I don’t. But I’m making sinking sure that there isn’t anyone, anywhere, who can claim you ever had a chance to do a Towers-damned thing to me or any of my men. That way even an inquiry board can’t claim I was mind-twisted into doing any part of this.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’d do the same. It’s the right move. Good luck, Veshdar.” 
 
    “You’ll need a lot more than that.” He gave me a meaningful look. It wasn’t a friendly look … but it was a warning glance, with respect in it, that I’d never expected from him. And I think—maybe—he saw something similar in my own eyes. 
 
    I turned to Kilarren’tian and gave her a circle-and-bow as low as I could. “The Lady’s grace was upon me, and your courtesy has saved me. Now I ask that you do the same for the man who has risked his command and honor for us.” 
 
    “Kullurri venn’shi. It shall be done. The Commodore fought well and with great honor.” 
 
    The sound of a pair of running feet reached me and I turned to see The Eönwyl sprinting towards me. For a moment I thought she was going to embrace me, and I found myself stepping forward in a way that confused me; but she abruptly stopped only a meter away and grasped my hands. “That … was well-done,” she said, but her face was surprisingly flushed for such a short run, and it sounded like she wanted to say more. “Are … you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I realized I was still holding her hands; they were strong and warm and I didn’t immediately let go, until Vick and Guvthor reached us. 
 
    “Well-fought, well fought indeed!” Guvthor gave me what was probably meant to be a congratulatory pat and nearly smashed me to the deck, grinning with a predatory glee that made him look for a moment more savage than Vick had yet managed. The huge Thovian looked to Morno. “And you as well. An excellent duel, and my sympathies as to the difficulties this will place you in.” 
 
    I could see The Eönwyl being brought into launch position even as Morno answered. “Fewer difficulties than you’re going to be having. Get aboard your ship and go, before any more of my crew have second thoughts. If they do things right they might be able to avoid accusations of mutiny and maybe even end up with a commendation. I’m just lucky most of them are used to me.” 
 
    “Not luck. I know a good commander when I see one,” I said, not without some effort. “You were right, Morno. I was an intolerably insufferable tzil.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Yeah, you were. But … well, we Strikers get taught how much better we are than you Navy weaklings. Maybe they shouldn’t do that so much. Now get out!” 
 
    I gave another quick circle to Kilarren’tian, who called out a blessing in Ptial as we reached The Eönwyl. 
 
    Our equipment was brought to us by Red Sergeant Harag himself—who still looked almost ready to explode. I decided that it was wise to confine myself to a grave “thank you” and say nothing else. The Eönwyl triggered her ship’s loading ramp even as she got the control rig back and was heading for it while still putting everything else back on. I followed closely, with Guvthor and Vick right behind. 
 
    “Hurrying—why? Mind change you believe Morno will?” Vick asked tersely. 
 
    “No, he won’t,” I answered, quickening my pace as The Eönwyl started jogging up the ramp. “And he’ll probably keep Kukanaro under control.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Guvthor said in the tone of someone who has suddenly discovered a windwailer outside his door. “His agreement does not extend to the other vessels in his force.” 
 
    “Right,” I nodded, and ran to catch up with The Eönwyl, only Tor discipline keeping me moving; the pain would catch me, and soon. “And any fighters out on patrol probably were deliberately NOT informed—so they won’t be in on it either.” 
 
    As I entered the corridor to the control room I saw Vick sprinting towards engineering; Guvthor, unable to enter the rest of the ship, went to strap himself down. 
 
    The Eönwyl was already in her seat when I entered, and I felt the ship quiver. “Hold on, will you?” 
 
    “That,” she said tensely as I threw myself into my seat and started locking down the restraints, “isn’t my doing. They’re opening the bay without waiting for us. Probably hoping that we won’t be ready before we drop out into line of fire.” 
 
    The screen showed the bay was already close to a quarter open; when it reached a little more than half, The Eönwyl would plummet down through the generated gravity field until it was far from the hull of Kukanaro. 
 
    I snapped the last anchor shut as the doors neared one-third. “Strapped in! Give me full sensor feed.” 
 
    The Eönwyl dropped into the void, scant moments after we’d entered her; but her eponymous captain was already acting, kicking DD-engines to full acceleration—and nearly blowing our own field generators. “Torline’s Swords, we’re still in their DD field! You can’t—” 
 
    “We need the speed.” 
 
    She was right; the Marjaav was already on an intercept course and the blockade generator ship was trying to maneuver ahead of us to prevent a successful Conversion. 
 
    But now that we were out of Kukanaro, my psionics were back in full strength, shoving the pain aside, locking down a cracked collarbone, shoring up torn and bruised muscles and starting their healing. Energy flooded back into me and I focused on the job at hand. “Picking up seven … no, nine fighters. They’re on a spreading pattern, Eye formation, opening about point four with optimum spread vector.” Three in a triangle on top, three on the bottom, one on each side and one—the “pupil” of the eye—up the dead center, with the pattern open like a mouth to catch us. 
 
    Red lights faded as we swiftly left Kukanaro’s vicinity. “Can you balance us?” 
 
    “What’s your TC conversion speed, realspace measure?” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment. “Military grade—point zero four five.” 
 
    “Then we won’t get to a point where you need me to balance. Head straight for the Marjaav.” 
 
    She saw what I meant. “Sasham … you had better be very good at this. Transferring Conversion control to your console.” 
 
    The Eönwyl spun, drove directly towards the most heavily armed adversary, the Marjaav patrol vessel named Ghandenar. I was watching the D-scanners. Kukanaro’s dimensional interference extended outwards for thousands of kilometers; Ghandenar’s, almost as far. The blockade ship … in normal space it would have a monstrous reach. 
 
    But no ship wants to have fields interact, so the Marjaav would avoid getting too near Kukanaro. Just far enough to prevent interference. Which meant that there would be a narrow, narrow band between them where… It was rushing at us with fearful speed, and I saw two skip-missiles launched even as I keyed in the activation timing. Alarms screamed through The Eönwyl as the two missiles—full size capital ship penetrators, enough to blow straight through even The Eönwyl’s defenses—streaked towards us. 
 
    But The Eönwyl didn’t slow her ship, or change her course. She remained deadly still at her post, watching the vectors counting down. 
 
    A glint on the viewscreen! The missiles were visible! We didn’t have— 
 
    And the blaze of Conversion enfolded us with a screaming jolt. 
 
    For a moment, we both remained frozen, staring at the screen, which showed the final image; a gray circle filling nearly half the screen, a dead-on cross-section of an Imperial skip-missile which at standard magnification must have been no more than fifty kilometers away. 
 
    We had made the jump … with perhaps one-thousandth of a second to spare. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 21 
 
    Varan: 
 
    Downbreak this time happened precisely on schedule, with both myself and The Eönwyl in place, rested, and ready. 
 
    Thann’ta’s sun was slightly more orange than standard, but Thann’ta itself orbited closer to its star by enough to make it a hotter world than most Imperial planets—one that would have violent weather and, if experience was any guide, a lot of thick and deadly jungle over much of the surface. 
 
    The close orbit also meant it was deeper in the exclusion zone. This made neither The Eönwyl or myself comfortable, especially as we picked up several Imperial vessels in the area. What do we do if Thann’ta doesn’t want us here? 
 
    Time to worry about that if it happens, Vick answered. Lower the psionic shielding. 
 
    There were other ships—daggerlike, slender, some like clusters of blades, others like single swords. It was my first look at R’Thann design, and it somehow looked exactly as I would have expected it. A species that thinks in terms of claw and warfare would be expected to make ships that reflect that attitude. 
 
    The Eönwyl had lowered the psi shielding as directed, but was noticeably more concerned with the fact that three Imperial vessels were already altering course towards us. “Incoming transmissions,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged, but activated the D-comm. “This is The Eönwyl. Go ahead.” 
 
    I could feel a faint tickle at the back of my mind—a sense of a psionic communication going on between Vick and someone else that I couldn’t make out—as the response came back immediately. “This is Imperial warship Tempest of Dawn. Eönwyl, you are believed to be carrying traitors to the Imperium. Shut down all engines and surrender, or be destroyed.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh slightly. “I thought it was bad before? Tempest of Dawn’s a Cyclonic-class.” 
 
    The Eönwyl looked grim, as well she might; a Cyclonic had more firepower than three of Morno’s carrier class, and was probably the single most formidable class of vessels in the Galaxy—outside of the few functioning Atlantaean warships like Niaadea, of course. And the other ships turning towards us weren’t small, either, though Tempest of Dawn was the only full-size battleship. 
 
    I reached out cautiously, afraid of what I’d sense, but to my surprise I didn’t hear any of the distant-screaming voices. 
 
    Another voice came over a general carrier, broadcast to us and to the Imperial vessels. “Recognized is Eönwyl. Landing capital directed to. Tolerated not will be interference.” 
 
    The R’Thann fleet had suddenly shifted direction in a chillingly coordinated fashion, redirecting in triple spearhead formation towards the three Imperial forces. It was clear that the transmission was neither diplomatic nor negotiable; the R’Thann were making it abundantly clear that if the Imperial forces attempted to intercept, the R’Thann would fire. And scanners showed major installations on every single planet and large-scale moon in the system, all raising defenses and energy signatures soaring towards levels I associated with Imperial fortresses. 
 
    Whoever was commanding Tempest of Dawn and the rest of the Imperial detachment was no fool; he could see as well as I that in their home system, at least, the R’Thann had enough firepower to wipe them from the sky in about ten seconds flat and suffer almost no losses themselves. And most likely had picket sensors and fast-scout observers to alert them to incoming reinforcements. The entire task force backed away, regrouped, and Converted out while we were still heading in-system. 
 
    “Thann’ta control, this is The Eönwyl. Please provide a beacon and any additional instructions or precautions we are to take en route.” 
 
    A glacier-hard and cold thought-voice replied. Your landing location will be here. We all could see the path and ultimate destination in our minds, and I was astounded by the precision. I knew that if I followed those directions, I would land exactly where they wanted us, to within millimeters, even if I never glanced at a single exterior sensor. 
 
    Prepare yourselves. Your Testing begins upon landing. 
 
    “I suspect it began when we were caught by Kukanaro’s blockade,” I muttered. 
 
    A sense of laughter from Vick. That is certain, yes. Yet that Test was merely to determine if you were worthy to speak with. This Test will determine whether you are worthy to live. 
 
    “And yourself as well, yes?” Guvthor rumbled, audible over the intercom. 
 
    Undoubtedly. There was no mistaking the predatory glee in that thought. 
 
    Thann’Ta grew swiftly before us. It was a larger world than Oro, about the size of my own Korealis, and the five major landmasses were thickly covered with blue-green vegetation in most areas; very small icecaps emphasized that this was a much warmer world than many, probably as warm as Xaltine and as humid, for the landmasses were still dwarfed by the ocean, which also showed blue-green as we approached. 
 
    Unlike Thovia, however, the nightside blazed with the lights of cities; the R’Thann may have left much of their world looking wild, as we had glimpsed in many of Vick’s tales, but they were a powerful and fully industrial world; the familiar network of earthbound stars and glowing strands like faerie-spinners’ webs covered the planet’s darkened land and even glowed from beneath the seas. 
 
    As we descended, I felt a hint of softer emotion from Vick. Have you been homesick? 
 
    The instant response was something sharp and defensive, but almost instantly repressed. When Vick allowed himself to answer, his mental tone was surprisingly soft. Yes. Yes, I suppose I was. We teach ourselves to be independent, to survive and recognize our Testing as our proof of our worth, to become too attached to nothing; yet to finally return to the world where I was hatched, the world which banished me, and to do so in hope that they will accept me again … yes, I am perhaps foolishly emotional, but Thann’ta is beautiful, is it not? 
 
    It is, and there is nothing foolish about treasuring the world that is your true home. 
 
    The Eönwyl vibrated as it entered atmosphere thick enough to feel, and slowly Thann’ta changed from a sphere to down, a world on which we were landing. Ahead a city, a shining bladed-spire weapon held against the sky, blue-green with the vegetation and tinged with blood on its many edges as the sun was setting. 
 
    Hundreds of other vehicles—skyskimmers, larger shuttles, freight vessels—shared the air, following no obvious patterns but evading each other with what seemed supernatural ease. I suddenly realized what I should have thought of ages before. Your people … they’re all psionic. So they can sense each other, even know when they’re going to turn their vehicles, what their intent is, and thus there is no need of any special traffic direction. 
 
    That is correct. Although, he continued in his “lecturing scientist” tone, do not make the mistake of thinking us a … collective entity, or a united group of perfect collaborators. Our minds remain our own at nearly all times, and the “driving mind”, as one might call the mode of thought we would maintain while piloting a vessel like this one, only gives others access to your location and driving intentions, nothing else. To read a mind without permission … is a deadly offense. 
 
    I got the impression that most real offenses would be deadly on Thann’ta. I glanced over at The Eönwyl, controlling our final approach; she showed little tension on the outside, but I could tell she was nervous—very, very nervous. 
 
    The path took us between rows of the sharp-edged buildings, sometimes so close that we could easily see The Eönwyl’s reflection travelling in the windows that lined the buildings. Then it opened up, the huge city falling away to either side, replaced by a great open space of alloy-edged landing tarmac—a major land-space port. The Eönwyl brought her ship down precisely at the point indicated in our psionic instructions. 
 
    The Eönwyl looked at me and, in a sort of mental way, at Vick. “Now what?” 
 
    Now, replied the hullmetal-hard voice that had directed us before, you will proceed to the Towers of the Light and there I shall Test you. 
 
    I sensed a jolt from Vick and was able to guess the reason; he had not realized until that moment who he was talking to, and by that last bit he must have finally put it together. I replied, Understood. I then addressed a quick question to Vick. I presume you know where the Towers of the Light are? 
 
    Vick’s slightly chaotic thoughts solidified swiftly. Yes … . Yes, of course I do! What idiocy! How foolish would I sound had I asked you when on Oro if you knew where the Emperor’s palace was? 
 
    I laughed, trying to use the humor to keep me relaxed. So it’s that obvious? Then … the largest set of buildings? Over there, the three tall blades set together in a triangle? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “Go on,” The Eönwyl said as I unstrapped. “I’m going to shut her down properly. I’ll meet you all in a few minutes.” 
 
    I nodded and headed down. I knew that following a shipboard routine like that—alone—was a soothing process to a shipowner. I was tense too, but I was finding it a little easier now to just throw myself into these situations. And I wasn’t in a position to choose, really, while she was. 
 
    I joined Vick and Guvthor as they descended the ramp to the tarmac. “She’ll be with us in a moment.” I took a moment to look around. 
 
    I was instantly startled by what I saw. There were many R’Thann moving back and forth to various ships in the port, often entering doors in the alloy-edging that I now realized was a network of corridors, probably with built-in transport, to shuttle passengers and cargo efficiently from one landing point to another, or to the interior of the city. But the startling point were the R’Thann themselves. While they were in outline very much like Vick, they were—in comparison—huge. Most of them stood tall enough to look me in the eyes, while Vick’s eyes were a full sixty centimeters lower than mine. “I hadn’t realized…” I trailed off. 
 
    … that I was a dwarfed as well as powerless exile? Vick managed to keep too much bitterness from the thought. No reason that you should have. I am the only one of my people who has ever entered your Empire as anything other than an emissary or Ambassador. Not that I expect many of either to be travelling there in future. 
 
    No, probably not, I agreed grimly. I suspected that the attempts to negotiate with either the R’Thann or the Ptial were doomed to failure now; the one was an entirely psionic species and the second revered psis as emissaries of the gods. Not much chance the current Empire could live with them in peace. 
 
    “Let’s go.” The Eönwyl walked past me, tucking her ship’s key-control into her belt pouch. 
 
    Vick led the way; not only did he know where exactly we were going, but he understood how to make one’s way through the city efficiently. This turned out to be important because most R’Thann ignored us with a supreme indifference; they would detour around us—mostly, I suspected, because of Guvthor’s immense bulk and unusual mental capabilities—but they would not interrupt their activities for us. This included the R’Thann equivalent of hirecars. They would instantly pick up and carry away any other R’Thann that signaled, but would ignore us entirely; they even ignored Vick when he signaled, which he was reluctant to do but did when I insisted he try. 
 
    “Never mind, Captain Varan,” Guvthor said cheerfully. “None of their cars are large enough for me in any case. Do you really wish to abandon me here?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” I answered, a bit testily. “But why are they ignoring us, Vick?” 
 
    You truly do not understand? Overtones of disappointment. I would have hoped you could deduce it. Because we do not exist here, Captain Sasham Varan. We have not passed our Tests of Adulthood, and you are not even of The People. I am an exile, a nonperson until I regain my rights before one of the Masters, and you must do the same. 
 
    I supposed that made sense, given what we’d already learned about the R’Thann. “An … interesting people, but not very comfortable to be around,” I said finally, glancing at The Eönwyl. 
 
    She smiled thinly. “And I am sure they mean to give exactly that impression.” 
 
    It took nearly an hour of walking to reach the base of the Towers of the Light. As we walked through the entrance, something else struck me. “Vick … there aren’t any guards here.” 
 
    Yes. And? 
 
    “Well … I thought this was the seat of your … local? Planetary? Government, and we’re going to see your equivalent of…?” 
 
    One of the Masters of the Light; I do not know—yet—which has chosen to see us. But the highest of them would be the equivalent of your Emperor, the lowest, members of your Five Families. 
 
    “And there isn’t a single guard?” We were inside now, heading toward what I presumed was an elevator. Nothing seemed to be stopping us, and none of the R’Thann in the building’s sharp-ceilinged lobby even seemed particularly interested in us. “You’d never get near His Majesty without a dozen guards around him and going through I’m not sure how many layers of security.” The elevator doors closed and I sensed the lifters send us shooting up at dizzying speed. 
 
    That, Vick’s mindvoice said with a very patronizing tone, is because your rulers are not of the People. 
 
    Inside, I thought to myself that it’s true that all of us think of our species as “The People”, and all the others are “Other People” (or in the more xenophobic species, “Intelligent Enemies/Vermin”, and for the Ghek’Nan, “Food”). But there were … backtones, echoes, implications behind Vick’s thought of “The People”, subconscious elements which carried much more force. It was not merely the thought of “we’re the real people and the rest of you are … well, not quite as real people as us”; it was more … powerful, deeper. More dangerous. 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by ‘The People’, Vick?” The Eönwyl asked, just before I would have done so. 
 
    The People of Creation’s Light, answered the crystal-hard mindvoice that had spoken to us before, as the elevator doors slid open. 
 
    Standing a few dozen meters away was an R’Thann, draped with elegantly-worked fabric which had to be some sort of symbolic or ceremonial robe. The room in which we stood occupied, I realized, the entire top of the central tower of the three Towers of the Light, a single room fifty meters across, a hundred and fifty meters long, and seventy meters high at the peak. But despite dramatic and normally eye-catching sculptures, hangings, a high crescent-shaped group of chairs, the only thing that drew the eye was the R’Thann himself. He was little if any taller than the average R’Thann but somehow seemed to tower above us all. 
 
    We are the Testers of the Universe, and those Tested in the ever-ascending journey to reach the heights of the Creator, as It commands us. We do Creation’s work, that one day we all shall be as the Creator, and It will no longer be lonely. 
 
    Vick dropped low to the ground and vibrated his crest in a chiming rhythm. Not having Vick’s crest or—quite—the ability to bend and balance like that without a tail, I gave the R’Thann a formal Six-and-One. Guvthor merely nodded. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    You are well known to me, Captain Sasham Varan, born of Korealis the cold, the frozen; and you, Guvthor of Guvthor, spy and agent of Thovia; and you, Eönwyl, born in darkness eternal. The exile who would return I of course know well, for I made the decision that permitted him that journey. 
 
    “And you are…?” 
 
    No longer do I have a name, the R’Thann said, regarding us with a terrible calm. I am the Master of the Final Light, the Weapon and the Wielder, the Hunter of Hunters, Death of Fear, Arbiter of Creation’s Word. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 22 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I didn’t need to ask. This was the ruler of Thann’ta and her small empire, the highest authority—and, given the way the R’Thann appeared to work—the most powerful and deadly living thing on a world of psionic killers. “And you knew when we were coming, and told Morno where to find us.” 
 
    The Master of the Final Light merely regarded me, saying nothing. 
 
    “So … what now?” 
 
    As I said, you shall now be Tested in truth. For I know that you seek advice, knowledge, perhaps alliance. All of these things are something that the People give not to lesser creatures. To them we give instruction, sometimes assistance, sometimes death. If you wish to speak of policy to the R’Thann, if you wish our claws to strike beside your own, if you would know that which we have seen in our travels across this Galaxy, then you must show that you are one of us, worthy to stand before Creation’s Eye as one who has taken another step upward towards He Who Waits. 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    Of course, now. There is no other speaking for us, until you have passed the Testing. If any of you four fear to face my Testing, leave now. You shall not be part of our counsels, but you shall not risk death or madness, either. 
 
    I knew Vick wouldn’t back up; this was his mission, though I now didn’t even need to work to sense his nervousness. He hadn’t expected to be Tested by the most powerful of all, apparently. But the Eönwyl… She didn’t budge, just gave a half-smile. “I’m going nowhere.” 
 
    Guvthor grunted and unsheathed his great axe. “Bring me your test, little R’Thann. We have met your people before, and—save for my friend Sooovickalassa—none have ever left Thovia alive.” 
 
    I could sense that the Master was pleased with this, especially because he could tell that Guvthor’s speech was not bravado; the huge Thovian was a dangerous, highly-skilled warrior and one possessed of that peculiar mind-deadening capability. As we had believed, so it is. Thus now we shall test each of you in turn. Prepare yourself, Captain Sasham Varan. You have led them here; you shall be Tested first. 
 
    I threw up my mind-shield immediately and braced myself, sending my mind into Deep Center. “Ready.” 
 
    The Master of Final Light blurred towards me and in that moment I really grasped what it meant to be Tested by an R’Thann. This was not merely a test of mind of skill, it was a test of survival. My psionic shields quivered under a combined physical and mental assault that came near to shattering my defenses in that first strike. He’s going to fight each of us until either we beat him, or meet whatever standards he’s set for us. 
 
    He replied as though I had sent him the thought, showing how weak my filters were compared to theirs, and I barely warded off another blow as he did. I shall Test each of you. The Testing is different for each, just as each of us is different from the other. 
 
    I managed to guess the next direction of claw and tail, actually hammered the Master with a blow that stopped him, sent him back two steps; he continued his answer without a pause or hitch. You are at the center, you are human, you come from a world of cold but no other peril, you have walked among the rich and powerful; you thus have the greatest test, the Test of the Great Hunt, for without you the rest would not have come. 
 
    I unleashed a telekinetic bolt against him that would have slammed the false Frankel into a wall, but suddenly the Master of the Final Light wasn’t there, he was somewhere else, behind me! 
 
    Without the psionic defenses I’d been practicing ever since the day Vick had awakened them, I’d have been a dead man—and that was no exaggeration; the double-foot strike was a deliberately killing blow, one that would have opened me from neck to waist in four places had it penetrated. As it was I tumbled forward, partly from the transmitted shock, partly just to get away from the whirlwind of psi-reinforced death that was after me. I rose, my vya-shadu out, and struck back as the R’Thann ruler streaked in, then, as he once more vanished before my assault, struck in two directions—directly behind with a reverse-thrust and directly overhead with a jabbing lunge. 
 
    The second connected hard, failing to penetrate R’Thann defenses but kicking him away, and in that moment I took a mental breath and sent a telepathic assault at him, slamming at his mind-shield as hard as I could. 
 
    I felt that shield give slightly, but it showed no sign of breaking; instead, it seemed to turn around, reaching, trying to absorb my attack. 
 
    But that triggered a memory of my battle against Frankel and I reacted, half with panic and half with remembered skill, and the cold, smooth sensation I associated with Vick’s “patterns” came forward, pulled back, and I felt as though I might be able to take the power of his screen, the two of us struggling to gain the upper hand. His mind somehow broke the deadlock, and his responding blast began to shatter my mental screens like thin surface ice before a hammer; I couldn’t figure out how to do more than blunt it slightly even with that alien cool-strong pattern. Deep Center absorbed the pain, kept my focus, giving me one more moment to leap forward, cutting and kicking. His assault decreased as he directed some attention to physical defense, and I shored up my mind’s shields, trying to guess what his next attack would be. Torline and Niaadea, how do I fight something that can simply vanish and be elsewhere? 
 
    I suddenly realized the best option and, ignoring the throbbing headache that was already coming out in full force, sprinted with maximum speed for one of the narrow ends of the room. I hurdled a chair which bulleted towards me and skidded to a halt with a spin, stopping with my back against the tight corner. It arched up over my head and curved around me at either side; the Master of Final Light couldn’t teleport behind me or too far to either side, unless he—or, possibly, she—could materialize half in, half out of solid matter. I extended my mind-screen out a foot or two, making it impossible for the Master to even materialize very near me—or so I hoped. 
 
    The robed R’Thann gave a complex shriek and then came in like a thunderbolt, moving at least twice its prior speed. 
 
    But I’d boosted my speed too, and this time I was focused. My swords parried almost every swing, and for every nick the Master of Final Light got, I was pretty sure I was getting in at least a touch myself. The mental assault was the more dangerous one; I could feel it rising, building, looming up like a mountain, and it suddenly became clear to me that the Master of Final Light had not even begun to use its full power. I dared not yield—I would not yield—but I could see just how much greater the Master’s power was than mine, especially in this area where it had spent perhaps decades honing its skill. 
 
    With a graceful double flip the Master of Final Light abruptly somersaulted away and stopped; the pressure lifted. You resist, you think, you have skill and courage. You recognize my superiority but bow not before it, and are prepared to die rather than be defeated—for you know how desperate is your need. You have passed this Test, Sasham Varan. In other eras, other places, this would have been to the death; but we cannot waste your life or this chance. 
 
    It turned now to Vick. Sooovickalassa, are you ready? 
 
    “Yes,” Vick said aloud, and crouched low in preparation. 
 
    The Hunter of Hunters did not move; he merely sent out a wave of mental power that staggered me even though it was directed at Vick, made The Eönwyl wince and wrung a grunt from Guvthor. Vick seemed to wilt under that smashing impact, but struggled upward through screaming agony, throwing all the diamond-hard focused will, the rage of an exile, the desperate need to prove that what he had done was sufficient into his defense, assembling even in that moment his riposte, a psionic spear that seemed a solid bolt of compressed fury, thundering into the R’Thann ruler’s shields with force enough to completely stop the Master’s attack, make him look to his own defense, for a moment. 
 
    But that was the only blow Vick managed. He was many months behind me in the development of the abilities his process had created in him, and though he had the instincts and the knowledge and the will, he simply didn’t match me in power, not yet, and the Master of the Final Light was vastly more powerful than me. The Master hammered him again, and again, and again, each time increasing the force of his psionic assault, and though each time Vick somehow managed to keep his defenses, to find within him some untapped reserves that gave him that tiny bit more to keep that assault from shattering his mind entirely I could tell this simply could not continue. 
 
    And I suddenly realized that the Master had no intention of stopping, as his psionic aura blazed more brightly yet again and I felt the fifth attack coming, saw Vick shaking his head with a pained hiss, snarling through his teeth with narrowed eyes that showed not merely agony but fear, the knowledge that he had come there not to be welcomed back, but to be slain. 
 
    Not to MY friends you won’t! 
 
    I didn’t even think that consciously; I simply hammered the Master of Final Light with a combined telepathic and telekinetic blow that cut off his assault on Vick and bounced him off the far wall hard enough to chip the stone he struck. “That’s enough!” 
 
    You do not interfere in the Testing, human. It is not for any other to decide what is enough! 
 
    “You’re not Testing him! You people exiled him, and now you’re ‘Testing’ him the way I’d be ‘put on trial’ by my own people now! You already know he’s going to fail, you’ve already decided that he has to fail.” 
 
    I was conscious of both Guvthor and The Eönwyl stepping forward with me, one on each side, all three of us now surrounding Vick. Vick raised his head slightly. 
 
    No … Do not … interfere. I must … prove… 
 
    “You’ve proved everything you need to!” I was furious now, as furious as I’d ever been, and I whirled back to the Master. “He gave me these powers. He gave them to me first! He saved my life and my mind and he brought me here on nothing but the trust that I’d honor my debt and give him the chance for his birthright! Okay, he hasn’t reached your level, neither have I, but he was exiled for being a cripple, not for failing to be better than everything else on the planet!” I brought up as much power as I could, ignored the aches in both body and mind. “Maybe I can’t beat you, but by the Eternal King I can beat ninety-nine out of a hundred of your People, and that’s his doing, and you’re not going to kill my friend—” 
 
    “Our friend,” corrected Guvthor, and The Eönwyl echoed it, with an expression that was both surprised and determined. “I agree entirely with my friend Varan. You have wished to test us? How well shall you fare against us all united?” 
 
    The Master paused a moment, then stepped back with a rattle of his crest. You have passed your test … Sasham Varan. 
 
    I blinked. “My test?” 
 
    Of course your test, you foolish human, Vick said bluntly. I had passed mine in the first moment, when he realized that I had succeeded in giving myself the powers with the same treatment that had awakened such power in you. 
 
    Not quite. The Master radiated a sense of amusement, and not all directed at me; Vick was startled. You too were still under the Testing, and until he acted I could not know if you had passed. Telling you how I was testing Varan was merely part of the test itself. 
 
    “Can you explain that?” The Eönwyl did not look very amused; I wasn’t particularly amused either. 
 
    Sooovickalassa’s mission was to gather data upon your Empire, as well as to redeem himself, the Master said calmly. I stared at him, then looked to Vick as he rose. 
 
    “You were a spy?” I was … dumbfounded, not to mention somewhat—no, more than somewhat, angry. Of my three companions, two of them were spying on the Empire! 
 
    The People do not waste resources, Vick said proudly. 
 
    Precisely true. He would be an ideal spy—and would also be, in pure fact, an exile, able to return only when he had redeemed his deficiencies, or when he had learned enough of the Empire to make it necessary to return. In the latter case, of course, we would simply have ripped the knowledge from his soul and given him a swift death. 
 
    I definitely didn’t like their society. “But then … what were you testing in me and him with those last assaults?” 
 
    In his work, he went beyond even what we had expected; he did not merely use your technology to develop a solution to his deficiency while studying your people. He gave to you our power, not merely psionics but what he has called, rather inadequately, a pattern or template of our own capabilities. 
 
    Moreover, the danger your Empire presents is obvious and immediate in any reasonable term. Yet Sooovickalassa’s aura showed that he was bonded with you and his other companions as he might have with Hunt-partners of the People. This could have come about by two ways; one, that he had decided that his loyalties no longer lay with Thann’ta, and thus he bonded with you regardless of the danger to our people, and gave you those powers to make you so much more formidable against us; in that case, his reports would be suspect, distorted, perhaps deliberately re-written in his own memory, and rending his soul to pieces might still not regain all that was concealed. The second possibility was that he retained full loyalty to Thann’ta, but that he had found those of honor and strength among the enemy who would serve us as allies and equals. A sense of a broad smile. It would seem the second is the truth. 
 
    “I confess,” Guvthor rumbled, “I am still not entirely clear how that was shown in these actions.” 
 
    When Sasham Varan stepped forth in the defense of Sooovickalassa, his anger allowed much imagery to come forth—imagery which even you, clouded one, echoed. And the greatest outrage to Varan was that the exiled one had always and ever expressed his great pride in being one of us, and long spoken of his hope to one day return, and that his friend was being betrayed by those which he had hoped would welcome his friend back. These were reactions and beliefs born from our true child and his interaction with others who might be his equal and allies. Both of them passed their final tests in those moments. 
 
    “Clever. What sort of convoluted testing might the other two of us expect?” The Eönwyl rested her hand on her rannai pistol. 
 
    I think those shall be brief. Since you have spoken, let us Test you next, Eönwyl. 
 
    The Eönwyl stepped back involuntarily and I saw her brow furrow. The Master of Final Light merely tilted its head, and then hissed in startlement and dismay that I could sense. You … pass, trader. 
 
    All three of us—myself, Vick, and Guvthor—found ourselves staring at The Eönwyl. “What in the name of the Eternal King did you do?” I asked finally. “I didn’t even feel much—just a quick mental contact, not even an assault worth mentioning.” 
 
    She just smiled, and the Master volunteered nothing. “I’ll explain. Later.” 
 
    Guvthor turned towards the R’Thann leader. “Then it is down to me, I see.” 
 
    With a roar, Guvthor initiated the Testing, charging directly at the much smaller R’Thann with his huge axe already cleaving the air between them. The next few moments were a blur of chopping, cuts, leaps, mental assaults, physical impacts, growls of pain and hisses of frustration and agony. 
 
    The combat paused as abruptly as it had begun, the two combatants frozen in mid-motion. Guvthor’s axe rested against the Master of Final Light’s chest, dark-purple blood trickling from a small cut beneath the blade, while the Master’s twin fighting claws were embedded in Guvthor’s fur, precisely above the main pulsing carotid artery. Red-matted areas of Guvthor’s body, especially near his eyes, showed that the R’Thann’s claws were more than adequate to the implied task. 
 
    You pass your Testing as well, Thovian. 
 
    “And you pass mine. Good enough.” 
 
    The R’Thann gave a small whistle of laughter. And I see you mean that! Our people shall Test yours one day—but not now, and not soon. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, relieved that I was not going to lose one of my friends that day. “Not as long as we have a mutual enemy.” 
 
    Truth. And it is time now for you to show me this enemy, the enemy that Sooovickalassa—Master of the Dawning Light—says you, and you alone, have sensed mind-to-mind. 
 
    I grinned at that, and couldn’t help but laugh aloud as I saw the joyous rise of Vick’s crest. “Congratulations, Vick.” 
 
    I … thank you. I thank you all. My claws and mind are at your call, now. The emotion conveyed was something much deeper, more an oath and a dedication than mere gratitude, and I realized just how much this all meant to him. 
 
    I bowed and gave him the Six-and-One, and he returned it. “And mine at yours, Vick. You saved my life and my soul, so you owe me nothing.” Before he could argue, I continued, “But I’m deeply honored, and together—together I think we just might save both of our peoples.” 
 
    He hissed assent, and spoke. “Together, then. Hunt-partners.” Hunting the most ancient and dangerous prey in the galaxy. 
 
    “Hunt-partners,” I agreed, and grinned. “And we’ll be more dangerous than they.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 23 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    Varan turned to the Master of Final Light. “So … what do you want me to show you?” 
 
    Your memories of our enemies, the ones you do not know, the ones you seek to learn of here. Show me their minds, their thoughts, the way in which they touch upon your very self. 
 
    “Okay. But I warn you, it’s not fun. I don’t even like thinking about it.” She could see on his face that he was understating the case, if anything. What must it have been like…? 
 
    Then he looked around. “I think … all of you need to see it. Feel it. Know what we’re really up against.” 
 
    She saw the question in his eyes, even as Guvthor nodded his assent. He won’t force me to do this. That decided her, and she nodded as well. “You’re right. You and Vick felt what our enemies were, we’ve just pretty much taken your word for it. I guess it’s a good idea to know for sure.” 
 
    Varan tried to smile, failed. “I … don’t know if it’s a good idea. But I think it’s an important one.” 
 
    “I stand ready, Captain Varan.” As he often did when being particularly respectful, Guvthor used the title that, technically, Sasham no longer merited … but that was, she agreed in her heart, a part of his identity; the man of the Mada, the Imperial Navy. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. 
 
    His eyes showed that he doubted her. 
 
    Black foulness cascaded into her brain, an ice-burning hatred and rage at all things natural and living, a contempt for Dr. Sooovickalassa and his pathetic species; it was an ancient, festering hatred, the bitter and implacable hostility of something which saw people as vermin, things which had to be exterminated and were weak, repellent, yet sometimes dangerous, the weary disgust of a man set to do a dangerous, grueling task under threat of death, a task which had no clear end and forced him to pretend to be one of these disgusting and stupid creatures to prevent them from overwhelming him not through superiority of strength or power but sheer weight of mindless numbers, and under that a space-frozen joy at the destruction to be unleashed, and still farther a hunger she dared not look at. 
 
    She found herself on her knees, stomach rebelling, nearly expelling its contents, and knew that Varan had been right. She had not been ready. Nearby, Guvthor sagged against the wall, and she saw that even the Master of Final Light was shaken, his brilliant green-and-gold now muted, as sometimes happened with Vick when shocked, injured, or ill. 
 
    “I find I must retract my last statement,” Guvthor said slowly, grimly. “Although in my defense I believe it would be nigh impossible to prepare for that … contact without true understanding of what you were to face.” 
 
    “And I’m not done. Time for you to meet Shagrath’s … allies.” Having started, it was immediately evident that Varan was going to get this part over with as soon as he could. 
 
    A shrieking, echoing chorus exploded into her mind, a distant howling and screaming of a thousand thousand voices hissing hunger and hatred, speaking a million thoughts at once, and all as one, one hungry many-voiced creature with a chill mental power that absorbed all power sent at it and returned that power as destruction. 
 
    She waved a hand weakly. “Enough, please.” She felt his hand on her shoulder, and let him pull her up. She was startled to find she was leaning against him, but didn’t pull away; she needed that closeness, that warm, human closeness, for the first time in a long, long time. “I … can’t imagine what it was like, to sense that without any warning at all.” In some ways, it made even Fanabulax seem almost inviting. Except for… But she pushed that away, at the same time as she pushed away from Varan and looked over at the Master of the Final Light. 
 
    The R’Thann ruler, she saw with a start, was nearly white, only the faintest tinge of green and gold remaining. With an effort it stood, forcing a semblance of normal hue to begin to appear, and gestured. A hidden door in a far section of the floor opened, and chairs levitated out. Several disassembled in midair, reformed into a single huge stool capable of supporting the giant Guvthor Hok Guvthor. With some difficulty the Master of Final Light lowered itself, and she felt a faint radiated satisfaction from Vick; apparently it pleased him to see that even their ruler could find the truths he had faced with Varan terrible enough to shock. 
 
    When all were seated, the Master of Final Light raised its head slowly and gazed at them; its scales were only gradually returning to their old color. You were wise to travel to Thann’ta, Sasham Varan. Sooovickalassa was wise to see that necessity, though he lacked the knowledge to see the reason, came the thought, hard and certain. He gestured, and the windows sealed themselves; she felt that faint, undefinable heaviness in the air that she associated with a powerful mind-shield generator. And now we shall speak with you of things that only the Masters of the Final Light recall, things we ourselves avoid. 
 
    Varan sat forward. “So you know what we’re dealing with?” 
 
    Of the creature you call Shagrath, we can tell you nothing. Its mind is truly unlike any in the memory of the Light, and no Masters can safely venture a guess as to its origin. Its malevolence is clear, and universal. This is not a psionic of your people, gone insane. It is not a member—sane or otherwise—of any species we have seen in all our Hunts. This is a creature that sees all creatures as enemies, at best as tools to be disposed of, at worst as vermin that outlived their usefulness before the planets coalesced. Neither its power, nor its mind, have we ever encountered—and, it continued with a rueful humor, I believe we speak all with a single will when I say that even the R’Thann feel unready to venture on that Hunt. 
 
    But of the others, the many-voiced, the hunger hidden within the faces of allies and friends … of this we, the Masters of Light, know much. These are our most ancient enemies and rivals, who call us heretic and self-crippled and betrayers, and which we call in turn corruptors, cowards, parasites. 
 
    These we call the Kaital. 
 
    The word-symbol sent a chill of gooseflesh down her arms, as though a part of her had known that word all her life. She saw Varan shiver and Guvthor shift in his seat. 
 
    “Why do they call you … betrayers and heretics, though?” Varan asked finally. “You aren’t of them, or anything like them.” 
 
    Not now, no. But we were once. 
 
    Once, we were one and the same. 
 
    Into their minds the Master of Final Light poured a story, a tale of images and ancient memories and legends so intertwined that she couldn’t tell where truth left off and guesses, or myths, began. 
 
    Long before—the images seemed to speak of a time before anything she knew, perhaps even before the legendary era of Atlantaea—there had been … creatures. Beings whose shapes were unclear, perhaps always shifting, that preyed upon all others they encountered, and answered only to something they called by a name now lost, a name and a title that merely meant The One, the First, the Terrible. But how to serve the ways of the First—or, some parts of the memory-legend whispered, whether to follow Its ways—became a debate, an argument. When the First made a monstrous example of one who dared oppose it, the whispering faction swore never to move against it … but their thoughts of revolution or heresy had already been seen. 
 
    The Terrible One cast them out but did not slay them, stripping them of the forms they had once had and leaving them to drift formless in the ancient void. 
 
    Then they spoke among themselves, and two were the paths chosen, the Master said quietly. One chose a world and the creatures there, which were just beginning to realize the power of the mind. There would they make a union of that which they had been with these beings, and begin the true quest—to reach the level of the Creation, and bring others to that level. 
 
    Those remaining were furious at this idea, and said they would be unified only with themselves, a purer form even than the Terrible One, and that others would be their servants, their toys, ultimately the source of more strength, the incubators of more fearsome beings; they said that the others sought to weaken themselves, or to betray the Terrible One itself by becoming a blend of what they had been and other, lesser creatures. 
 
    The disagreement was fundamental, and absolute, and we remain, to this day, bitter enemies. 
 
    It told her all too much to realize that even the R’Thann themselves did not know how to sort out the literal truth from the figurative or the fiction. Much of this might well be pure allegory or a symbolic description. How old, or how fraught with fear, confusion, and dangerous knowledge, must something be so that even a telepathic species couldn’t pass it down in clear, unambiguous detail? 
 
    “And the ones that would be unified only with themselves … are the Kaital,” Guvthor said slowly. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “That fits what we’ve learned,” Varan said, pale and grim. “They can take over other people from outside, make them do what they want … probably kill the original—” 
 
    Consume the original, the Master said coldly. You felt the Hunger, and would have died had it not been that you are in a way one of us, not human, now. 
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
    The disbelieving, furious exclamation seemed to amuse the Master more than anything else. What saved you in those moments? That sensation of coolness that Sooovickalassa called “templates”, that gave you the chance to match skill with skill, power with power, in the arena that no other species dares try us. 
 
    The Master’s mindvoice was suddenly hard and angry. Tell him the full truth, Sooovickalassa. Your work was well done and necessary, but this lie has lasted long enough and does no credit to one who claims the Hunt-bond of true friendship with the other who believes the lie. 
 
    Vick cast his gaze down, then raised his crest and looked Varan in the eye. “Impression mind of to do difficult,” he began. I … could not make the templates without a true sample. Human mind, human soul … not quite suited to R’Thann techniques. With combination of technology and little psionics I had, amplified my own meager capabilities. Took a part of … of my soul, implanted or grafted to yours. That was what Shagrath called the exponential grid amplification stage … she got the impression of a sudden fanged smile, although he did not fully realize what the design implied. Fortunately, I think. 
 
    Varan stared at him for a long time. “So … the reason I’m this strong and can protect myself from the, um, Kaital this way is that you put a part of your mind … or soul … into me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And in your view, that makes me … what? Not human? You didn’t change my body, right?” 
 
    The body is the least part of what you are, even by R’Thann standards, let alone the Kaital, the Master of Final Light said. And to have even a small part of the R’Thann within you is to be far from human. It may in the end make you more R’Thann than human, no matter the body you wear. 
 
    “I’m sorry … but I don’t believe that.” Varan’s voice startled her; there was a thread of humor in it, rather than denial or anger. The same surprise was visible in the tilted postures of both Vick and the Master of Final Light. 
 
    You … don’t believe I have transferred— 
 
    “Oh, I believe you did that, no doubt about it. I’ve felt it at work, and figured out how to work with it. But first, it’s still not really part of me; it works with me, and does it pretty well, but it’s clearly not … integrated, I guess. But even if it was, so what? It’s one little piece of your soul and one set of talents in a human soul, a human mind. Maybe that little bit of R’Thann seems really important to you, but to me it’s about as important as the Lesser Families who talk about how much direct Atlantaean descent they have, as though that’s going to make them somehow more special than the Dellitamas, who had hardly any they could trace but still made it to the Five.” He bowed a Six-and-One to the Master, grinning. “I’ll take it as an honor to be considered part R’Thann, because even though you sinking-sure scare me sometimes, I’ve come to really like and respect Vick and through him your people. 
 
    “But you’d better believe me when I tell you that not all the R’Thann techniques or soul in the Galaxy are bigger or greater than the soul of Humanity.” 
 
    The Master and Vick regarded him for a few seconds without expression, and the Eönwyl found herself getting tense; in a way Varan had just said he held humanity higher than the R’Thann, and given how … what was the term one of her clients had used once? Hung-up, that was it, with the image of one who dangled above the ground by a hook, unable to move forward. Given how hung-up the R’Thann seemed to be on their superiority, that might be a very dangerous attitude to have. 
 
    The Master let loose a steam-whistle shriek and then bowed low. “Perhaps you will be correct. As your soul progresses in its infinite path towards the Creator, I shall watch it, and it may be that I shall learn what I had not expected. 
 
    “In any event … there is much for us to consider now, and I would confer as I may with the other Masters of the Light. Sooovickalassa, you will join me, for the Masters would hear your report … as one of the People, now.” 
 
    The little R’Thann scientist bowed low. “And my friends…?” He did not hesitate at the word. 
 
    “They have quarters prepared for them. We shall all speak again at the next rise of the sun.” 
 
    Varan hesitated, then nodded slowly. “I have a lot of questions—some that you’ve left very open. I’m tired of mysteries from my allies, Master of the Final Light; I hope you’ll have answers tomorrow.” 
 
    “Your Hunt will be rewarded, Sasham Varan. Of that I assure you.” 
 
    The elevator opened behind them, even as she saw other R’Thann simply appearing out of thin air. So it’s not just the Master of the Final Light who can teleport. She wasn’t sure whether to shiver or laugh at the thought. Teleportation was a fearsome power, and one that very few psis, even the ultras, ever achieved. On the other hand, that power would make even a vastly smaller force the equal of even a very large assault from the Empire … and that was something Thann’ta might have to deal with very, very soon. 
 
    She became aware that Varan was regarding her with a suspicious gaze. “What?” 
 
    “I’m just wondering if you’re going to reveal that you’re a spy for … oh, Fanabulax or something.” 
 
    “Me? No … no, I don’t think you need to worry about that from me. Two spies in this group is enough.” 
 
    So why am I feeling almost like I’m lying…? 
 
    “You should feel little surprise, Captain Varan,” Guvthor rumbled from above and behind. “Your Empire is huge and powerful; it is little wonder that any stellar power that encounters it would wish to send in spies to understand its motives and capabilities.” 
 
    The gray eyes lost their hardness and took on the more familiar look of humor, touched with apology. “Yes … I suppose you’re right. It’s just that not only were you both spies, you were both spying from the point of view that you were the old wise ones. What were the odds?” 
 
    “That there would be such civilizations? Near-unity, I would say. The Galaxy is vast, vast beyond even my comprehension, Sasham, and—as I am sure you recall—my specialty is trying to comprehend the universe. I would not even be sanguine in declaring that either Thovia or Thann’ta are the most advanced; the name of Ptial is ancient as well, and we were almost certainly saved in our recent troubles by yet another spy masquerading as an ‘observer’.” 
 
    The doors slid back open, and though there was no overt spoken direction The Eönwyl felt a clear intuition that their appointed rooms were just a short way down the corridor. 
 
    She also realized, to her surprise, that she was shaky and tired. It hasn’t been that long since we woke up … but there have been a lot of shocks and stresses since that time. “I may be alone in this, but I think I actually am ready to have a short dinner and get a lot of rest.” 
 
    Varan blinked, as he often did when a new or startling thought hit him, and then smiled wryly. “You’re not alone.” 
 
    Guvthor nodded his agreement. “A short but most stressful day. And a wise being takes his rest when it comes to him. I see three doors, one across from two others, and I believe there is a rather subtle indication that the one is meant for one such as I.” 
 
    She looked and chortled. “Ahh, yes, the subtle fact that the door in question is three times the height of any others.” The existence of that door was itself somewhat disquieting. The R’Thann admittedly had few visitors, and never a Thovian. Which meant that the door—and the large room visible as Guvthor opened it—had been created in the few hours since they arrived. A capable—and dangerous—species. 
 
    She sighed. “But one more errand to run before I get rest.” As she turned away, Varan called out, “Eönwyl!” 
 
    She looked back. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt you … but you promised. What in Niaadea’s Name did you do that passed your Test by the Master in what must have been some kind of record time?” 
 
    She glanced up at Guvthor, who was also looking at her with curiosity. “Before we left, I set up a few conditional triggers on The Eönwyl. 
 
    “As soon as I knew I was to be tested, I hit the first trigger. When he touched my mind, he saw that The Eönwyl was set to activate the full Dimensional Tap and detonate if I let go of a deadman switch—which I surely would before he could really lock-down my brain, and if he tried to just TK it down I’d be able to trigger a go-code in another way. If I cancelled the deadman, I’d have to return to the ship to permanently disable the self-destruct code. And when I set THAT part of it, the main psi-shields went up on The Eönwyl. I figured he wouldn’t have a chance in hell of taking over my brain and getting the right information out without having to fight all of you, unless he took more time than he could afford. But now I have to go finish that shutdown so we’ll all still have a city. Another reason he probably decided to postpone the rest of the discussion until tomorrow.” 
 
    “You bluffed him?” 
 
    “No bluff.” Guvthor’s gaze held a different and more wary respect. “The Master of the Final Light would never have fallen for a bluff. She valued her freedom—and ours—enough to kill us all for it.” 
 
    And on that note, she left them both with a smile and a wave. Freedom is exactly that valuable, Thovian. And I hope you—and Sasham—understand that. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 24 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    Valabacal screamed in just under the scarred hull of Kerrit’s Thunder, leading edges of her specially-designed scrape buffers glowing cherry-red with heat. Algron Kerrit dipped his ship down sharply, smashing into Valabacal scant meters from Taelin’s control room, bouncing off, coming back down for a second blow. 
 
    The final moments of the Meletta Ultimate Freestyle race—nicknamed “The Wrecker” on the Freestyle air-space racing circuit—promised to be very exciting. 
 
    The kind of exciting that gets people killed, Taelin thought grimly as he cut his drive for just long enough to keep Kerrit’s second drop from hitting him. As Kerrit reached the nadir of his drop, Taelin rammed the drive to full, atmosphere shrieking as he lunged over the Thunder, and then hit the attitude jets to shove him down and sideways just the right amount. 
 
    Kerrit had been recovering from his second “dip and ding” and was already heading up, even as he realized where Valabacal was. The sudden diagonal drop caught the edge of his fore port scrape buffer, and in that tiny fraction of a second Taelin did a half-reverse engine twist. 
 
    Taelin was ready for that; Kerrit … wasn’t. Kerrit’s Thunder spun wildly and was suddenly travelling sideways into the atmosphere at hypersonic speeds. Two buffers tore off and the emergency deceleration gear kicked in—Kerrit would probably survive. 
 
    But in a show of cosmic irony, one buffer, fragmenting already, caught Valabacal on the starboard side. Taelin wrestled desperately with the controls, knowing he couldn’t afford a flat-tumble any more than Kerrit—or the other racers, who weren’t that far behind either of them. 
 
    Two of the recently-installed scrape buffers suddenly tore off, one on each side; but the reduced weight and increased friction in that area of turbulence actually gave Taelin the tiny bit of time he needed. Wounded but still under control, Valabacal blazed across Meletta’s sky, white re-entry contrail mixing with black. Alert lights started to blink and a three second countdown began; Taelin cancelled it before it reached the number two. I am not losing this race because the shields auto-activated! 
 
    Of course, if it turned out the shields had been needed, he wouldn’t need to worry about losing—or winning—any race ever again. 
 
    Turbulence of another kind hit Valabacal, now moving merely at low supersonic speeds, as the refitted racing yacht tore through a thunderhead; illuminators flickered as lightning danced over the vehicle. 
 
    Transponder trackers showed Locen Vidocet and Youktree closing in fast; they were far less damaged and could push their speed higher, even in atmosphere. 
 
    Only one possible option… He lined up on the landing field. The longest strip was aligned with his direction of travel, but compared to the speed his opponents were closing, it looked very far away. 
 
    But they had to use the same strip. Which meant they all had to close formation. After seeing what he’d done to Kerrit’s Thunder, neither Locen nor Youktree would want to get too close, even with Valabacal this damaged. They’d give him a wider berth…, which would give him a few more precious seconds. 
 
    He accelerated forward, feeling vibrations increasing dangerously, overriding structural and system warnings. He still couldn’t out-race them directly … but the field was coming up fast now, and the two, edging past him, now had to decelerate for their landing. 
 
    Taelin didn’t. Within a few seconds there was an emergency ping on his D-Comm: “Valabacal, this is Punyil Control, are you in trouble?” 
 
    “Negative, Punyil Control, I am in control and on precise course for landing. Please de-activate all speed-based trips on the crash shielding, please,” it wouldn’t do, after all, to lose because he was stopped by the crash safety systems. He continued, “but activate all building shielding, just in case. Clear the entire field now.” 
 
    There was a lot of consternation audible over the general bands now, but he had no time. Focus! Timing and accuracy would be everything here, and with no automatics permitted, it was pure reflex and piloting instinct. He wished, momentarily, that Sasham were here … but immediately beat that thought into submission. I have to be better than he is now. 
 
    Valabacal thundered past Locen Vidocet, Youktree having backed off several seconds ago, a blazing, smoking arrow headed for what seemed an unstoppable crash. 
 
    At the very moment of touchdown, he spun Valabacal end-for-end and put full power to the main racing drive, while playing an apocalyptic concert at the ragged edge of tolerances with the attitude thrusters, pushing down to negate the tendency of the ship to tumble due to the friction with the hardened landing strip. 
 
    Valabacal struck the tarmac at a near horizontal angle, travelling at twelve hundred kilometers per hour. The main racing drive blasted out a plume of light and flame twice the yacht’s own length as the Valabacal’s racing hull carved a trench in the nearly-unbreakable pourstone surface. The two keel scrape buffers tore off, one striking underneath, nearly causing the ship to heel over, but somehow Taelin combined the keel thrusters to aft with the fore topdeck thrusters, leveled her off, and speed was falling, falling fast now, deploy landing skids … jammed shut. He laughed and spun the ship again, on her belly still but now moving forward, deceleration thrusters on … and Valabacal halted in a spray of smoke and shattered-stone dust and steam. 
 
    For a moment all was still except the drifting clouds of mist and smoke, the flicker of flames the automatics were just now able to try to control. 
 
    And then he lifted Valabacal on her protesting underjets and over to a parking slip, proving that she had, indeed, landed under control. Her landing time was marked—literally—by the point at which her hull had struck the landing path. 
 
    The repairs are going to cost me, he thought as he slowly unstrapped. But he could not even begin to repress the grin. And they’ll be cheap at the price. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    “Ardan!” 
 
    “Taelin! Taelin Ardan!” 
 
    He waved jubilantly at the crowd, the news-takers, his service crew, and fired off another flash-rocket into the air. “And that’s for Kerrit for stepping aside!” He glanced down. “Okay, okay, I’ll answer a few questions. But,” he looked meaningfully over at the “guest” area, which was almost completely filled with young ladies (and a few likely-to-be-disappointed young men), “I have a party to attend, so let’s not take too long.” 
 
    “Taelin, how does it feel to have won the Meletta Ultimate?” 
 
    One of the standard and rather stupid questions; everyone asked it, and most of the answers were the same. Of course, the Taelin he was right now wouldn’t care about that. “Absolutely wonderful!” He grinned more widely. “I’m guessing Misan’s not feeling so wonderful, though!” 
 
    Misan Yarelty was one of the biggest names in the Unlimited circuit, and he’d gotten in a somewhat acrimonious argument two months ago with Taelin, an argument that Taelin had carefully and deliberately orchestrated and which had culminated in Misan saying that no kattasi dropout from the Families had the courage to put their fancy yachts into a real race. Naturally an “enraged” Taelin had registered for the Meletta Ultimate the very next day. 
 
    Now Taelin’s comment sent an appreciative ripple of laughter around the tarmac, and gained a venomous glare from Misan himself, off at the edge of the victory box. Misan’s Wooridan had come in fifth out of the field of seven hundred—a very respectable finish and one worth a considerable purse, but not enough to make up for the public humiliation of that “kattasi dropout” beating him and every other entrant, and that with a jawdroppingly spectacular finish which would, beyond any doubt, be transmitted Galaxy-wide as fast as ships could carry it. 
 
    “It looks like Valabacal’s in bad shape, Taelin,” said another ‘taker. “Do you think you can get her fixed?” 
 
    “Meletta’s got top-notch shipyards, and there’s military bases nearby for special orders. And I have the specs for the custom scrape buffers.” 
 
    “You’re planning on replacing the scrape buffers? So you are going to do more in the Ultimates?” Scrape buffers weren’t needed unless you were planning for the Ultimate circuit; hitting your opponents wasn’t encouraged in other more genteel circles of the racing world. 
 
    “I sure am!” he said enthusiastically. “This was the most exciting thing to happen to me in years!” 
 
    “Did you choose to start with the Meletta Ultimate for personal reasons? Symbolically?” 
 
    That question was a loaded gun, and he could see the other newstakers trying to subtly edge away from the one asking it—and for good reason, if he—no, she—was asking what she seemed. 
 
    Of course, Taelin had hoped for such an opening. He’d actually figured out how to get to the right point without it, but he’d guessed a better than eighty-five percent chance that some stupid, or exceptionally courageous, ’taker would try it. 
 
    Outwardly, he froze, then looked slowly down. “Symbolically?” 
 
    The newstaker, a Quilran with very light skin and the characteristic white-blonde hair, tightened her lips but stood her ground. “To fight against your personal demon. Captain Sasham Varan, who wiped out the patrol vessel Lalam after destroying half of this very port only a few months ago. A symbolic victory?” 
 
    It was deathly silent now, and other people moved hastily out of his way as he walked slowly down the Valabacal’s ramp to the Quilran. She swallowed visibly but met his gaze. 
 
    Taelin stood there just regarding her for several seconds. Then he said, quietly, “I do not know the man of whom you speak.” 
 
    She stayed—wisely—silent, but her eyes were steady. 
 
    With a convulsive movement that, he hoped, would show the tremendous emotional moment of decision, he spun around and leapt back up the ramp, to stand high on the side of his ship. “I don’t know him because that isn’t the man he was. And … and…” he looked down, and her violet eyes met his blue and saw the obvious question in his. 
 
    “Trilyin,” she said softly. “Aluris Trilyin.” 
 
    “Aluris,” he said, with a quiver in his voice (and a pretty nicely done one, I think!) “You were right. But not a symbol of a victory over him. Because it’s too late for that. It’s a symbol of remembering. Over there, just a few lightyears away,” he gestured to a point in the sky, “over there is Tangia Station. That’s where my friend Sasham Varan watched someone he loved, and another dear friend of mine, Diorre Jearsen, torn apart in front of him. That’s where Sasham Varan fought two whole assault pods of Zchorada to a standstill by himself. 
 
    “And out that way, halfway across the Empire, is where the Wytheria Star’s drive blew and one Navy officer had the crazy courage to try to save them—and did. A Navy officer named Sasham Varan. 
 
    “And over there,” he pointed again and his voice broke, they could see tears on his face, “there is Wyllas, the Winter Survival training ground of Mada and Guardsmen alike, and that’s where Cadet Sasham Varan fought through kilometers of snow in a blizzard to rescue me from a monster like your worst nightmare! 
 
    “The … thing that’s out there, that you hear destroyed this port and the Lalam … that’s not Sasham Varan.” He waved away the questions. “Oh, that’s not literal. I know, I’ve seen the tapes. I know it’s him. But that’s just the body. Everyone knows what happens when you become a psi. And we all know he’s going to have to be…” 
 
    He stopped for a moment. It was quiet. “Well. What I mean is … I don’t want to hear that name remembered for insanity and destruction. How many people remember that the Earthshaker was an architect? That he designed the Wings of Flight cathedral on Mindassi? That Poitrettan was a healer before she became a mindtwister? 
 
    “I’m here because for every possible act of destruction Sash—or what he’s become—could ever do, he’s done something that created, that protected—something in the finest traditions of the uniform he wore. And I will always believe in that Sasham Varan, even after they kill the monster that’s carrying his name.” 
 
    They were listening now, and the news-takers were coding furiously. Taelin Ardan (once Mel’Tasne) had finally spoken of the event that was suspected to have broken him. This news would travel along with his spectacular victory, everywhere, as fast as it could be carried. 
 
    And that was exactly what Taelin wanted. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 25 
 
    Varan: 
 
    Once more the Master of Final Light was alone in the room as we entered. I had no more doubt as to why he had no guards; almost nothing could challenge him and any who were low enough in the R’Thann society to be employed as mere guards would be utterly incapable of even slowing up something that was capable of putting up a decent fight against the Master. 
 
    “The first of, I’d guess, several meetings?” I said after we had given our salutes of respect and taken our seats. 
 
    Several? No, I should think this one will suffice. You do not have the time to waste here. 
 
    Guvthor nodded. “Just long enough to learn what key points of knowledge you have that we lacked, and to—if possible—arrive at agreements of cooperation.” 
 
    “Why such a hurry?” the Eönwyl asked. “I’ve got a cargo—” 
 
    And we shall certainly discuss that with you, afterwards. Rare is our opportunity to trade with outsiders, the Master of Final Light interjected. However— 
 
    —however, continued Vick, we can learn all we need here quickly, and staying here increases the chances that your Empire will return in force and cut us off, or at least make our escape problematic. We must stay ahead of them until we are ready to make a move—and in this game, the opening move may be the last, if we have failed to prepare properly. 
 
    Precisely so. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I conceded. “Morno’s task force might be trying to make contact with larger forces, and it’s sinking sure that Tempest of Dawn’s group is looking for reinforcements and spreading the word.” I looked to the Master. “Sorry—this is pretty much going to seal any chance of diplomatic relations with the Empire; they might be sending a combat front next.” 
 
    The mental and audible laugh sent a chill down my spine. Why would you apologize? Your people will come to Test themselves against the People. And a Test shall they have. We look forward to seeing what they can do. The Master of Final Light gave a telepathic flick that was the equivalent of a dismissive gesture. But these are not things to concern us at this time. We speak of the Kaital, your enemies and ours, and of the future that lies between us. 
 
    “Understood.” That sounded formal, but this felt like the beginning of a more formal conference. “My first question is … why would the Kaital be working with Shagrath? From what little you’ve told us so far, they think of themselves as the superior beings and the rest of us as … what, food?” 
 
    Close enough, the Master agreed, and then continued, I have explained the situation to the other Masters, with Master Sooovickalassa to provide his first-hand impressions and his own reports on your Empire. For the first time in many thousands of years the Conclave of Masters all know the truth of our past, insofar as it can be known. We have searched ancient memory-records and the reports from Master Sooovickalassa and our other emissaries, and records gleaned from allies and enemies. 
 
    Your basic evaluation of them is correct. All encounters with the Kaital, both confirmed and suspected, point to this arrogance as one of their defining traits. They work for others only as a trick, a shadow game to get others to perform work for them, or only to gain them advantages in times of weakness. 
 
    “Times of weakness? When are these things weak, then?” the Eönwyl asked. 
 
    An excellent question, the Master said with a mental smile. They have grown far from us in their transformation to beings who live separately from the physical, using physical living shells only for … incubators and sources of food. They are not—as you know—individuals in the same way that we are, though they are not a pure collective mind, either. They are individuals closely linked to a collective consciousness that can channel knowledge and power to various members. 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” Guvthor said with a dark tone, “but did you say we are incubators for them?” 
 
    I did. The Kaital reproduce and increase in numbers, but not in the same manner as do we. It is in fact the differences in reproductive methods which provide both strength and weakness. 
 
    An individual Kaital can create another most easily by inhabiting a body and reproducing with another of the species whose body is being inhabited. The Kaital then … impresses a fragment of its own soul into the new child or children, which then grow up with the essence of a new Kaital within. A simple trigger from any adult Kaital will awaken the fully-developed soul, consuming remaining energy of the host in the awakening. Externally, this means that the young creature simply appears to die of natural, though ill-defined, reasons, unless the new Kaital decides for one reason or another to remain in the form in which it was born. A physical form can be used to drastically reduce the loss of energy from the disembodied state. Older and more experienced Kaital, of course, are much more efficient and can spend many thousands of years without physical form. 
 
    However, the Master of Final Light continued, individual reproduction is not their preferred method. With sufficient Kaital gathered together, they can create what they term a Nexus of Being. This is a merging, a union in spirit and mind, of many Kaital to become the center of a huge community, linked through the Nexus. It takes a large number of Kaital out of circulation, of course, and is a difficult and time consuming process; but the Nexus can share and draw on the full power of all members—merged or otherwise—and can also create new Kaital from the merging of others, somewhat as a new individual in your species, Sasham Varan, is created from the merging of two cells, one from each of two individuals. 
 
    “So what makes this approach preferred?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level. This confirmed the horror I’d only guessed at. 
 
    Time, the Master answered, and his mindvoice was as grim as my thoughts. In the first method, the reproduction takes many months, perhaps years. A fully-formed Nexus of Being can produce thousands of new Kaital per day. And each may then in turn take over a victim’s body, consume his essence, and then return that energy to the Nexus … for use in producing more Kaital, or for other purposes. 
 
    “G’orron Ha Gar!” Guvthor cursed. “What, then, has stopped them from overrunning the universe?” 
 
    There was very dark humor in the Master’s reply. We are not entirely sure. There is one obvious necessary limit; they require other intelligences for sustenance, and thus a group of Kaital who converted all, or even most, of the other intellects near them, would either die off, or end up turning against itself, cannibalism for survival. Also, it would appear—from some fragmentary reports—that Kaital are individual enough that they form different groupings and have different goals. This means that one group of Kaital forming a Nexus may well be a direct competitor of another Nexus of Being, and the two would expend effort to destroy or co-opt each other. Naturally, he continued with a savage mental grin, when they encounter the R’Thann they do not always emerge the victors. And as they are mostly psionic in nature, civilizations that discover such infections who have any knowledge of psionics can fight them, create shields to exclude them, and will undoubtedly hunt them down. 
 
    “Are they vulnerable to psi-shields, then? Varan fought and killed one; were they aware of everything that passed between them?” 
 
    Psi-shields weaken them severely, could perhaps even kill if strong enough, especially if the Kaital were not in a host body, the Master said. As to your other question, they were undoubtedly aware of the combat, for Varan’s description of the battle shows that your false Frankel’s power increased as he was pushed; they would have been able to sense the increasing demand for power. However, his mind would have been unlikely to have the excess capacity to be able to transmit the series of events. They would expect a report after his victory. 
 
    The Master of Final Light drank from a bowl set in the table at his location. To return to the original question … examining what we know of the Kaital, and the even less that we know of your opponent, we can only assume that Shagrath himself is a being of such power, or such alien nature, that they cannot easily harm him, and that he offers them something of value. 
 
    “He’s at the capital of the Empire,” I said, feeling the horror rise again. 
 
    Yes. The single agreeing thought needed no elaboration. 
 
    The Five Families were all based on Oro. The Emperor. The Greater Families weren’t all based there, but they all had representatives there—as did most of the Lesser. If the Kaital created a Nexus on Oro, they could take over the Empire in a matter of months or perhaps a few years, by making all of the people who mattered into them. 
 
    But they hadn’t done that yet. I could be pretty sure of that because I had only heard the faint screaming of their presence the first day or so after I was awakened, and then everywhere I went on Oro, I was fine. There was no way to remove all the Families’ representatives without causing a lot of talk, so obviously it hadn’t started by the time I’d left, and the fact that we hadn’t been ambushed by a task force with dozens or hundreds of Kaital in it seemed to indicate that Shagrath still had a very limited number of the monsters to play with. 
 
    “So … Shagrath may be offering them the Empire, but only after he achieves certain things.” I said slowly. 
 
    “That would make eminent sense,” agreed Guvthor. “If I understand this ‘Nexus’ concept correctly, once the Kaital form such a thing, they become vastly more powerful—as well as gaining the ability to reproduce much more quickly.” 
 
    That is our impression and is supported by what records we could find, yes. 
 
    Guvthor chuckled, then smiled more widely as the Eönwyl and I looked at him questioningly. “Ahh, it seems now obvious to me that whatever Shagrath is, he is playing the game of balances. He is stronger than the Kaital as individuals, or as ordinary groups, but perhaps not stronger than a Nexus. He promises them the strongest possible location for a Nexus but waits until doing so will benefit him most.” 
 
    Perhaps not. Perhaps he simply finds them useful but believes he is still more powerful than they even as a full-formed Nexus. 
 
    “That’s the crucial question, then, isn’t it?” the Eönwyl said. “Shagrath. And any allies he might have that aren’t these Kaital.” She looked to the Master. “Did you find anything on that while you were researching?” 
 
    The only possibility in our own records, the Master of Final Light replied, would be the Terrible One itself or one of its unchanged children. If those truly existed as our legends describe them, and if, in fact, they still live. 
 
    “But,” the Eönwyl said with a wry smile, “even that wouldn’t tell us anything much. It’s a name, a label, without any indication of what that label means except that presumably this Terrible One and his people had powers something like both you and the Kaital. We need a lot more than that. We need to know what Shagrath is, or at least what he might be, at least in as much detail as we know what these Kaital are. If we go out and … somehow foment a revolution, get allies enough for a credible attack on the Empire—from where, I can’t imagine, but anyway, if we do that and we’re fully prepared for the Kaital, we could still be caught between the sword and the shield when we run into Shagrath himself. We already have good evidence that he’s got powers that even the R’Thann and, presumably, the Kaital can’t match.” 
 
    Indeed? I have missed this in your description. What evidence is this? 
 
    “That would be the rewriting of the original records of the Teraikon,” I answered. “Shagrath somehow edited the records to be perfectly consistent, despite the fact that—first—the original records had been edited already, but not the way they finally ended up, and second, that the matching wasn’t just consistent, it was verified by the encoding, and by all of the people on board Teraikon. There’s over a thousand people on that ship, and according to what we know he didn’t stay on board Teraikon for more than a few days—just did his investigation and then escorted them back.” 
 
    The Master of Final Light demanded specifics of our recording and encryption and verification approaches—as I expected, and I gave those with only a minor twitch of conscience. Afterward, he was silent for several minutes, long enough that I was wondering if something was wrong with him. 
 
    I find I must agree. I myself would not be able to perform that operation on such a vessel, not to that degree of accuracy, not even with the assistance of the other Masters, unless I had many, many weeks of time; and even then, it might prove beyond us without literally re-building the entire vessel atom-by-atom. Especially since some of the initial states, which determine the later encryption states, are determined at manufacture and deployment, are directly dependent on the events that follow them in sequence, and are of course recorded with each log entry transmitted… I got the impression of a slow, stunned shake of the head. No, that is indeed an ability far beyond that of R’Thann or Kaital. 
 
    “So we definitely need more than just a name, be it Terrible One, Demon,” The Eönwyl looked at me, “or anything else.” 
 
    “But he probably is a Demon—whatever the Demons really were,” I said. She gave a sour expression, but then nodded. “You’re right, though; that doesn’t tell us much; even if we take the Book of the Fall as absolute literal truth, their powers aren’t described relative to anything else that we know. We’d need to find somewhere that has records of them, and of course no one does. That’s part of the point of the legend.” 
 
    “Not … quite.” Guvthor said, with a sharp-toothed grin at his friend Sooovickalassa, who echoed it and nodded. 
 
    Indeed, and you are disappointingly dense not to have thought of it! 
 
    “What, then? Both of you stop grinning and tell us who’s going to have records of the Demons that destroyed Atlantaea?” 
 
    Atlantaea itself, of course, Vick answered testily. The Demons are spoken of in your Book in several places. He glared at my startled grunt. Of course I have read it! A huge number of your people rely on that collection of mysteries, half-truths, and fantasy for guidance, for what reason I cannot easily fathom, but whatever the reason, it was clear that I had to read and come to some understanding of that book in order to comprehend your people. 
 
    “As did I, though—unlike Doctor Sooovickalassa—I understand it very well. Though if I were to be entirely honest, I believe that the good Doctor over-states his incomprehension, since some aspects of that Book are most R’Thann in their basic nature.” Guvthor bowed from his waist to both Vick and the Master of Final Light. “You are a Seeker and a true believer in this, Captain Varan. Would you agree with this layman’s reading of the Book of the Fall, in that the Book clearly would indicate that the Demons were known to Atlantaea prior to the Fall?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Yes, I think I have to. In the Rising of the Towers, the passage goes: And the wards were raised between the Towers, and sustained by the Towers and the Great Power that passed to them from the Other World, the Sister World; the Seven Wards of the Seven Towers, that none could pass without the let of the Eternal King and Eternal Queen; not man nor god nor demon nor dragon, not sorcerer or mind-master or warrior supreme. Even the Black Star of Destruction would have been impotent against those wards, and well he knew it; and so would not assail Atlantaea in her might, so long as the Seven Towers endured…” I looked at the others. “The term ‘Black Star of Destruction’ is supposedly a translation or synonym for the name ‘Kerlamion’, who is the King of All Hells in the Book. So yes, they knew of them well and they spent a lot of effort warding out any who could threaten them.” I shrugged. “But no one’s ever found any information on these Demons outside of the Book. In fact,” I said to Guvthor, “your story of Thovia’s original self-directed collapse is the first verifiable tale I’ve heard of that comes from the same era. But that means that if Atlantaea knew anything … well, it’s probably out there. On one of ten million million worlds, and no way to tell which one.” 
 
    A mental flash of impatience. The stories begin long, long before Atlantaea’s fall. Those wards were constructed in the dawn of your people’s golden age, if you are to take them at all literally. There is where, if anywhere, the information would be found. Where your people lived longer than on any other world. The world from which humanity was born. 
 
    I laughed sadly. “Maybe. Yes. Even probably, if you don’t think that Atlantaea’s ‘sinking’ is a metaphor for the destruction of the entire world. But the problem with that idea is—aside from not being able to know if there’s actually anything to find there—that no one knows where that planet is, or was.” 
 
    “Not entirely true.” 
 
    I whirled towards Guvthor, found myself standing, heart pounding. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The Thovian held one huge paw up in a calming gesture. “Gently, gently! I had not realized … but of course, the homeworld plays such a central part in your myth, the thought of finding it is one of your religion’s great goals, once it became clear that all the worlds you knew were not the origin. But I should be clear. It is possible that Thovia knows where your origin world is.” 
 
    “What? How? Where? And why wouldn’t they have said anything to us?” I was stuck between disbelief and a completely childish yearning and excitement that I hadn’t felt in decades, since I first read the Book. 
 
    “How is simple. We were in contact with Atlantaea, negotiating with her and her adversaries, in the moment of the fall. It is quite likely that, at that time, we knew much about both sides, including their capital or home worlds. Where would be in the archives of Thovia, naturally. As to why we would not have told you … the fact is that we would not have thought it an important fact that would require the effort to ‘dig up’, so to speak, from the past. I have travelled extensively in your Empire and could deduce the importance now, but the rest of Thovia? It is to us but one lost world that may be lifeless, or primitive, or perhaps the center of a new civilization, but no more important than any other individual world.” He gave a Six-and-One to me. “Now, of course, I realize it is vastly more.” 
 
    Not certain that any such information exists in any case, Vick pointed out bluntly. 
 
    “Certain? No. But … if any information were to be preserved from that time, it would be information not of the technology that drew us to the heights, but about those we met there, upon whom judgment was delivered. In those most ancient of records, I think my people may well have at least some clues as to the location of your homeworld.” 
 
    It still seems a thin, thin branch on which to extend our bodies and hope, the Master of Final Light said after a moment of thought. Eönwyl, what do you think? How do you feel about this choice? 
 
    I couldn’t have been more surprised or puzzled about that question; there seemed little reason to put the question to her so directly … and his tone was not casual, but very serious indeed. 
 
    She blinked at him for a moment, then smiled and shrugged. “Logically it makes only a tiny amount of sense. Worth thinking about, I guess, but offhand I wouldn’t wager much on it…” she trailed off, looking both distant and disturbed. “But…” 
 
    … But…? prompted the Master. 
 
    “But … well, my gut says it’s the right direction. And I tend to follow what it says.” 
 
    Ahhhh. 
 
    The Eönwyl gave a mild curse. “What in the Emperor’s name do you mean by that overly-dramatic ‘Ahhhh’?” 
 
    The Master of Final Light rose and looked down at her narrowly. I had been unsure because our initial contact was … very brief. But your aura, your radiants, these are all clear. You are completely unaware. Fascinating. He glanced at the rest of us, giving him equally confused stares—except for Vick, who was nodding slowly. I must now correct a very serious misapprehension of yours, Eönwyl. 
 
    Your ploy in the Testing was clever—very clever—and well-thought-out. Yet by itself it would not have been sufficient, for—you must understand—you overestimate yourself and underestimate us, though to your credit you do so far less than most others. 
 
    Still, had that been the entirety of what you had to offer in your defense, you would have failed your Test and would be dead or at best sorely injured in body and mind this day. But you had much more. 
 
    You, too, are a psionic. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open and she went as white as a blizzard. “N … no…” 
 
    A psionic of most peculiar capabilities, and not even conscious of her power! Or … He tilted his head and his eyes narrowed, then his crest rippled and chimed in sympathy with a mental laugh. Or refusing consciousness of her power. 
 
    “You … this isn’t true!” 
 
    I was remembering a woman sprinting into her seat, already trying to avoid a forced Downbreak that there was no possible way for her to anticipate. I remembered her standing calmly as a missile bore down upon us … as though she somehow knew it was not going to hit. How…? 
 
    Believe or not as you will, but I warn you that if you refuse to come to accept this you shall destroy yourself in the end. This is your true Testing and it was not the R’Thann who placed it upon you. 
 
    Be that as it may, he continued, overriding her still-shocked attempts to argue, this we know: your instincts have an accuracy that lies beyond either mere chance or the more common analysis of facts in the subconscious. By this we believe that if you can find this ancient homeworld, there you will find something that will help us. He bowed slowly. Prepare for your departure. 
 
    “But … is that it?” 
 
    It is enough. We have given you what we know of our enemy. You have a dual purpose now in returning to Thovia, both to apprise them of the situation and to seek this knowledge. And you have gained for this war the alliance of the Meritocracy of the R’Thann, as your people call it. We are small … but I think you already know that we are allies of power indeed. 
 
    I rose. I wasn’t going to argue with him, and he was right about what we’d gained here. “You are that, indeed. I thank you.” 
 
    I put a hand on the Eönwyl’s shoulder, tentatively. “We’ll talk later?” 
 
    She looked at me with eyes so wide and dark that she looked ten, twenty years younger, a frightened child. Then she closed her eyes, and suddenly was the Independent Trader. “Yes … I think we will.” 
 
    “Then … we’d better get moving.” 
 
    Yes. The Master of Final Light looked up suddenly, as though seeing past the walls of the tower and into the Galaxy beyond. For our adversaries do not stand still. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 26 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    She glanced up as Varan entered and glanced away as quickly. This trip to Thovia was proving the most uncomfortable she had ever had. 
 
    It wasn’t Varan’s fault. He’d made the offer to talk, and she’d agreed in that moment. She was the one not following through, and she hated that. It was the quintessential sign of a good trader; you made a promise, you followed through. 
 
    But she just couldn’t, not yet. And the fact that Varan seemed, somehow, to understand this—that he made no attempt to remind her that there was a vitally important issue between them, that the Master of Final Light had revealed a terrible secret she’d hidden from herself—just made it worse. Every once in a while she’d catch him—just for an instant—looking at her with sympathy and concern, feelings that he would of course immediately hide behind professionalism but that she still knew were there. How can he do that? 
 
    She ignored Varan—who, she suspected, probably found the quiet tension just as unnerving—and tried to focus on the instruments. Unfortunately, that didn’t do much good either. They were in Conversion and there were no signs of interdiction this time. Barring another disaster like that, every instrument on her ship would stay placidly boring for the remaining time to Downbreak. 
 
    She looked into her own eyes, reflected in shadowy duplicate in the glassy surface of the deep scanner. Just talk to him, she told herself silently. 
 
    I’m not ready. 
 
    When will you be ready, then? Downbreak to Thovia isn’t far off. You won’t talk to him then; you’ll have another urgent excuse to hide behind. 
 
    The eyes narrowed angrily. What’s to talk about? I don’t even want to think about— 
 
    Well, that’s it, isn’t it? I haven’t thought about it. I’ve run from it. The Master of Final Light said as much. I’m so proud of what I’ve done out here … but at least part of that, part of the independent trader … that was because I was running, because I needed to stay far, far away. 
 
    She turned her head cautiously, saw Varan’s dark head bent over his own console—but then those startling gray eyes looked up into hers and she blinked, looked away, confused by the impact of that glance. He’ll wait as long as I need, she told herself. 
 
    But how long can he afford to wait? Yes, he’ll wait. He won’t push me. And he’ll keep the others from pushing me, too. I’ve seen that; they follow him, even though I don’t think they’re the following type. 
 
    He can’t afford to keep waiting. What … happened, what I can … what I can do … this might be terribly important. 
 
    But I’m scared! 
 
    That was it, really. She’d almost never admitted it, even to herself, that bluntly, but she needed to, now. That was what was stopping her from confronting it. She was afraid. Terrified. And the edges of that memory, the fear she pushed way, they showed that she had every reason for fear—and not just fear for herself. 
 
    But he must have been scared so many times. When he lost Jearsen. When he was alone against the Zchorada. When he found out the truth about Shagrath. He’s kept on going, and he’s not hiding from it. 
 
    She looked at the timer, saw that she had literally been sitting here, going around and around in her head, for an hour and a half. Downbreak in twenty minutes. 
 
    Well, you’ve successfully evaded the necessity again, haven’t you? 
 
    She cursed at that acid remark from her own conscience, then realized she’d cursed aloud as Varan’s head snapped up. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “No…” she began, then shut her mouth, took a deep breath. “Yes. With me. Capt … Sasham, I owe you a discussion and an explanation.” 
 
    “That’s up to you,” he said slowly. “I know the subject … scares you a lot. I wasn’t going to—” 
 
    “—push it, yes. I know, and I appreciate it. And now … as I just noted to myself, I’ve managed to avoid the discussion for the entire time, and Downbreak is too close for us to really even begin talking about … what we have to talk about.” 
 
    “But you don’t have to—” 
 
    “Yes, I do!” She suddenly was filled with a terrified conviction. “I do have to talk about it, Sasham, and I have to do it very soon. The Master of Final Light was entirely right. There’s … something very important there, and I have avoided it my whole life, since … since something happened.” She swallowed, looked down, unable to speak. 
 
    To her surprise he was suddenly standing in front of her, and his hand touched her cheek, her chin, causing her to look up into those eyes that sometimes looked like chilled battle-steel and now looked as soft as dawn mist. “Eönwyl … you can tell me in your own time. If it scares you that much—” 
 
    “—then it’s that much more important.” She turned away from him, not without an effort. I’ve let him comfort me. I never let people do that. Ever. I have no need of it. “But not this minute. We don’t have time. I … rather efficiently saw to that. But I promise you … the next trip, wherever we’re going, as soon as we’re really underway…” 
 
    He seemed to recognize the importance of this promise; there were no more arguments. “Then let it go until then, Eönwyl. Whatever it is … we both agree that we’ll deal with it soon, and until that time, don’t worry.” 
 
    The unexpected rush of relief and gratitude startled her with its intensity. She smiled at him and he returned it with a bright flash of white teeth within his dark face. “Then take your place, Captain, because it’s almost time for Downbreak.” 
 
    The minutes flew by now, and the screen blazed and cleared, a familiar starfield with the white-gold of Thovia’s sun burning in the center. “We have arrived at our destination, Captain Varan. Please let our other passengers know while I—” 
 
    An urgent chime rang out from her panel and a matching beep echoed it at Varan’s panel. Another vessel! 
 
    Sasham Varan was already working the sensors expertly. “Confirmed. We have another starship present in-system, bearing one-eighty-two point six by negative one point three.” 
 
    Not good. That meant the vessel was almost directly behind them; they had to keep moving farther into the system to evade, which meant that a quick Conversion out was currently out of the question. “Can you identify?” 
 
    “Working on it. She’s got plenty of ECM already running, which isn’t a good sign.” 
 
    The comm signal blinked. “Stand by, we may not need your scans.” She hit the comm button. “This is The Eönwyl, please identify.” 
 
    “This is Imperial Warship Beidaladan,” was the all-too-expected answer. The demand to surrender was also very familiar. 
 
    Varan was watching her—clearly letting her decide which way to play this. In answer she touched the intercom. “Attention all personnel, we have arrived in-system at Thovia and are currently being pursued by an Imperial vessel. Please take combat positions. We will not be surrendering.” 
 
    Varan nodded, bringing up shielding controls. “You do realize that Beidaladan is a Saheir class destroyer, not some little picket. Tempest of Dawn would have outclassed it, but not by all that much in firepower.” 
 
    “I realize that. We’re running and trying to dodge until we can get to Thovia.” 
 
    It was really the only practical option. A Saheir was very fast—not as fast as The Eönwyl, she hoped, but not some lumbering cargo vessel—and her small complement of fighters would be guarding the fringes, making sure that The Eönwyl couldn’t get to Conversion distance again. Despite their depiction in imageplays, the two asteroid belts wouldn’t provide significant cover unless she got extraordinarily lucky; they were simply wide areas in space with a few more chunks of rock in every hundred million cubic kilometers. 
 
    But Thovia was a planet, an inhabited planet, and even Beidaladan would be unlikely to try to just bombard the planet trying to get them. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    She accelerated on the least-time course she could manage. “Would you be so kind as to balance us, Sasham?” she asked, knowing that whatever remaining speed her ship had to give under DD-drive, he would get. 
 
    “My pleasure. But this guy’s good. I’ve got picket fighters already closing in.” 
 
    She looked at the vectors and frowned. Sasham can balance us up to near lightspeed, but they’re DD fighters too; tuned for speed, they’ll probably match us, or at least come close. Evasive maneuvers will slow us down… His face was grave, and she knew he saw the same thing. 
 
    “They’re going to catch us, aren’t they, Sasham?” 
 
    He hesitated, focused on balancing the field. Then nodded. “Probably. He, or she, guessed correctly that we’d be coming back from Thann’Ta, and got sinking lucky on their patrol deployments. Those fighters will be just carrying blankh-toh—best for hammering through your kind of defenses. Once those come down we’ll have strained our DD and Imbalance drives and Beidaladan will be able to finish us off.” 
 
    “Fine.” She checked her harness. “Then let’s focus on the shielding and maneuvers. Forget the balancing. If they’ll catch me anyway, I’ll make sure they pay for the privilege.” 
 
    Varan gave a sad smile, then nodded and bowed a Six-and-One in her direction. 
 
    And so the adventure ends, I suppose. All might not be entirely lost; Thovia knew something of the truth, the R’Thann even more, and maybe together they would manage to get some sort of workable opposition to Shagrath. But I will never know. 
 
    She took the controls again and The Eönwyl came about in a tight curve, the Dimensional Distortion drive shortening space, transforming one direction into another, and her ship lunged forward now, charging directly at Beidaladan. 
 
    “How long before they have range on us, Sasham?” 
 
    “Well, your null-Morranad might actually get the range on them for about three seconds,” he answered wryly. “Theirs is designed for the heavy firepower, yours was range. So for us, about a minute and a half, plus three more seconds before they start ripping into us. Unless they unload some capital-class missiles on us, which they might.” 
 
    Red light flared even as he said it, and she saw the fast-moving trace of twin missiles. Capital class. One of them will probably take out most of my shield matrix. The second… She wondered for a moment why, if she was about to die, she felt no fear at all. 
 
    Without warning, both missiles suddenly exploded, as though they had already struck a shield or an obstacle. “What in the…” 
 
    Seeming to materialize from the darkness of space itself, a tremendous vessel swam into view, as though pulling aside a cloak of blackness. It was massive, with a knife-edged prow reminiscent of ancient seagoing vessels, and the implacable dramatic movement of a full-scale battleship. It was more than three times the Beidaladan’s size, and it was like no vessel she had ever seen before. 
 
    “Torline’s Swords…” muttered Varan. 
 
    The Beidaladan immediately sheered off the attack, no commander being idiotic enough to directly engage an unknown force until he’d had an opportunity to gain some intelligence on it. The immense newcomer made its own attitude abundantly clear; energy cannon hammered a brief but unmistakable warning into the Imperial ship’s shields. With that, Beidaladan continued the turn, gathering in its fighters, and racing away to the Conversion limit. The mysterious vessel permitted it to escape. 
 
    Then a deep voice spoke over the general comm. “This is Hoorai’Gon Bal,” and she could not mistake the origin of that name. “Are you uninjured, Eönwyl?” 
 
    THOVIAN vessel? Despite the earlier revelations, she simply wasn’t prepared for this. How in the name of the Towers had they … She shook her head and opened the comm. “Hoorai’Gon Bal, thanks for the save. We are all unharmed; you have excellent timing.” 
 
    A rock-grinding chuckle came from the unseen Thovian captain. “We have been playing the stalking game with that one for almost a week; your arrival was very welcome, as it is a wearing game, and a difficult one to play. And not nearly so fun if the other player doesn’t realize they’re in a game; then they just patrol.” 
 
    I’ll bet. They have some very interesting technology if they can hide that way. But then, hiding their capabilities is something they have evidently honed to a fine art in the past several thousand years. “I trust that we are free to land, then?” 
 
    “We shall even provide you escort—just in case our departed opponents had reinforcements very near by. But I doubt it immensely.” 
 
    “You people can’t help but do everything immensely,” Varan commented, earning another chuckle from Hoorai’Gon Bal’s captain. 
 
    “We cannot deny it, indeed. The Thov Hok Shu wishes to know if your visit to Thann’Ta was fruitful?” 
 
    “Very. We need to speak with them as soon as possible.” 
 
    “They will be prepared by the time of your landing. Urgency, I am afraid, is now becoming a watchword. I do not believe your Empire will be content to leave this at a single encounter.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Varan conceded, but he was still smiling. “But before they can bring back reinforcements, Beidaladan will have to convince the Empire that you rock-chipping primitives have starships!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 27 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “Kaital,” Hargan Hok Hargan repeated slowly. She glanced around the meeting table under the stars, lit by the incongruous juxtaposition of the great bonfires around and electronic displays in front of all the participants. 
 
    I couldn’t complain; travelling constantly in a starship, you take the outdoors whenever you can get it, and as Thovia was now undergoing a highly accelerated revival of technology, the odd combinations were likely to be more common. 
 
    “Kaital,” she said again. “The word sounds familiar to me. Boduras?” 
 
    “A moment, a moment,” the mountainous holder of the Spear of Boduras grumbled. “If it was your will I be the one searching the ancient archives, could you not have found a device not made for the fingers of our diminutive allies?” 
 
    As he was using a Thovian data-accessor identical to the others, I could understand the ripple of rumble-deep chuckles that circled the table. “Perhaps if you did not insist on needing quite so much … mass to brace your spear, Boduras…” Chondu murmured slyly. 
 
    The Eönwyl coughed and spat out the samahei brew she was drinking; the laughs were louder this time. Vick, of course, was regarding us all with his head tilted sideways, his crest’s angled rippling expressing the frustration of a teacher trying to deal with an outbreak of immaturity in their classroom. 
 
    Unfortunately there wasn’t, as far as I could tell, any equivalent of a blush for a Thovian—or if there was, I couldn’t see it. Perhaps I wouldn’t have anyway, because Boduras replied with something in Thovian that made Chondu give a roar of mingled laughter and outrage. 
 
    In the midst of her next sally, however, Boduras waved his arm. “No, no, we have something here. Yes, the Kaital were mentioned in several of the ancient records.” 
 
    We skimmed the data as it was transmitted, translated, to our own systems. I winced at the tale of death, madness, and destruction outlined in the dry facts and figures and the annotated testimony. Yeah, that’s them. 
 
    “Then we have independent confirmation of their existence and nature,” Hargan said. She bowed to Vick. “Not that we doubted your testimony, but it is best to know for sure.” 
 
    There is no offense, Vick replied, with an undertone that I, at least, could sense of thank the Ultimate that we have gotten back to actual business! He continued, One should always verify any information, even from allies. Discrepancies can be … very revealing. 
 
    “They can indeed.” Hargan looked back to me. “You return, however, with questions.” 
 
    “We need to learn what Shagrath is, what he can do—maybe whether there are others like him. He’s the huge unknown we’re facing.” I raised a hand as she started to say something. “I know, you people won’t have anything on him either. But you might know something else—you’re the only people who might know where the homeworld of Atlantaea was.” 
 
    Hargan blinked, then her brows came together—an impressive sight on a Thovian face, which has very massive brows indeed. “I do not dispute that we may have some clue as to that. Indeed, it is the sort of information we might have preserved even in the First Retreat.” 
 
    “As I told him,” Guvthor interjected. 
 
    “Yet I am unclear as to why this would help you,” she continued. At the same time, her large fingers began moving across the controls. 
 
    “Because of the pattern Thovia itself discerned, Hargan,” I answered. “You were the ones who pointed out that the rise and fall of civilizations, starting with Atlantaea itself, isn’t natural; it’s the work of some force that you and yours have never been able to locate. 
 
    “Well, Shagrath is clearly working inside the Reborn Empire—in exactly the sort of position he’d have to be, with exactly the right sort of allies he’d need, to … how did you put it about Melossa? To make it collapse at a touch, ‘world turning against world, fleet against fleet, as though they had all gone mad in the space of a few months or years’, that was how you put it. 
 
    “And from what the R’Thann say, and your records, it doesn’t look like this is exactly the way the Kaital work—they don’t try to cover huge stellar empires at once, they’re like swarmflies, settling in one small area, consuming almost everything, moving on, leaving ruins and mysteries in their wake.” I took a bite of the roast in front of me. One thing I can definitely say about Thovia is that I like their briefing meetings a lot better than ours. 
 
    “I begin to see your point. This Shagrath, then, would be one of, if not the principal, instigators of the collapses,” Hargan conceded. 
 
    “Including Atlantaea itself. But the Book of the Fall places the blame of the Fall on the beings called Demons by Atlantaea, and specifically on their ruler. Now, even if you don’t believe in literal ‘demons’, if we accept that whatever these beings were, they were responsible, then by the same source their existence was known to my ancestors long, long before we built our great stellar empire—back in the days when we lived on a single world.” 
 
    “Of course,” breathed Jan Mansteros. I was glad to see that he was not only alive, but he’d stayed with us even after Thovia told him and his crew the truth. “If we knew them then—” 
 
    “—then they had to be on our homeworld,” I finished with a nod. “Or, if we read the Book of the Fall literally, they travelled between their ‘Hells’, our world, and the Sister World. But they were known, and at times present, on the homeworld itself, and known well enough that Atlantaea’s greatest defenses were designed with specific wards against them.” 
 
    “I thought that parts of the Book did not depict them as enemies,” the Eönwyl put in. “At least, I seem to remember some trading and so on with the Demons.” 
 
    “True, but the relationships were always guarded, if you read between the lines,” I said. “And there were apparently a lot of different … divisions of Demons. Maybe different nations or something of that sort. Kerlamion himself and his immediate lieutenants are never shown in a neutral light, though.” 
 
    “But your point is still well taken,” Hargan Hok Hargan said, still working on her accessor. “The rest of you, assist me in this search.” 
 
    Those of us who could not interpret ancient Thovian, of course, were now left to entertain ourselves. I turned back to Jan. “I didn’t get a chance to really thank you for staying on.” 
 
    He shook his head. “There wasn’t any choice involved, so there’s nothing to thank me for, Captain. I watched you when you came here. I’ve seen a psi—fortunately just a TK, but a pretty powerful one—emerge.” He looked down, eyes distant. “Co-worker of my father’s, back on Kaira II.” He paused, thinking, then went on, “You didn’t have a single one of the symptoms, and if the file transmissions Beidaladan gave us were accurate, you were supposed to have done the breakout well over a year, maybe two years, ago. By that point you should be a sociopath, or a complete raving madman. You weren’t either. Maybe a sociopath could have planned to trick us, but … I just didn’t see that as a trick. It was too clumsy, and in the end you weren’t the only star, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    You mean, Vick said, that had he been a self-centered sociopath, he could not have resisted the urge to make himself successful in the rescue of the trapped people, rather than requiring Guvthor’s assistance to keep from dying. 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” 
 
    “So what did you say to Beidaladan?” I asked. 
 
    “We mentioned that you’d been there and that you’d gone to talk to the Thov Hok Shu, but otherwise we implied we hadn’t seen you much,” he answered. “Jisrelle—you remember her? Sociointeraction specialist. She crafted some of the response so that it sounded like you simply didn’t have TIME for us, which should fit the insane psi profile from the one side, but not sound too off for anyone who knows the truth, either.” 
 
    “You realize what risks you’re taking?” 
 
    “I realize that a lot of my friends would be dead if you hadn’t taken a lot of risks. Including the risk of revealing what you could do, right in front of us. We may have missed it, yes, but you still were in a lot of danger there.” He looked with some anger at Guvthor. “It will take a little longer for us to get over the fact that your people killed a lot of ours.” 
 
    “Understandable,” rumbled Guvthor, with some contrition, “but now that you know the truth … I think you might find yourself coming to the same conclusion, and the same actions, as I.” 
 
    Jan made a face. I said, “Maybe. Even probably. Still doesn’t make it any better when you’re at the receiving end of those actions, though.” 
 
    Guvthor couldn’t argue that, and turned back to his own accessor. 
 
    The conversation turned to other things for a bit after that, especially as a new course of dinner was being brought out. The Thov Hok Shu continued searching, with interspersed discussions between members that ranged from muttered words to heated exchanges that nearly brought out the weapons. Finally, an hour and a half later, the Hargan Hok Hargan stood to get our attention. 
 
    “We believe we have found your homeworld, Sasham Varan.” 
 
    Even though I had come here for this information—even though I had known that nowhere else was there even a chance to find it—I still felt a chill of superstitious awe run down my back. “Are you … sure?” 
 
    “Nothing can be absolutely certain in this sort of thing, of course,” Ruolouin said quietly. “But what we have found is an account of Gheldan Hok Ghel, a very prominent member of our people in those days, and what appears to be his embassy to your people’s homeworld. He claims to have been taken to the very capital, to have actually seen the great Tower that you call the One and possibly the other Six.” 
 
    “More important to our purposes,” Boduras’ profound bass voice continued, “Gheldan not only gives an account of the people he met, negotiations he performed, and sights he saw, but quite detailed descriptions of ships and of his journeys. While he was not himself a navigator, he spent much time with their pilots, and we have reconstructed his voyage from those accounts.” 
 
    Hargan caused a projection of the Galaxy to materialize before us. It blinked, marked out in pale red the Reborn Empire, spanning fifteen thousand lightyears from one edge to the other; the Zchorada, narrower but nearly as large; Ptial and Uralia, one small but a visible patch, the other gray of something now gone, both on the farthest side of the Empire; two tiny dots of white, on this scale very close together, which were Thovia and Thann’ta. 
 
    And then from Thovia a line began, reached out, kept extending, going, five thousand, ten thousand, fifteen thousand lightyears into the spin of the Galaxy, a full twenty thousand before it halted, and for a moment we were all silent. We had known the Atlantaean Empire was huge and ancient; it had been said it spanned the Galaxy. 
 
    But here was the proof: for from the far side of Zchorada to that point of green light was over fifty thousand lightyears in a straight line, not a curve, a quarter of the way around the island universe of hundreds of billions of stars. From that point Atlantaea had spread, and shown no sign of stopping, and surely had spread in the other direction as well. 
 
    “There lies your homeworld, as recorded by the travels of Gheldan Hok Ghel in the days of Daramanda himself. In eighteen thousand years, it will have moved. Some. But there are in his diaries also descriptions of the home system, of the planets there and their unique features, including a seventh planet with a system of spectacular rings, and the immense satellite which orbits your homeworld. By these marks you shall know you have found the world you seek.” 
 
    I was still awed by the distance. Farther than the crossing of the Empire. 
 
    A year there, a year back, Vick said grimly. Much can happen in two years. 
 
    “Yes, it can. But it’s already happening, and without knowing what sort of a monster we’re fighting … we haven’t a chance of beating him.” 
 
    “Then,” said the Eönwyl, “We’d better get prepared for a very long trip. 
 
    “And pray that when we come back, there’s something left to protect.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 28 
 
    Shagrath: 
 
    For long moments he stared at the vision shown to him by the Kaital: a massive vessel of a type unknown to him, appearing seemingly from nowhere to prevent the capture or destruction of The Eönwyl and the renegade Captain Sasham Varan. He truly could not recall, once his thoughts began to organize themselves again, a time when he was more dumbfounded. He is no ordinary man. He is favored by fate, and this makes him vastly more dangerous. 
 
    He thought back, back in time, past the beginnings of this little Reborn Empire, and slowly realized that he was wrong; he had seen immense starships of that design, or very similar. They were Thovian warships. 
 
    But they were fallen! Primitives! Scarcely able to stack logs atop each other for houses! How… And then it was suddenly clear. He knew the truth, as surely as though he’d been told, despite the utter insanity of that truth. It was just the sort of inspired madness that made dealing with these creatures so frustrating. They are deliberately collapsing. They have avoided my direct attentions in every single cycle because I found them collapsed before it became necessary! They have managed to hide their entire civilization under my very gaze! By my Father, I will destroy them, unto the very last generation! 
 
    He hated being outmaneuvered. He could appreciate the skill, the artistry, but in the end, it meant more work, more time in this accursed half-realm of no magic and weakened souls and arrogant mortals who had not the faintest idea of what the reality of their universe was. 
 
    You did not let them know you were present? he asked finally. 
 
    We did not, the screaming voices answered. No mental touch, no dropping of the mental shields. Even the one named Varan would have heard nothing of us. We merely observed. 
 
    It is well. He thought for a moment. Thovia is now even more a danger, but a much more guarded one than we had believed. We have no knowledge of the extent of her defenses now. Abort all plans for a pre-emptive assault until we have more information and greater force to bring to bear. 
 
    That command pained him. Now that he knew how perfectly he had been fooled—by primitive mortals who must have only guessed imperfectly at what they were dealing with—the entirety of his being demanded that the Thovians be destroyed, their souls forfeit, for this offense. But if that truly was a Thovian battlecruiser, one of the “Star-Axe” class he recalled from a prior cycle, the naval force in that small solar system could be immensely powerful; while not the equal of an Atlantaean vessel, Thovian starships had been overall more advanced than the current ships of the Reborn Empire. 
 
    And with the Zchorada poised at the border of the Reborn Empire, he could not reasonably spare a large force to deal with the Thovians. 
 
    There was not even any question about dealing with the R’Thann at this time. They were eager for the confrontation, which told Shagrath everything he needed to know about just how well-prepared the reptilian energy-eaters thought they were. They were a force that Shagrath himself was not entirely confident of defeating; things like that—and, of course, his allies the Kaital—were one of the few powers left in this universe which could truly kill him. 
 
    No, much as he loathed the concept, he would have to wait to crush those two pestholes until after the main event had begun. Once the war with Zchorada was well underway with no chance of quarter or surrender, he could arrange a detachment to smash both—an entire front or two of warships manned entirely by Kaital. 
 
    The creatures caught that thought. Arising is desired, towards it we look longingly. 
 
    How goes your Nexus? 
 
    A sense of impatience, of need, of clumsily-concealed resentment against him. With impediments you have required, as well as we can expect. Slow to assemble. So many to absorb! We could complete in— 
 
    No. The chances that you would be discovered increase exponentially with any increase in your speed of development and assimilation. There have already been three incidents of … awkward questions, shall we say, and we have been fortunate that all three could be easily contained. 
 
    Soft and weak they are. Easily could we— 
 
    IDIOTS! His mental bellow had enough power behind it to make even the budding Nexus wince. Do you think for even the smallest fraction of an instant that I would remain in this form, in this misbegotten backwater of a would-be Empire, if it were so SIMPLE? Weak, yes, mortal, yes, most of them unaware and uncaring of what goes on about their lives. Yet these beings and their allies have unraveled the secrets of the mind, and once raised the greatest Empire the universe has ever seen, one that would crush a dozen of your full-formed Nexuses as though they were the merest specks of dust. 
 
    I have been watching them build and knocking them down since before your species was first created, and I know them all too well. Do not underestimate their ability to see the truth at the most inconvenient moment. And that is doubly true for the Five Families; despite all my efforts in the past two centuries, I have made very little progress in corrupting or debasing their essence. Enough, I think, for my purposes, but not nearly enough to make them the ineffectual figureheads I would have preferred. 
 
    The impression of an unwilling shrug. Then over a year of your time must pass before the Nexus truly reaches its power. 
 
    That will do. It fits with my own timetable. I— 
 
    The door chimed. 
 
    He glanced at it, wondering. It was his official office, so a number of people might choose to visit. But only a few would do so without making an appointment. 
 
    I wonder… Unfortunately, he had to re-activate the full-coverage psi screen before letting anyone else in. The current level of psi paranoia meant that anyone of any rank would be monitoring the activity of the shielding around them regularly. Arrange scout monitoring. I need to know if and when Varan leaves. But stealthy! We must not provoke the Thovians at this time. That must be done at the right time, and in the right place. 
 
    Understood. As soon as he sensed the acknowledgement he hit the shield button, and then called “Come in,” settling into his chair a bit more deeply, as though he had been working on forms and papers for several hours. 
 
    For once it was a pleasant surprise; Lukhas Mel’Tasne stood there, looking superficially normal but with an underlying air of nervousness that pleased Shagrath immensely. “Sorry for interrupting, Prime Monitor…” 
 
    “Not at all, not at all. Gets me away from this thrice-sinking form-shuffling. I delegate what I can but it just seems to pile up—electronically or physically—” 
 
    “—whenever you turn your back, how well I know!” Lukhas joined him in a sympathetic chuckle. “All right, I feel a bit less guilty then.” He sat down, dark hair styled rigidly straight in the current style framing his long, dark face, emphasizing the circles under the eyes which even anabolic makeup could not quite hide. 
 
    “You look … tired, Lukhas,” Shagrath said after a moment. 
 
    That this was more than just appearance was obvious by the fact that the current head of Imperial Security didn’t deny it, just nodded slowly and gave a long, sighing breath. “Kerlamin, there’ve been a few days I’ve almost given it up and come down here to transfer.” 
 
    Oh, that would be absolutely perfect. “You’re more than welcome. I would personally process your application, and we could use a man like you. I hate to say it, but … the Monitor recruits I see at this level just don’t come up to your standards.” 
 
    “It’s tempting, believe me. Unless,” he looked at Shagrath with exaggerated suspicion, “the reason you want me to step into a Monitor’s uniform is so that you can take yours off for good.” 
 
    I would like nothing better. After my job here is done. He laughed, flashing white teeth in a cheerful expression which did not reveal the snarl beneath. “Perhaps eventually, but even for one of the Five, becoming a Prime Monitor would take time. I have to carefully train my successor, assuming he meets my standards; I admit I would have much less concern in that area if you were to join.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Lukhas looked down, then rubbed his temples. “Unfortunately, you hit on the reason I can’t. I don’t have any successors lined up for the ImpSec head position. Vorces, I don’t even really feel comfortable with some of the second and third in commands that I’ve got.” 
 
    Shagrath thought he could guess where this would lead, and carefully prevented any trace of a truly inappropriate smile from emerging. “What’s wrong with Valia Rishak? She’s of the Five. And Korshac, Deminni, and Earniil seem extremely good.” 
 
    “Deminni’s very good. Too good, I sometimes think. Came up from nowhere, and while we all like a rising star, sometimes a rising star’s an oncoming missile, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    Shagrath looked grave and let himself appear to search for the right words before speaking. “I wish I could offer complete reassurance. But … certainly the enemy will be doing his best to insert agents at even the very top levels. Rishak is of course above suspicion—” 
 
    “You would have to say that, of course, but I do not, and she isn’t. Not to me. Oh, I’d like to think all of the Five are incorruptible, but…” he caught himself before he went in a direction that might be personal. “As White Controller I can’t take risks. Not now that it looks as though we might end up at war for real, and not too long from now. I’m not even sure how many allies we can keep. The Ptial … we worked well enough together against the Uralians and the Ghek’Nan, but their whole setup stinks and I just don’t know…” 
 
    Marvelous. You’re already thinking in that direction, even before the news that you’ll be receiving soon from Commodore Morno’s force. Morno and the force that had left Thann’Ta had contacted one of the outlying pickets—the ones beyond R’Thann senses—and the Kaital on board had immediately filled Shagrath in. 
 
    “I understand your difficulties, but … well, I can offer you moral support, but I don’t see that I can do much for you. The administration of Imperial Security is deliberately—and I will add correctly!—kept separate from the Monitor Corps.” 
 
    “There is something you could do, actually,” Lukhas said slowly, seeming to have come to a final decision. “And it might eventually lead to me being able to finally take you up on your offer.” 
 
    By my Father, I think this may be better than I had hoped. “What can I do, then?” 
 
    “Monitor techniques.” When Shagrath looked at him questioningly, Lukhas clarified. “Your conditioning. You have some very special loyalty conditioning and training systems—specially developed inductor helmets, conditioning regimens, all of it. I know some has to be very … proprietary, but if I could use even some of these things I could drastically improve my ability to trust my top people—and we could distribute these techniques lower down, eventually get some basic loyalty induction into every member of ImpSec. Hell, if it works well enough, it seems to me that we could help out even more by deploying it throughout the Navy and Guards.” 
 
    Shagrath was speechless for a moment out of genuine surprise. In truth, of course, it was the absolute unexpected joy that his attempts to subtly undermine Lukhas—some very subtly suspicious events in ImpSec, questions that led to more questions, and so on—had worked perfectly. It proved that inserting a Kaital into his staff (in the body of Addas Korshac) had been the right move; the hidden alien might be almost unable to use its psionic powers with the ubiquitous psionic shielding, but it could still easily carry out specific tasks to undermine confidence, point suspicion in all directions, make the smoothly-operating Imperial Security slowly become a place of undefined but strengthening suspicions. This exceeded his initial hopes, but fit well with the additional pressures Lukhas was under. 
 
    He of course made his expression one of concerned reluctance. “It’s … true that we have by far the most advanced techniques of that sort in the Empire—most likely in the Galaxy—but it’s never been applied to Imperial Security. I—” 
 
    “I think that’s a mistake. We can’t afford disloyalty and spies in our security, Kerlamin! And with the Zchorada stepping up their psionic infiltration … all it takes is one encounter with the wrong person, unshielded, and my most trustworthy agent could be compromised. 
 
    “A conditioned mind is much harder for a psi to affect. That’s why you have it in the Monitor corps. Well, I think for the security of the Empire we need it now in Imperial Security at least. I want as much of the Monitor Conditioning procedures as you can release.” 
 
    He made a show of reluctance. “I … will consider it. Seriously, I promise you. But I must bring this up to the Emperor. Only he can truly authorize such a sweeping … shift of policy.” 
 
    “Of course.” Despite the lack of overt promise, Lukhas seemed to be visibly relaxing. “But if you find yourself able to support the move—” 
 
    “I said I will consider it. I think of you as a friend, Lukhas, and I don’t want you doing something you’ll regret. Even if it seems necessary.” It was important, of course, to make sure that he seemed as honorable and conscience bound as possible. He’d probably even have to look disappointed when the Emperor ordered the transfer. 
 
    “That’s good enough for me. And I appreciate the concern.” Lukhas stood slowly. “But I think in the end you and the Emperor will understand … it has to be done. We can’t afford any mistakes now, not until this … situation is over.” 
 
    “We will see.” He bowed a Six-and-One to Lukhas as he left. As the door closed, he allowed himself a true smile, even allowing his form to shift slightly towards its original shape. And the ‘situation’ will never really be over, will it, Lukhas? No, once control is taken, once power is gained, it is not relinquished. You will do all these things in the name of your Empire, in the name of saving all that you value. 
 
    And in their name, you will destroy them all, every one. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 29 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    “No, sorry, miss. I don’t remember anything like that, and it was a long time ago anyway.” 
 
    “That’s … all right, sir. Sorry for taking up your time.” Taelin made sure to keep the right expression on his face—bearing up well but still not too certain. A little lost. 
 
    The older man looked very sympathetic—and possibly a little covetous. Taelin’s current disguise made use of many talents a member of the Five was expected to master, plus his own delicacy of feature … and the fact that with the right padding, a lot of Trey’s outfits would fit him just fine. 
 
    The handler said no more, however, just watched as “she” walked away. Knows he’s not quite in the right league, and the girl isn’t quite that desperate. Yet. 
 
    The trick was to ask the right questions without drawing undue attention. He couldn’t go wandering around poking into what had happened back then as Taelin Ardan, not with his current high profile. He’d had to give all his fans, and spies, the slip this evening; that wasn’t all that hard as he hadn’t made any effort at all to dodge anyone in the past many months since he and Lukh had started his descent into disgrace. By now all of them took for granted that he was wherever he appeared to be, and certainly he’d been busy enough earlier to be tired. Aluris Trilyin had gotten a very private interview, of which only parts were likely to be published, and as far as she knew when she left, he was too tired to do much of anything but go to sleep. 
 
    I am awfully tired, but there’s work to do. He needed to find out exactly how Varan had met up with The Eönwyl, and find out exactly what it was about the Free Trader that made her someone that even their enemies wanted minimal attention drawn to. 
 
    The problem was figuring out where, in a city this huge, Varan—not, perhaps, the most subtle of men—would have managed to meet up with The Eönwyl, when he didn’t know that she was there to begin with. Taelin had already ascertained that Varan’s shuttle Gansondenma (previously Torline’s Sword) had not landed near The Eönwyl, which records showed had been berthed at 1A-03, and there was no likely path by which the crews of the two vessels would have naturally met. No one here remembered moving cargo from Gansondenma, either, which meant that they’d done it themselves. No likely connection there. 
 
    Time for a different tack. Varan had landed and almost immediately gone looking for a buyer for the vessel. He’d completed the transaction, brought the buyer to verify the sale, and then … what? 
 
    He put himself in the frame of mind that he would when reading associative code from his friend, and the answer immediately popped out, so obvious that he knew he should have thought of it without hesitation. Go get dinner. 
 
    Varan had a huge sum of money on him at the time—five million Eternals, according to Magjna’s interrogation records (prior to the hapless broker’s incarceration for twenty years at hard labor for dealing in stolen military merchandise on a grand scale). He’d have pushed that out of his mind and let his friends do the moving, since he’d done the more dangerous work of negotiating the sale. 
 
    Taelin remembered a few times they’d landed on a strange world together; Varan’s favorite way of locating a restaurant was to just walk until something struck his fancy. Well, I can copy that easily enough. But I have to keep in his frame of mind. Walking quickly, he found the berth that Gansondenma had occupied and began walking from there towards the center of Meletta’s capital city. 
 
    I’m a recent exile, he told himself as he walked along. Fugitive with more money than I’ve ever had in my pocket. Put that out of my mind; if I forget about it, I won’t draw attention to myself. Focus on the present; past saddens me, the future’s dangerous. I’m going to take a few hours for myself. Taelin smiled slightly. He was sure that he was close to his friend’s mental state on that day. So I’m looking for a place to eat that’s appropriate. 
 
    His instincts took him past fancy establishments, ordinary diners, little nook restaurants run by small families. Taelin glanced into a couple of them, but none quite seemed to shout out Varan! to him, so he moved on. 
 
    After a while he realized his wanderings had taken him … well, quite a ways into the kind of territory a Mel’Tasne, or even a Lesser Family member, generally avoided. And there were people eyeing him. Yes, little Laetin Telldan does look a bit out of place here. Helpless lost little girl. This could be a problem … or might get useful, depending. 
 
    He almost missed it. The nondescript restaurant was actually a few meters behind him when a vagrant wisp of air brought a burning, punishing whiff of Fashi six-spice flavoring. One of Taelin’s least-favorite dishes, but the impact of the smell brought back the memory of Varan practically dragging him into another hole-in-the-wall restaurant for Fashi anhuranzi, having smelled the damn stuff from two streets over. Taelin didn’t mind other Fashi dishes, but anything with six-spice was just too much. 
 
    But Varan loved the stuff. More, this was a large restaurant located at a confluence of three streets; any route Varan took through this general area would have passed this place. Taelin turned suddenly and headed for the entrance. 
 
    The interior was deliberately dim, but Taelin had no trouble making out the marks on walls, floor, frequently replaced windows, even scars on the ceiling showing that this place was, as Lukhas would have dryly phrased it, “a little rough”. 
 
    He seated himself in a corner and projected his chosen persona—the scared but determined young woman trying not to look scared. 
 
    The server came over, with a look that said you’re in the wrong place, girl, but didn’t say anything, just took the order of tlalla and sesshi and asked if “she” wanted anything to drink. Taelin ordered ice water, as neither he nor his assumed persona wanted to blunt their senses. 
 
    “Pardon me, miss.” 
 
    Taelin glanced up with—he hoped—just the right mixture of startlement, fear, and hope. The man standing there was well-dressed—somewhat too well-dressed for a place like this—and his voice was pitched at the warm, conversational level which contrasted with the rougher accents and delivery surrounding them. “Y … yes, sir? What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I can’t help noticing you look a bit out of place here. Are you lost? Meletta can be confusing; I’d gladly point you in the right direction if you’re looking for the spaceport or your hotel.” 
 
    And I think he’s telling the truth there. But there’s something else. The man’s face showed some very light scarring—given quickheal and other tricks, he’d taken some fairly serious damage to his face within the last year. “Not exactly … lost, Mr…?” 
 
    “Quadis is the name.” He glanced down at the bench opposite Taelin. 
 
    “Please sit down, Mr. Quadis,” Taelin said, keeping his voice in the higher register he’d selected. “I’m Laetin Telldan.” 
 
    “Thank you. Not ‘exactly’ lost … but if you’ll pardon me for saying so, you still look rather lost.” 
 
    “I’m looking for my fiancée.” It was an old cliché, yet a very useful and, under the right circumstances, believable one. “He was here a few months ago and I’m trying to find where he went.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous. Or tragic.” 
 
    “Oh, he didn’t … leave me or anything. He does a lot of travelling in his work,” Taelin said, looking both defensive and certain. “Certified by the Imperial Engineering Corps, he does a lot of power and drive maintenance. But he sent a quick message to me that he’d found a really great opportunity that would take him off Meletta for a while, but I haven’t heard from him since. Not even a quick set of coordinates telling me where he went.” 
 
    Quadis looked sympathetic and thoughtful. “I suppose you don’t want to contemplate the worst possibilities, but they are there.” 
 
    “She” looked away for a moment, then back. “I … know. But I don’t think that’s it. Usually when a travelling engineer gets that kind of sudden opportunity, it’s an independent starship that needs top-notch support fast. Like a Free Trader.” 
 
    Was it his imagination, or did Quadis’ face twitch slightly at the words ‘Free Trader’? No, Taelin was certain. Something about that phrase bothered Quadis personally. 
 
    Quadis didn’t let whatever it was affect his approach or voice, however. “That is indeed true. When was it that your fiancée … found his opportunity?” 
 
    “It was … about eight months ago.” 
 
    A definite twitch that time, one that even his assumed persona might notice. As Laetin, he said, “Mr. Quadis? Something wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, no, nothing wrong. There are a few possibilities that I might check on for you—at around that time, however, there was a bit of … excitement, as you might recall.” 
 
    “Oh, Towers, you don’t think Kelhoth would have—” 
 
    Quadis looked sympathetic. “The damage was quite severe around the port. If he was working on a privately owned vessel…” 
 
    “Oh, please, no.” He rushed on quickly to the next hope, as though avoiding the terrible possibility of loss. “You said there were some possibilities…” 
 
    “Yes, a few vessels I know that were not damaged or destroyed in that time and that might well have employed … Kelhoth, you said?” At Taelin’s nod, Quadis continued, “Yes, who might have employed just such an engineer.” He looked at her shrewdly. “Still, it may take some time, as … well, let us be direct … some ships here may not be carrying strictly legal cargoes. I will have to be cautious. I trust you have funds enough to stay a while?” 
 
    The question was said in a casual tone, but Quadis’ body language screamed out that there was something much less casual involved. While Taelin had initially decided that “Laetin” would be reasonably well set up, he suddenly changed his mind. Let’s see what your play is, Mr. Quadis. 
 
    “I’m … not broke.” The response was so weak as to scream out her potential distress. 
 
    “That’s good, but if your funds are limited, you might need to earn more—not just to stay here, but to make your way wherever your fiancée is, currently. It so happens I know of some excellent opportunities to make quite a few Eternals—and all completely legal, I assure you.” 
 
    The server arrived and placed Taelin’s order in front of him. “All right, Mr. Quadis—tell me more.” 
 
    Quadis quickly laid out the opportunities he spoke of, and Taelin nodded as though fascinated. In truth it was a fairly standard offer for temporary Contract work. So Quadis was a recruiter, looking for people down on their luck or between jobs. Taelin wondered why he had to be so circumspect, but there were people who treated Contract as something shameful, so maybe this was the market he dealt with. 
 
    His cover persona would probably find this an attractive temporary opportunity, but she was engaged to a self-employed man, so she’d at least give the appearance of being cautious. After Quadis finished his spiel, “Laetin” said, “That sounds very good, Mr. Quadis—and I admit that I could certainly use a bit more money. Could you let me think about it a bit, give me a little literature?” 
 
    “Of course.” Quadis placed some—again, rather standard—recruiting brochures in front of Taelin and stood. “I’ll do those inquiries regardless, but if you want to talk to me about these opportunities, please—I’ll be over there in that corner.” He gave a perfunctory Six-and-One and moved in the indicated direction. 
 
    Eyeballing the corner with a number of other slightly-out-of-place people, Taelin hid a grin. A whole group of recruiters. This place is a nexus for the kind of people who need work, I guess. 
 
    “Miss Laetin?” 
 
    This voice was very low, almost a whisper. It came from the booth next to hers, at right angles to the corner she sat in. She glanced over with just her eyes, to see a man and a woman seated together; the woman’s eyes met Taelin’s for just a second. Across from each other, but somehow close, not overly intense. Warmglow lamp, bottle of something a lot more expensive than water … husband and wife. Celebrating something. But here? Not a romantic spot. 
 
    He answered even as he made the assessment. “Miss Telldan, actually,” he said, then took a bite of the appetizer “she” had ordered, acting as though Laetin was just looking around the establishment. 
 
    The husband kept a surreptitious eye on the far corner as the wife continued to speak, quietly, without even looking directly at Taelin after the initial glance of contact. “You don’t know us, or have reason to trust us … but I’d be careful about Mr. Quadis. We almost contracted with him … but … we were warned. By someone who took a terrible risk to warn us—I think she almost got killed.” 
 
    Taelin couldn’t keep a momentary expression of surprise from crossing his face. Why would someone be warning people off of Contract work? “That seems … hard to believe,” he whispered back, and pretended to study the flyers. 
 
    The husband spoke. “Jandy’s telling the truth, miss. We looked into things more carefully later … and the kind of Contracts Quadis arranges, you might never get out of. The…” he hesitated, then continued, “the … Free Trader that told us, she gave us enough Eternals to get through, and pointed me to the first job I was able to get in … well, a long time. That’s why we’re here. Every month we remember that day, because it happened right here.” He turned his gaze back to his own table. “He’s coming.” 
 
    “Please…” whispered Jandy, and went silent. 
 
    Taelin’s mind locked on the earlier sentence. Free Trader … could it be…? 
 
    Quadis sat down, with a glance—possibly a suspicious one—at the nearby couple. “Anything more I can do for you, Miss?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I was wondering if I could talk about some of the specific Contract work available,” Taelin said with a cheery tone. 
 
    Quadis smiled in return and leaned forward. “There are a number of choices—not all of them mining or anything that dangerous. Of course, the Contract holder technically has the right to assign people as they see fit—sort of like the military, if you see what I mean—but there’s of course no point in assigning you to something you’re not good at doing. In any case…” 
 
    As Quadis went on, a knot of anger grew and tightened in Taelin’s gut. A member of the Five had no trouble listening to the words the Contract recruiter said and detecting the evasions, the loopholes, the traps … and all of those were in the various example Contracts Quadis showed him. This was NOT the purpose or spirit of Contract labor. 
 
    He kept a tight grip on his expressions, however, asked innocent-sounding questions. He was also aware that the couple had left—with a last look of worry, obviously thinking he had disregarded their advice. Good. Don’t want them involved … though I have questions for them later! 
 
    “Well, a short-term Contract for something simple … like exhibition dancing … seems perfectly reasonable.” 
 
    Quadis blinked, then grinned wider. Taelin could see the speculation in the man’s eyes. “You’re trained in that?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve only done some amateur work, but I took some courses and Kelhoth always said I could have been a pro. As long as I can still keep looking for Kel…” he projected the appearance of someone who felt immense relief at the thought of having found a solution to her problems. 
 
    Quadis reassured her on that, though the actual words—when listened to with cold, hard analysis—promised nothing at all. “If you’re sure that’s what you’d like, we could register the Contract this very evening and you could start tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh, really? That would be wonderful. Is your office nearby?” 
 
    “Quite. Just one street over, in fact. No, let me pay; consider it a sort of signing bonus.” Quadis settled the bill and guided “Laetin Telldan” into the street. Taelin noted that two other people from the same table followed them out at a discreet distance. 
 
    Quadis headed for a side street—not badly lit, but narrow and out of sight of the main avenue. Perfect. 
 
    Halfway down it, Taelin stopped. 
 
    Quadis also halted. “Miss Telldan?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve changed my mind,” he said in the same cheerful tone. “Instead I’ll just go ’round to the nearest Monitor station and hand them these most interesting Contracts. Do you know, if you pay attention to the wording, it wouldn’t be at all hard to keep someone working … well, almost forever, even though it sounds like it should be temporary?” He smiled up at Quadis’ slowly-darkening face with just a hint of mockery. 
 
    “I think that would be … unwise. You don’t have to sign up at all. Just give me those—” 
 
    Taelin danced just out of reach. “Oh, no, no, no! I really think the Empire should look into these!” 
 
    “That’s enough.” 
 
    The words came from the taller of the two—one human, one Chakron—that had been following them. The tall man was now close enough, and made a grab for Taelin, as the larger but much shorter Chakron prepared to be backup. 
 
    Yes, it certainly IS enough. 
 
    He turned just enough to let the grabbing hand slide off his velasilk sleeve, caught the elbow and pinched inward, twisting, seeing the man’s face turn pasty with the shock of pain, a pirouette that brought the arm up behind the back, pivot, and then a leaping kick to smash his first opponent face-first into the wall. 
 
    The leap was timed just right to let the lunge from the Chakron pass directly through the space Taelin had occupied. Taelin continued the leap, completing a full circle and landing feet-first on the fourth body segment of the Chakron. The impact of even the relatively light Taelin drove that segment into the pavement with stunning force, making air whoosh out of the breathing spiracles; Taelin followed up with a double cupped hand strike to those vital breathing holes, causing the centipedal creature to shriek in agony and coil up reflexively. 
 
    Taelin rolled off the Chakron and up—to see Quadis standing seven meters away, a small but deadly rannai pistol in his hand, pointed directly at Taelin. “Stop right there, Miss Telldan. Put your hands in the air. You just made a very, very big mistake.” 
 
    Taelin Ardan Mel’Tasne smiled a deadly cold smile. “Oh, I am not the one making the mistake.” 
 
    He covered the seven meters between him and the Contract recruiter in less than one half a second, so little time that Quadis had not even registered the fact that the delicate woman in his sights was already there, wrenching the gun from his hand with almost inhuman strength, breaking one of Quadis’ fingers in the process. “Did I fail to mention,” Taelin said, in the same light, friendly tone, as he drove his elbow into Quadis’ solar plexus, “that before I met Kel,” (drop to the ground, take out his legs), “I was in the Ternam Ralyeh?” He finished with a roll to his feet, pistol pointed almost casually at the other two who were just starting to recover. 
 
    Quadis twitched, rolled in agony to one side and glared at Taelin. “Who … in the damned Towers are you?” 
 
    “Someone who doesn’t like being conned, Mr. Quadis.” He reached out and hauled the larger man to his feet with a single jerk. “Your filthy game is over. I’m reporting this to the Monitors immediately. If you move fast, you might get offworld before they come for you.” 
 
    Quadis pulled away; Taelin let him. “You … you have no idea what kind of trouble you’re in now, girl.” 
 
    “Oh, I assure you, Mr. Quadis, I know far, far more about trouble than you will ever know. If you mean that some associates of yours might send more people after me … that would be their mistake. One that I encourage them to make. But if you tell them what happened here, they just might not be that stupid.” 
 
    Taelin walked casually between the two others, his posture daring them to try something. Neither one moved. “Smarter than your boss, I see.” 
 
    I won’t report this to the Monitors. I’ll tip off people I know in the right places. People I can trust to get this fixed. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 30 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    Guvthor looked with agonized indecision at the Atlantaean hull curving above him. “I am presented with an almost unbearable dilemma, I cannot deny it,” he said finally. 
 
    She smiled sympathetically. “Guvthor, I wish I could do something, but those are the only choices I can give you.” 
 
    “Oh, I do not place the blame for this most difficult decision on your head, Eönwyl,” the huge Thovian said with a chuckle. “I am afraid it is entirely the fault of the original designers of your vessel’s hull.” 
 
    A chiming rattle and hiss accompanied a mental laugh from Vick. I believe you meant to say, the fault of the vastly overgrown proportions of your people, and Guvthor Hok Guvthor in particular! 
 
    “I suppose one could put it that way, but it seems to me that a species does not choose its size; the designers of a starship are in a somewhat different position.” Despite the pained tone in his voice, The Eönwyl could tell he was grinning at the diminutive R’Thann. 
 
    “We can’t wait around too long, Guvthor.” 
 
    “No, of course not. The trip will be long enough as it is.” He walked around to the loading ramp and stared up pensively. 
 
    The view up the ramp illustrated Guvthor’s problem in simple physics: with enough supplies loaded to support all four travelers with reasonable margin, the Thovian scientist would be restricted to a space half the size of the bay he had previously occupied, with a single alcove to the side to address his various sanitary needs. If he came, Dr. Guvthor would be spending perhaps two years in the equivalent of a walk-in closet with a small attached bathroom—and the others would also be rather cramped, to provide him with that much space. 
 
    Finally Guvthor sighed, reached up, and lifted down one of his packing cases. “I cannot come with you, my friends. I might perhaps survive well enough by spending much of my time in deliberate … hibernation, I suppose you would call it. But I am also severely limiting your freedom as well by my presence. And … much as it pains me to admit it … you do not have any real need of an astrophysicist on this journey. With the information you have, locating the proper stellar system will be easily done. Far better for all of my equipment and my person to be removed, that you will all have more space—and still carry more useful equipment.” 
 
    The Eönwyl saw Varan’s gaze drop. He’d obviously known this was the likely decision … but he had still hoped, somehow, that the huge scientist would stay with them, as he had for the prior long trips. 
 
    So had she, for that matter, but she felt as though a weight had lifted from her shoulders at the same time. If they had to travel together for a year or more, they would need all the room they could get. “I’m sorry you won’t be coming, Guvthor … but it’s the right decision.” 
 
    It is, agreed Vick, but there was a startlingly gentle overtone to his mindvoice. But … your presence, and advice, will be missed, I think. 
 
    Guvthor put down the case and bowed deeply to Vick. “I am very much touched by your words, Doctor. And I will miss our discussions greatly.” He glanced up into the sky above the hidden miniature spaceport. “But I will find some use for the opportunity here. Someone will have to serve as ambassador and liaison between Thovia and Thann’ta, and I think I will do as well as any.” 
 
    More than well enough, agreed Vick. You have already passed your Testing to that extent. 
 
    Unloading Guvthor’s equipment and supplies took somewhat longer than she had expected; the giant Thovian scientist’s combination of massive appetite and need for equally oversized devices meant that the amount of space taken up within The Eönwyl was startlingly large. When they were done, all of the cabins were completely clear of excess material and even the landing bay was only filled to a reasonable level with supplies for their long journey. And we no longer have to use the loading ramp for boarding. 
 
    Vick was already inside; his words to Guvthor had probably exceeded his daily tolerance of sentiment and he therefore was now waiting impatiently for them to depart. She glanced around, finally locating Varan over near Guvthor and Hargan. As she looked, Varan gripped one of Guvthor’s hands between both of his own and then stepped away, giving a slow, formal Six-and-One, and then a slightly quicker one to Hargan before turning and jogging towards her. 
 
    “Ready to go?” she asked quietly. 
 
    He looked back once more at Guvthor, whose stance betrayed his regret at having to stay behind. “Yes … Yes, I am. Let’s go.” He looked up and his face was momentarily touched again by wonder. “Let’s go to the Homeworld.” 
 
    They entered the control room and strapped in. There were no formalities here, with no other traffic to compete with. She simply ran through her checklist and lifted off. 
 
    The Eönwyl responded more smoothly and swiftly than she had before her landing, and she caught Varan watching her with a covert smile. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t keep an answering smile from forcing its way to the surface. “All right, Sasham. I suppose you do have a right to say it.” 
 
    “I’m not gloating,” he protested. 
 
    She sighed, but kept the smile to prevent the sound from being a real rebuke. “The sad thing about that is … I believe you. You’re just glad I listened.” 
 
    “Like I said, if we can’t trust these people, we’re already holed through in a dozen places.” 
 
    And that’s true enough. But I generally don’t let anyone touch my ship at all, even for repairs; I do those myself. She was still rather surprised that Varan had managed to convince her otherwise, but she supposed it was partly to do with the fact that the Thovians did have some significantly more advanced technology in areas than even the Reborn Empire. And Varan’s persuasiveness hadn’t all been on the one side; he’d also somehow convinced the Thovians to not merely tweak her vessel’s parameters but effectively sacrifice one of their own ancient transports to obtain top-quality retrofit equipment. The Eönwyl was still mostly Reborn Empire inside, but some crucial field generator and resonance components had been replaced and retuned for her hull configuration in all the main systems—DD drive, Longshot Barrier, Gradient Shield, and the TC drive itself. 
 
    “Yes, you were completely right, Sasham. And I owe you my thanks for convincing me.” She bowed from her seat. “So thank you, Sasham Varan, for making me take what our allies were practically begging me to request.” She glanced at the board again and raised an eyebrow. “…and if the TC mods perform like the sublight drive, their estimates may have been a little low. We might manage to add almost twenty percent to the Conversion drive speed.” Which would put The Eönwyl at an FTL speed of roughly 3.5 lightyears per hour—faster than any Reborn Empire ship had ever attained, aside from the few salvaged Atlantaean vessels. “That could shave a month or so off the time each way.” 
 
    “Every bit helps … and that would be a lot of help.” Varan signaled the Hoorai’Gon Bal their farewells; the Thovian vessel returned the message and fired two null-rannai salvos in salute. 
 
    “We are past the Conversion limit,” she said, and touched the final set of controls. “Conversion in three, two, one…” 
 
    The streaming blaze of T-Conversion space flared up and enveloped The Eönwyl. 
 
    “Conversion complete,” she said, and then grinned, looking at Varan as she finished, “Downbreak in two hundred thirty nine days … at the Homeworld of Atlantaea.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 31 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I paused in the middle of a vya-shadu cut as a gentle rap sounded on my door; if I hadn’t been in the pure focus of Water Vision I might not even have noticed it. “Yes?” 
 
    “Can I … come in?” 
 
    The Eönwyl’s voice sounded … odd. Tentative, and I’d never really known her to be hesitant about anything. No, I corrected myself. One thing. 
 
    “Hold on.” I re-sheathed the swords, placed them on the ceremonial rack and did the Parallel Bow to them, followed by a Six-and-One, then said, “Come in.” 
 
    Even though I’d put the swords back, she saw what I’d been doing. “If I’m interrupting—” 
 
    “No, nothing that I can’t go back to later. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Something was wrong; for the first time, her narrow face looked … thin. Pinched, pale. But she wasn’t, actually, any thinner than she had been, and as I looked I realized it was just her expression, the look of someone prepared for something as terrible as their own execution … or that of someone they loved. “What’s wrong?” I asked, and reached out. 
 
    She slapped my hand aside nervously and sat down in one of the three chairs, stood up again, chose another chair, got halfway down, stood again, and finally settled for standing, leaning against the wall in one corner. “I … promised you something. And I can’t dodge it any more.” 
 
    Something about the subject terrified her, and in a way that almost scared me. I understood being afraid of being a psi—no one better—but I realized that there had to be something else. The Eönwyl hadn’t done much more than blink and shrug when she found out I was a psi, and while it would definitely be a different level of upset to find out you were one, the terror just didn’t fit with what I knew of her. “Eönwyl, if it’s that bad—” 
 
    “No. I cannot—I will not—run away from this. I made a deal, a bargain. I always keep them.” I started to speak but she held up her hand—a hand that shook slightly. “Please, Sasham. I appreciate—very much—how you are unwilling to push me, but I have to do this. For myself, and for you. The Master of Final Light was right; this isn’t a secret I can ignore.” 
 
    She lifted her head as I looked at her, and I saw the fear there … but I also saw the determination, and I knew she meant what she said. And she was probably right, too. “All right,” I said finally. I looked around and decided to just sit on my bunk. “I guess this starts on Fanabulax.” 
 
    Her mouth tightened, narrowing to a line for a moment, then she closed her eyes. “Yes. Everything starts there. In the mines. The mines I was working from the time I was eight…” 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    MIN-22/EXCA-2-Heln-23, or Heln-23, who would one day be called The Eönwyl, ran down the dark tunnel. Despite the heavy foreboding that seemed to lurk even more strongly here than it did in the rest of the mines, in the residential tunnels, even in the central city, Heln felt herself lighter in step, almost skipping. Free! 
 
    It was temporary freedom, she knew; Heln-23 might be very young, young enough that even the mine bosses wouldn’t expect her to stay focused on the work at all times, but they’d know she was gone soon enough, and eventually—not all that long from now—they would follow her bore, find the place where she broke through, and call her back. 
 
    But for now she was free, a small girl of ten years whose only remarkable feature was a sunburst of hair that shaded from white to red like an explosion frozen above her forehead, running where there were no monitors, no bosses, not even a mother or father to hold her back. And maybe I can find something that will get Mother and Father time off! 
 
    She knew that big discoveries were sometimes rewarded extravagantly; her father had mentioned one dig, when she was about five, where the five miners involved found something that excited the bosses so much that the miners didn’t have to go back to work for a whole week. 
 
    But that meant she had to really pay attention. Where was she going? 
 
    It struck her suddenly that these weren’t really tunnels like the natural or semi-natural labyrinth of unmappable complexity that honeycombed most of the known area of the planet. The sides were straighter, and the floor was flat. These weren’t caves, they were… “…Corridors…” she breathed in awe, blue eyes glinting with hope. 
 
    Her worklight could only illuminate about ten meters or so around her, but even in that short distance she could now see that these weren’t even simple corridors, but something that was completely alien to her. There were indentations and signs of conduits, and panels that were laid out something like control panels she understood, but were entirely made of crystal of different colors. The lettering, faded, some gone entirely, was of no language she had ever seen. 
 
    And then there was the Door. 
 
    In her mind she always capitalized it, the Door, even though at first it just looked like a relatively ordinary door, or rather double door. It blocked the end of the hallway she was in, two rectangular shapes with incomprehensible writing on them, made of some kind of gold-copper colored alloy. 
 
    Looking at it, she could see interlocks of some strange kind of crystal-metal mixture. The Door had to be locked. There was some type of control pad near the Door, but there was no sign of power. As she looked at the Door, that sensation of looming menace seemed even stronger; but Heln took a grip on her emotions and drove the feeling back, instead concentrating on the importance of really making this discovery, of learning everything she could before the bosses came and could claim it for their own. 
 
    Still, her heart was pounding faster as she reached out and touched the control pad. 
 
    Nothing happened, of course; there was no sign of power in this part of the ruin. She pushed at the Door despite the sensation of peril, then pulled, but there was not even the faintest sign of movement; the Door might as well have been a part of the planet’s solid bedrock. She stood staring at it for a moment, then shrugged. She’d done what she could. She was somewhat relieved to turn away and start back. 
 
    There was a deep, echoing CLACK sound that vibrated not only through the air but also in the ground itself, and she whirled. 
 
    The Door was opening slowly, opening by itself, even though there seemed to be no power, and Heln’s eyes grew so wide that they hurt to open that wide; and she wasn’t sure if she stayed there out of courage, or because her legs were frozen in terror. 
 
    She jumped with an involuntary yelp of fear as the Door’s two portals clanged gently on the rock behind them, stopping with the Doorway wide open. 
 
    Heln-23 very, very nearly ran back in that moment. But a combination of stubbornness and anger at being so afraid stopped her. She refused to let fear of what appeared to be nothing at all scare her. She did take several minutes to calm her breathing and get control over herself before moving forward. 
 
    It took every bit of her courage to move farther and farther forward, because every step brought more light into the room beyond; and this room was not empty at all. She could see shadowy outlines of desks or control stations, distant hints of larger machines … and, sometimes, just sometimes, what seemed to be a flicker, a glint of light, a movement where nothing should move. 
 
    And then the Door shut and locked behind her, and she did scream. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    “Torline’s Name. I’d have screamed too.” 
 
    The Eönwyl had stopped at that point, so pale that she looked almost dead, skin showing a sheen of cold sweat; I had tried speaking after almost a minute of dead silence. When she still didn’t react, just sat there staring into a past that she was trying to face, I shook my head; I felt a terrible pain, an ache in my own soul from watching the terror rise, a terror I could sense without even trying. I rose slowly and moved into her line of sight, knelt down and took her hands—not without some trepidation; I knew this could be seen as presumptuous or intrusive. “Eönwyl. EÖNWYL!” 
 
    The staring blue eyes blinked, began to focus on me. 
 
    “Eönwyl, please, stop. I know you promised, and maybe you do need to face this, but you’re frightening me now. You look like death’s only one step behind.” 
 
    Her hands tightened on mine in what seemed a spasm, convulsive, crushingly tight; I suppressed a reflex to pull away. “No,” she whispered, and even her voice was different, softer, slightly higher, the sound of the little girl who had been walking the tunnels those years ago. “No, S … Sasham, I can’t stop, not now. If I stop … if I stop, I don’t think I’ll ever have the courage to try again. NO!” she released one of my hands in a convulsive movement, covered my mouth as I tried to speak. “No, please. Thank you—thank you so much—for being willing to stop, to try to … spare me. But I need to force myself to remember. I haven’t remembered anything past that…” she shuddered, “…Door locking behind me for over twenty years, but the memory’s been there, waiting, poisoning everything I’ve done. Just…” she looked at me with eyes wide and terrified, “just … stay with me. I’ll tell this story to you … for you … and no one else.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with the vehemence in her frightened determination. “I’m not leaving you,” I said quickly. “If you have to do this, I’ll stay as long as you need.” 
 
    She swallowed. “The Door had shut…” 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Heln-23 spun and ran to the door, screaming, pounding on it with her small, ineffectual fists; it did not move, didn’t even vibrate with the impacts. The darkness pressed in all around her, as though it was trying to crush the tiny light she carried, and in panic she activated her emergency rescue beacon. The D-Comm based device was the ultimate signal, developed specifically for settings like Fanabulax and other deep mining areas, sending out a distortion “ping” pattern that identified the owner and provided a homing direction that penetrated metal, stone, water, and any other physical object. 
 
    But though the light of proper operation came on immediately, the corresponding light—showing signal transmission and reception by Excavation Control—remained dark. 
 
    Even at her age she knew that was impossible. There’s nothing that stops a D-pulse! Nothing except a shield! But this place is DEAD! There’s no power! 
 
    “…power…” echoed something in the darkness beyond, a voice of sighing wind and hissing snow, of sand filtering endlessly down into a black chasm, of steam rising from a doused and dying fire. 
 
    She had no voice to scream at that, just spun and turned, pressing her back against the Door which an instant before had been an implacable enemy and now seemed the only possible ally, invincible armor that would not let anything behind her to speak words from dead air. 
 
    But what she saw stole even the air she was breathing from her lungs, for the darkness was pressing in. Beyond the trembling edge of her worklight, an edge that was already three meters closer than it had been, there were no more consoles, no more shadowy shapes of machines and desks and places where people had lived and worked. There was only Darkness, a looming, roiling blackness that pressed inward against the feeble light. The horror narrowed her vision, her breath coming in jerky, rapid gasps and she knew she was near to fainting. Maybe I’ll wake up, it’s a nightmare, it’s not real! 
 
    “No…” the Darkness said softly, with the chill of an empty room, a home abandoned and filled with dust and loss. “You cannot … you must not … cease your consciousness.” 
 
    Yellow points of light flared in the darkness, narrow and angled, without pupils but still so clearly EYES that though she had thought she had reached the absolute limit of fear, her heart gave a shuddering, pain-wracked leap, and she gasped and saw even that light fading into gray. 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    The eyes caught her own sight and she felt something else, a cold, furious presence that drove into her, that pushed back the blessed gray haze and forced clarity into her view of the scene, into her awareness of Something Else within her, in her mind, speaking inside her, while slowly the darkness before her coalesced, taking on form indistinct and wavering, against the background of ancient machines, some of which now showed their own distant lights flickering. By those lights she realized that she had entered a room of dimensions so huge that she had not imagined it, a circular room that surrounded some great space, windows all around the interior looking into that space. 
 
    Not understanding how, she still fought, pushing with mind and will against the intrusion. No! Out! Get away, get AWAY! 
 
    Somehow she felt … a contact, a push, and the intruding mind paused; startlement, revelation, and then a slow burning sense of triumph burst through her from that other source even as it withdrew, leaving her shaking but clear-headed, frightened but no longer overcome with terror, even while another part of her wanted to retch at the horror of that violation of her own mind. 
 
    The shape wavered above her, eyes now burning green, a hint of a smile that was too broad and filled with hints of needle-teeth defining the lower part of the face. “So long has passed,” it said in that sand-hissing voice. “Lost and gone, the power faded, even the machines silent; yet no escape, bound, bound.” 
 
    There was fury in the voice, and hatred, and a hunger she did not want to understand; but at the same time she felt loss, a terrible bone-deep loss, agony, confusion, and loneliness that tore at her heart. It was that which eased the constricted knot in her throat, the pressure in her chest, and she managed to speak, in a voice almost inaudible. “What … are you? What happened to you?” 
 
    It drew itself up, a towering shadow figure nine feet high, its outline something terrifying and monstrous; but then the outline wavered, dissipated, shifted uncertainly. “I … no longer know. They knew, for they encompassed me, bound, changed, sought truths hidden within.” Its words were vague, but she felt the meaning behind them through the connection it had not entirely relinquished, something that her mind interpreted as capture, imprisonment, and worse; she realized that the … thing before her was not the thing that had been captured, but something created by the work of those who had built this place, using the captured being as part of the whole. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” the thing said, pathetically cheered by the simple fact of speaking to another, a separate thinking being, and feeling it understand. “Yes, changed, changed so much I know not what they were making or what I had been. But worse, so much worse later.” It echoed the first word it had spoken. “Power. The power went away, and they all fell.” 
 
    The thought of that being actually free was horrific, yet she also felt its terrible loneliness and longing. “Why didn’t you … leave?” 
 
    “Bound … to core of world, spirit, faded, dying, held now here.” It raced off, a speeding shadow of nothingness into the dimness of the great room, circled the entire laboratory, returned, swaying insubstantially, agitated. “Other thoughts, many others, looking, looking for little human child. You? Yes. No more experimenters!” 
 
    The last was a sharp declaration, heavy with fear and hate. “They aren’t—” 
 
    The thing was flowing up to her, and she pressed back, trying to fight it again, but there was nothing to fight. “Child understands nothing, but she cannot see, that is why. She must see, she must know. Strong child, strong mind, save me, use their techniques on her…” there was a ripple of laughter, a laughter that was vengeful and insane, amusement from the opportunity to do to another what had been done to it; and underneath, a gentle and aching sorrow that this was to be done at all, a sorrow that was completely at odds with the mad thing before her. 
 
    Needles of icy fire ripped through her brain, caught at her fragile mind like clawed hands, reshaped her perceptions, poured their frozen heat into her soul, and she knew with nauseating horror that part of IT was trying to bind itself to her. But this time her mental struggles were useless, and the pain rose up, higher, darker, blotting out all other than awareness of the final goal… Heln rose shakily to her feet, staggered out the Door, trying to get away from … from … no! Mustn’t think of it! 
 
    Other steps were coming, and she suddenly knew they had to run. She shouted to the others, her mother, the overseer, and as she did so a quiver ran through the ground; they stopped, and then reversed their direction as a stronger shock rippled through the ground. The corridor behind her cracked, and she realized she was fleeing a cave-in. 
 
    The roar and rumble of falling rock rose, echoed through the mines like doomsday. She did not know why she felt a sense of relief as she heard that the entire section of the mines in that direction had collapsed so completely that it had opened a sinkhole in the ancient ruins five hundred meters above, utterly destroying that section of the ruins and undoubtedly pulverizing anything that lay beneath. But relief flowed through her, calming her fears, shutting the Door in her mind. 
 
    A Door she swore she would never open. 
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    I stared down at the woman who was now on her knees in front of me, almost curled into a ball, held up only by her death-grip on my hands and what remained of her indomitable pride, and I felt myself shaking almost as much as she was. I had felt her fear, her revulsion, her horror … and the backdrop of sympathy, of empathy for something imprisoned alone in the dark for untold thousands of years. “Towers, Eönwyl. I had no idea…” 
 
    Incredibly, a tiny chuckle came from the face below me, shadowed by that spectacular hair. “…neither did I, really. I’d forgotten. Forgotten everything except the terror that made me forget.” She took a shivering breath, tried to rise and found that she was so drained and weak that she needed my help to get into a chair. She finally let go of my hands with difficulty—her own hands were stiffened, cramped into gripping claws that only slowly began to relax. 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “And I thought I’d had some bad experiences.” 
 
    She shrugged, looking down, still trying to bring her breathing to normal. I got up, poured out a glass of water and gave it to her; she drank the whole thing in one long pull, which told me that the way her hair was plastered to her neck reflected even more cold sweat from that frightening memory. 
 
    “So … what do you think?” she asked finally. 
 
    I knew what she meant by that question. “Well, it explains a lot of things. It must have done something … well, sort of the equivalent of Vick’s treatment to you. If your sensations were accurate, it might even have done something like what Vick did when he put a piece of himself in me.” 
 
    She couldn’t restrain another shudder. “Oh, I think there’s no doubt of that.” 
 
    “But…” She’d still been evading part of the subject, and I was a little afraid to push it. Yet she’d also made clear she didn’t want me to spare her on this. “Eönwyl, you said that at the end, when it … did that to you, that everything faded away except the final goal.” I paused, seeing her not moving. “What was that goal?” 
 
    “Escape,” she said, her voice deathly soft. “To be free of that prison.” 
 
    “And how—” 
 
    “I didn’t see that!” she snapped furiously. She closed her eyes, took another breath, opened them. “Sorry, Sasham. I don’t know exactly how what it was doing would help, but I know that this is why it did … what it did to me. Giving me these abilities, or—maybe more accurately—awakening them in me would somehow lead to its freedom.” 
 
    It made a certain kind of sense. If she could somehow—precognitively, perhaps—detect the “right” thing to do, the actions to take, and the thing had placed a piece of itself in her, it could influence what the “right” thing was, to make sure she followed the right path. And of course the ability to make the right choice at the right time would keep its chosen emissary alive. Still… “Something else scares you about the whole thing.” 
 
    She nodded, stood up, walked—not completely steadily—to the shrine with the swords above it, and stood there, staring at my vya-shadu. “I don’t remember being quite that good at choosing the right time or way to act before, so that makes sense, yes. It gave me that power somehow. But the thing that really made my life different wasn’t something I controlled. It wasn’t a choice I made. I happened to be the daughter of one of my uncles’ siblings, but he chose me himself … and he got killed at just the right time.” 
 
    Torline’s Swords. It wasn’t hard to see what she was getting at; she thought that somehow the thing had influenced events far beyond the little girl it met. I wasn’t sure if I believed that—the thing had been desperate, it had obviously taken its best chance in thousands of years, and it may have simply trusted that anyone given the ability to make the right choices would, eventually, prosper somehow. The other possibility was a lot more frightening, implying that even bound to some now-buried complex it could reach out and influence the world in other ways. 
 
    “You may be right,” I said finally, “and we’ll have to think about whether it matters now. I don’t think it does, though.” 
 
    That got her to turn around, with a look of confused disbelief. “You don’t think it matters?” 
 
    “No, not any more,” I said, and I found myself standing in front of her, my hands on her shoulders. “Listen, Eönwyl. That thing is bound to Fanabulax. Maybe it could influence what your uncle thought when he was there. Maybe it could even make your uncle do something that got him killed. But that’s because he went to where it lived. 
 
    “That’s a scary idea, but for now—for the enemies we’re dealing with right now, for the missions we’re on—it doesn’t matter. I don’t think it would have the chance of a jewelbug against a windwailer to ‘influence’ Shagrath or one of the Kaital. It’s old, weak, limited; it terrified a ten year old girl and did something terrible to her, but it was afraid of being discovered by anyone else, so afraid that it kicked you out the door and then brought the whole complex down on top of it to keep anyone from finding out. And we’re thousands of lightyears from Fanabulax, and getting farther away every minute.” She hadn’t pulled away; one of her hands tentatively covered mine. “It can’t do anything to me, or Guvthor, or Vick, not here. Even if a tiny part of it is in you, the thing we have to fear isn’t it making us do something; it is in you having some goal that even you don’t know. And that, at least, we can watch for.” I tapped my head. “And we’ve got an expert in that kind of programming; if we talk it over with Vick…?” 
 
    She looked torn, but finally nodded. “I suppose, yes. It may not be identical to what was done to you … but if anyone could figure out if there’s something inside me that I need to worry about, you’re right, it would be him.” 
 
    “Then … thank you for sharing this with me. And we’ll figure it all out together. Don’t be afraid of the past … or the future.” 
 
    She looked up—her eyes a couple inches above mine as she straightened—and suddenly smiled. “I won’t. Not now that I’ve faced it with you.” 
 
    And as I stood there looking into her eyes, I felt almost afraid of the future myself, and wondered what I could possibly be afraid of. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 32 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    “I wish we could meet like this more often.” 
 
    Trey did a wiggle-and-wink as she shrugged back into her dress uniform and ran a finger up the seal to close it. “One day. When we’re done. Until then let’s enjoy the minutes we get.” 
 
    “Then what are you getting dressed for?” 
 
    She gave him a devilish grin. “Because you enjoy undoing all this work.” At his answering smile, she continued, “And because since we’ve got serious discussion ahead, we both need to minimize distractions. So get your clothes on, Taelin.” 
 
    He sighed and picked up his clothes. “I can’t argue that.” By the time his own Tnisi-styled madalanta was properly folded and hooked, he was focused. “All right, you first. I’ve seen the public releases, which look worse and worse in that subtle ‘everything’s fine’ way that ImpSec likes to use, and my contacts give conflicting info from inside.” 
 
    She pulled on one of her uniform patches; it slid down and as the tiny memory crystal popped out she caught it with practiced ease. “Here’s details from Lukh, but check those later. I’ll hit the high points.” She took a less-than-dainty drink from the glass of redfruit juice on the side-stand. “It IS worse and worse. Lukh’s got some actual evidence now, and if it means what he thinks it means … we’re in more trouble than we thought.” 
 
    Taelin couldn’t restrain a grunt of disbelief. “Worse than we thought? Worse than the Prime Monitor being a psi and mind-twisting the Emperor himself, and probably messing with the entire Monitor Corps?” 
 
    “Much worse. Lukh’s spent months tightening the Empire’s grip in just the way he suspects Shagrath wants, and he’s been tracking all of the people we were interested in. The Five, Monitors, and so on. He did some choice-evaluation studies on their current and priors…” She stopped, and Taelin was startled to see tears in her eyes. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    She swallowed. “Lukhas thinks Uncle Borell … is one of them. Has been, for a long time.” 
 
    “Sinking hells. And other members of the Families?” 
 
    “Yes. And worse than that. He’s got strong evidence that shifts in attitude and behavior are still going on, and they’re spreading.” 
 
    That hit like a punch to the gut, and Taelin heard himself curse. That … is a lot worse than I thought. “To more members of the Families?” 
 
    “Top military, political, and industrial figures. Even other public figures with a lot of influence. That means that yes, a lot of them are Five, or Greater Families.” 
 
    But that’s… “There’s a limit on how many people a psi can control directly. Even an ultra telepath can’t control a world, or even a city for very long. And reprogramming a lot of people takes time … and with all the mind-shields up…” A terrible thought occurred to him. “What if the screens don’t work?” 
 
    “Lukhas thought of that; he figures that if that were the case, we’d never have gotten away with what we have.” 
 
    Taelin had to agree with that. While the Prime Monitor—or maybe whoever was behind him, if Shagrath wasn’t actually the center—could be playing a very deep game, he couldn’t think of any particularly good purpose that would be served by allowing him and Lukhas to continue their small undermining operation. “Then there’s some other factor we’re missing.” He thought of something. “When was the last time you talked to Lukhas?” 
 
    “About … five weeks ago. That was when he gave me the summary.” 
 
    He grinned. “Then for once I have something from him earlier than you.” 
 
    “And just how did you manage that?” 
 
    “Lukh’s birthday was four weeks ago, remember. I sent him congratulations with some conciliatory words, basically trying to apologize. With another undertone of how I was getting tired of being this far down.” He reached over, pulled out a formerly-sealed Families Courier envelope. “Lukhas sent back a … coldly accepting sort of message, thanking me for the well-wishes but basically telling me that if I wanted to come back in from the cold I was going to have to figure out some way of doing it without his help because I’d thrown the insults in your face, his, Mishel’s, and Mom’s.” 
 
    “And in associative code?” 
 
    “He told me that he’s just gotten permission from the Emperor to incorporate components of Monitor conditioning into Imperial Security. And that he intends to use it to make himself much harder to influence, and he’s studying it to figure out how Shagrath might be using it to control the Corps.” 
 
    “Emperor’s Name, that’s dangerous,” Trey said, biting her lip. “If Shagrath’s hidden something—” 
 
    “He knows. But it’s also the only set of techniques we know of that give someone a chance against a psi. I’m betting Lukh is good enough to find any hidden traps, get rid of them, and use it the right way. He needs something. He can’t hide behind mind-shields every single day.” 
 
    “You’re right … but if we lose Lukhas…” 
 
    “Yes, I know. Our only choice, if we realized it before he got us, would be to go on the run like Sash.” He grinned. “At least then we could be together.” 
 
    She smiled but focused on the matter at hand. “Your last message said you were investigating something you thought might be related.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I found out how Sash met up with The Eönwyl and ended up running off on her ship.” He quickly summarized his most recent adventures. “So after I left Quadis, I went and found Tyll and Jandy and talked with them. The Eönwyl warned them off taking Contract work, gave them money, and pointed them to employment. At great personal risk, something that I didn’t doubt after what Quadis tried to do to me.” 
 
    “So you think Varan met her in that restaurant?” 
 
    “I know he did, because I went back there and asked some questions of the owners. They remembered the whole thing clearly because when Varan left, he paid for ALL the damages. Apparently the Eönwyl got into a major brawl and Varan jumped into the middle of it and helped her win.” 
 
    “And so she was obligated to listen to him. I’ve heard about her sense of honor.” Trey nodded. “But it’s … strange that she’d get herself so involved. What’s the percentage to a trader in poking her nose into Quadis’ business, let alone getting in a fight that could have gotten her killed?” 
 
    Taelin thought for a moment. “The only thing I can figure is that she has the same attitude I do—and you do, and any decent person would—about the abuse of the Contract system.” 
 
    Trey sat down slowly. “But it’s not obvious, Taelin. You’re one of the Five, and you were playing a deep game anyway, so you spotted it. But these people aren’t stupid. They aren’t doing their business in a way that’s easy to catch, and it’s not the kind of business The Eönwyl would involve herself in normally. She was deliberately forcing the issue there. Even though she must have known the danger that would put her in.” 
 
    “I see what you mean,” Taelin said, and for some reason he felt as though he was approaching something terribly important. “It has to be personal for her. Something worth risking herself over, even in a setting where she has no personal stake.” 
 
    Treyuusei nodded and then moved to the access terminal. “Did you update your databases with files on The Eönwyl from at least the Lesser Families?” At his nod, she continued, “If she has some such personal connection, she must have done this a lot. There would be at least some history of her involvement in such conflicts, even if the reasons for it were covered up—as we have to assume they would be.” 
 
    A search through the onboard records showed that the Eönwyl had numerous mentions in reports of “disturbances”, and that a lot of those were on, or very near, worlds that Family records showed had significant Contract activity. “Okay, that’s clear enough. She’s paid a lot of fines over the years for this kind of thing, but she’s good enough and smart enough to stay out of the actual hands of the law. She’s definitely got a personal grudge here. But why?” 
 
    There was no answer, and he looked over to see that Trey was staring intently at the screen. He moved around and looked over her shoulder; it was his summary of the known facts and speculation on the mysterious Free Trader. “What’s so interesting, Trey?” 
 
    She pointed, and suddenly it all came together. “Fanabulax,” he breathed. 
 
    “I thought … it was automatics. Remotes,” Trey said slowly. 
 
    “So did I … and I’ll bet the main public releases say as much. But thinking back … that’s one of Borell’s assignments, isn’t it?” 
 
    Trey nodded. “One of his main responsibilities is operating the archaeological mines there, under the direct control of the Emperor.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure, but he did describe some of the operations … vaguely. It gave the impression of automatics, but actually none of the words he used stated that he was using machines.” 
 
    Trey’s jaw was set. “I don’t know why you sound so pleased about this, Taelin!” 
 
    He couldn’t keep the grin back any longer. “Because I’ve just seen the next part of the game.” 
 
    She blinked, and suddenly her eyes widened. “Sinking Towers, Taelin, no!” 
 
    “It’s a hell of a risk, but the benefits would be huge. And it fits with my current course.” 
 
    Treyuusei studied him for several minutes, then nodded slowly. “I don’t suppose I can argue you out of it. But there’s one condition.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “You don’t touch Uncle Borell.” When he looked at her questioningly, she continued, “When the time comes … he’s mine.” 
 
    Looking into his wife’s eyes, Taelin returned her savage, sad grin. You may be one of the heads of the Five, Borell Dellitama, and an agent working for something we don’t even understand … but though you don’t know it yet, you’re already a dead man. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 33 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I sat up suddenly, drenched in sweat, the echo of my “NO!” still ringing hoarsely in my ears. The lights in my little cabin had come up automatically, but for long, long moments it still seemed dim, smoky, a corridor on a station I had left long, long behind me, with a phantom scream of terror and loss reverberating through the past. 
 
    That … was worse. Worse than it’s been in a long time. 
 
    As I slowed my breathing, I recognized that this was more true than I’d thought. It was … it was one of the ones I used to have right after it happened, where I saw them coming … and lowered my weapon just before they got to her, one of the ones where I let them kill her. 
 
    Horrific as those dreams had been, even I’d been able to understand why I had them. They were classic “survivor guilt” dreams, and I hadn’t needed the therapists to tell me it was just my own stupid self-doubt making me blame myself for everything. 
 
    But why in the name of the Eternal King and Queen would I be having them now? I’d come to terms with Diorre’s death a long time ago … longer than I’d realized, now that I thought of it, because I hadn’t really thought on how much time had gone by. Sometime in the last six months, halfway now on our journey, sometime in that period the third year’s end had slipped by. 
 
    But that certainly didn’t explain why the nightmares had returned, and with such a gruesome vengeance. I hadn’t had any nightmares on the first anniversary, or the second—or at least, not that nightmare; my later ones had mostly centered around Shagrath, or Frankel, or more recently finding Taelin waiting for me somewhere, and hearing a distant shrieking, screaming chorus as he got closer. 
 
    “Why now, Diorre?” I asked the empty air. I didn’t expect a reply, and didn’t get one. 
 
    Nothing of note had even happened in the last six months, after that heartbreaking descent into the Eönwyl’s past. The fact that she’d been able to finally tell someone had … not changed the Eönwyl, not exactly, but had relieved her, I supposed; before she had always been distant, tense, as though despite her skill and control and knowledge that something might spring upon her at any moment. 
 
    That sensation wasn’t completely gone, but it was diminished; now she told the occasional joke out of the blue, might smile just because she was enjoying something, would sit in a relaxed way watching Vick and me practice our abilities or debate anything from engineering design to political philosophy. 
 
    Vick had, with her reluctant permission, surveyed her mind with care, and had come to the conclusion that there was, indeed, something waiting for a specific contingency … but that it was no longer a part of whatever the being had been, any more than the “templates” he had once given me were R’Thann any more. I had capabilities no other human might have ever had, but I had assimilated the fragment of Sooovickalassa completely, and—at some point in the past twenty years—The Eönwyl had done the same to that sliver of the unknown. 
 
    I settled down and calmed my mind, moving in order through the different Visions and Centers. Somewhere in my emotions or my thoughts there had to be an answer as to why my subconscious was trying to punish me. 
 
    Still, even viewing myself through Mind Center failed to uncover any clear imbalance. What was I missing? Yes, I was sometimes nervous or impatient, or even seized with an almost unbearable anticipation of finally seeing the ancient homeworld, of setting foot on the soil of the world that Torline had once walked upon. I did sometimes think wistfully that it was a shame that Diorre Jearsen couldn’t have shared this with me, but that was hardly the sort of thing to lead to this subconscious beating. 
 
    And other than that, it was mostly a quiet and—to be honest—extremely welcome break. I’d spent two and a half years in terror, horror, tension, desperation of one kind or another; being able to live quietly made a huge difference. Instead of spending every day wondering if I might say the wrong thing to warn a monster that I knew his secrets, do something that would reveal to others that I was a monster, prepared to flee or to fight something monstrous yet invisible, here I could be sure in the limited but reliable pleasures and the company here. There would be no screaming voices, no shouted accusation and assault. 
 
    And last night had been particularly calm. Vick was working on more of his theoretical designs, and the Eönwyl and I had spent a good part of the evening in her cabin, indulging in a little childhood nostalgia by watching our favorite old imageplay, Torline’s Quest, and then had a little friendly discussion on Torline, his romance with— 
 
    Oh, Torline’s SWORDS. 
 
    It’s funny how, sometimes, it just takes the right word to make you see something in an entirely different light. Five minutes ago I couldn’t even have imagined it, and now I knew exactly what my own mind was so furious about, what was making me see myself as a traitor, as a murderer willing to let my best friend and pledged lover be torn apart in front of me. 
 
    The Eönwyl. 
 
    That same part of me fought the revelation fiercely. But now that I’d thought of it, I couldn’t deny it. Sitting near her had felt right, and I had not even been conscious of the fact that I’d been sitting far closer to her than I’d ever sit with, say, Taelin, or Canta. Or even Mishel, pretty as she was. And more … she hadn’t moved away, hadn’t given any of her usual signals to back off, to leave space around her. 
 
    And confronting the thought just confirmed it. I realized that I wanted to look into those flame-blue eyes and find out what that star-flare of hair felt like if you buried your hands in its depths, what her lips would feel like on mine; I wanted to protect her, and fight by her side, and that I did not want this journey to end because then she might fly back into the endless black and never return. That made perfect sense of that senseless dream. I’d been willing to pledge my soul to Diorre, and now only three years later I was falling in love with someone else. 
 
    I was quite aware of the irony of my having thought of how long it had been on the one hand, and now thinking of it as being such a terribly short time on the other, but even the Eternal King had once said, “The heart makes sense out of nonsense, and madness out of that which was sane; hear the heart well, but heed it only when you know what it truly says.” 
 
    So now what do I do? 
 
    As soon as I asked the question, I knew the answer. Now that I knew what I felt, I could not ignore it. I could not go back to what I had been doing without knowing what the Eönwyl felt in return … or if she felt anything at all in return. I couldn’t tell, for sure, what she felt. It had taken something this extreme to make me recognize my own feelings, and that was, I had to admit, record time; it had taken Diorre and me twenty years to pick up on what must have started back when we were both still training. I had to find out what she felt, and I had a suspicion that if anything the Eönwyl was less experienced and self-aware—in that area, at least—than I was. 
 
    But how to first make peace with that part of myself…? 
 
    And again, as I asked the question, the answer was there before me. What would Diorre want me to do? 
 
    “I would want you to be happy.” 
 
    The words came to me as though she was speaking them to me, and my eyes stung with tears at the echo of that voice. 
 
    That was the real source of the nightmare, Sasham. It was my own mind speaking, but it was my memory of her that gave my mind the words, touched the thoughts with her voice, a ghost of her smile. Not that you would dare to love again—for if I could not be there for you, nothing would make me happier than to know that you had found another … and the smile was suddenly sharp, as long as she measured up. And this woman does indeed. 
 
    The nightmare was the fact that you might destroy your own chances by missing them once more, by passing by that miracle that travels with you mere meters away … as we both did for two decades. 
 
    I smiled and brushed away the two tears. Then I turned to the little closet. This … was something I had never done; with Diorre and me it had just suddenly happened, simultaneously, without either of us doubting or being confused, just suddenly realizing that this was what we wanted. But going to ask The Eönwyl how she felt … I needed it to be right, and somehow I knew just going there casually wasn’t right. 
 
    It did not, after all, take me long to prepare. Then I took a deep breath and began the longest twenty-meter walk I would ever take. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 34 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    For once there’s absolutely nothing for me to fix. 
 
    It was a thought which amused her as she ran through her inspection routines for the week. For the years she’d owned The Eönwyl, she had drilled into herself the unvarying, completely essential routine of inspection and maintenance, routines which took up a significant number of hours on every flight, and even though she spent perhaps more than half her waking life since then working on the Atlantaean-hulled trading vessel, the rule of starship maintenance had remained invariant: there was always something that needed fixing; a matrix that had finally detuned or been overstressed, a memory crystal with too many dead zones due to slow radiation degradation, door mechanisms getting sticky, D-Tap resonance drifting so that the efficiency degraded, something. 
 
    Those Thovians know how to build. Yes, drift did set in, some things de-tuned, but it was now taking at least two or three times as long, so that in the last six months she’d had several weeks in which there wasn’t a single gray mark on the inspection form she’d developed over time. 
 
    Now that she had time to herself, it was … somewhat distressing to discover that she really didn’t know what to do with it all. When your ship was made up of pieces scavenged from three separate star empires, integrated by ingenuity and sheer determination, you were never at a loss for something to do; even if everything was working, there was always something you could improve, more efficiency to be gained; reduce the size and mass of some clumsy improvised connection and you’d gain another square meter of space on the deck, another half a cubic meter of cargo or living space, or reduce power consumption by some fractional percentage. 
 
    Armament and defense were always good for that—being kept on the far-bleeding edge of development, and used for the most extreme of circumstances, weapons and defenses nearly always were the most touchy and unreliable of devices if not maintained. But once more, the Thovian replacements and upgrades lasted longer; even the null-rannai, or the closely related weapons that she now had, which usually had issues simply from the interaction of their D-projectors with the main drive fields, seemed able to hold their settings for a lot longer. 
 
    The whole thing took her a longer time because it demanded skilled work and understanding on the level of a trained Naval engineer … and she hadn’t started out as much of an engineer. Still wasn’t much of one except in a limited sense, an expert on maintaining one precise vessel, unlike Sasham. 
 
    She smiled suddenly as she thought of him. There was a man who knew his engineering, and it was clear when he was working on some finicky piece of gadgetry that in some ways his real career of choice would have been ship design and maintenance. He just couldn’t ignore the reasons that the ships existed, and that forced him—through his own inflexible honor, tradition, and sense of responsibility—to become part of the Mada, the Navy. 
 
    That’s probably another part of why I don’t have much to do right now; he does a lot of the work, and he knows how to do all of it right. And thinks it’s just one small part of what any Naval officer at his level should have known how to do. 
 
    And he really does think that, she mused. Perhaps it was his own defense against becoming an arrogant bastard that he simply could not see that he was something extraordinary, not just someone who happened to be in the right (or wrong) place at the right time. 
 
    Odd, she thought suddenly. I seem to spend a lot of time thinking about him. 
 
    There was a sharp, precise tap-tap-tap on her door, disrupting her train of thought. 
 
    She still found it both refreshing and disquieting that she never knew which of her two passengers it was prior to opening the door. Why, exactly, that was she didn’t know. She had certainly had hunches before which were connected to them, so it wasn’t as though psionics were invisible to whatever her ability was. Perhaps … it’s just that I know I can trust them, and they’re the only people on board the ship. 
 
    “Open,” she told the door, allowing it to unlock. 
 
    For just a single startled splintered second, she thought that there was, impossibly, another person standing in the doorway, an Imperial officer in full blue-and-gold regalia as though for a dress ball … or a formal execution. She stood suddenly, even as she realized that it was Varan—but Sasham Varan as she had never actually seen him except in the distant imagenews shots of his award ceremony, black hair shining-smooth as hullplate, every seam of the Reborn Empire’s uniform straight and true as a rannai shot, rank wheel polished to a mirror gloss, and no fewer than four diagonal rows of honors paralleling the cross-seam of his jacket. At his throat, a pure silver-shining clasp with the one personal touch allowed in a dress uniform: the crest of the Family to which the person belonged, if any, and there Varan’s personal symbol, symbol of a Family already erased from the Wall, with the seven-pointed shape that denoted that rarest of rare things, the founding member of a Family. 
 
    She could not speak for a moment, just stared in wide-eyed amazement; but a part of her was thinking that he looked so very right in that uniform. 
 
    Varan’s face was several shades darker than normal, enough that there was a clear touch of pink overlaid on his olive-wood colored cheeks. “May I … come in, Eönwyl?” 
 
    “Uh…” The unintelligible grunt made her wince. Where is my control? It shouldn’t faze me if a space-sinking windwailer knocks at my door and asks to come in for a cup of samahei. “Of course, Sasham.” She stepped aside, and because it was obvious he expected it, said, “You’re rather … overdressed this evening.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I know it looks … pompous at best. But … there’s a reason. A couple of reasons.” 
 
    She was struck by the simultaneous nervousness in his gaze, in his overly-stiff movements … and a feeling of iron resolve, decision, of peace amid turmoil, something that made no sense to her yet was clearly there, a part of him. “Well, you certainly didn’t come here just to show off your shiny uniform—though I will say it fits you well.” She made a show of appreciating what she saw, in an exaggerated survey from top to bottom. And I don’t have to pretend, really; he does look very, very good. 
 
    The thought was immediately followed by tension, and she wasn’t sure how to interpret it. Almost a sense of danger. 
 
    For a moment Sasham looked even more embarrassed, but he smiled. “Thank you. Part of the reason I wear it, though … you pointed out once that the Empire, the Mada, is still part of me, and you’re right. They can strike me from their records, but by Torline and Niaadea, I’m still trying to hold to my oath; I just can’t do that while I’m there.” He fingered the Family clasp. “They’ve taken me off the Wall, but I’m still a Family of the Reborn Empire, and I’m going to save her if I can. And if that’s the way I feel, I should sometimes remind myself of that, that I should be proud to wear the uniform and my honors because I’m trying to stay worthy of them.” He looked at her, and his gaze was warm and thankful. “You—and Vick, and Guvthor—have reminded me of that enough, and I haven’t thanked you for it. For helping me remember that I carry part of the Reborn Empire with me wherever I go, and that a fugitive should never let go of the few precious things he still has left.” He took a deep breath. “Which is the other reason I’m here, and wearing this uniform.” 
 
    She blinked. “What other reason? Sasham, you’re usually as direct as a full salvo from a warship, and now I’m not even sure you’re making sense.” 
 
    A nervous laugh came, the sound of the man she knew in an agony of tension such as she’d never seen him. What’s wrong? We haven’t encountered anything… 
 
    “Precious things, Eönwyl. My uniform is part of that, my oaths, my discipline, the principles I hold to, my beliefs as a Seeker of Torline, but I finally realized that there was something else maybe more important than all of those put together, and I had to hold to that, too.” 
 
    She froze, not sure what he was going to say, yet somehow anticipating and dreading it. As though through a dream of mist, she saw him step forward, take her hands in his, cross his arms slowly in the ancient way that drew them closer, and say, “You, Eönwyl.” 
 
    Me? 
 
    Her first instinct, her first feeling, was a shining and luminous sense of joy, of wonder, of revelation, of her heart opening in a way it had not since she closed the Door, of some deepest and truest part of her speaking without words, breathing simply the word yes. 
 
    But her instantaneous reaction was to pull away, yank her hands from his, step back, against the wall, nearly in a combat pose, as though he had threatened her, and she heard herself saying, “What? What do you mean? Don’t … don’t say that!”, speaking in a high, nervous voice, jerky, completely unlike her normal calm contralto even to her own ears. 
 
    A shadow of deep disappointment passed over his face for a moment, but vanished nearly in the same instant. “I have to say it, Eönwyl, even if you don’t feel the same way, even if it offends you, because I have to resolve this. I fell in love once before, and you know that it was twenty years before I realized it—and then, it turned out, we were twenty years too late to fulfill what we started. I won’t do that again.” He stood there in the same traditional pose, as though her hands were still held in his. “I came to ask if you would walk down that path with me, as once walked Torline and Niaadea in the days before the Book was written. I came because, as I said, I realized that there was something else terribly precious to me already here, in this ship, and,” his tone shifted to a darker one of self-punishing anger, “and I will walk the path straight to Kerlamion’s Hells before I will be stupid enough to ignore that, to not see it, again!” 
 
    “Sasham…” she heard herself say, even as the room seemed to spin about her. I never thought … never thought about this kind of thing. I don’t have time for it! I can’t care about people! They can’t care about me! They’ll … get hurt… 
 
    “And that’s the reason I had to wear the uniform,” he continued, his voice once more gentle, and he took one very short step forward. “Because this is part of who I am. If you would have me, if you would let me be part of your life, you could not avoid that I am already bonded to my duty, to my Empire, to the Mada, and to the ideals I’ve been raised with. It’s a lot to take with one man, I suppose. But I can’t drop those things—you’ve shown me that, as much as I have myself.” 
 
    The Eönwyl shook her head. Focus! This is no battle … but, she suddenly understood, this was as knife-sharp crucial a decision as any made in combat. The formality, the earnestness in his voice made it clear as the depths of space that though this seemed sudden it was a decision made with full knowledge of himself, and with the same total and absolute dedication that Sasham Varan had made all his prior commitments. He … loves me. 
 
    “I’m … afraid,” she heard herself say, and immediately tried to deny it. Afraid of what? He’s not threatening me… 
 
    “I know,” he said quietly. “And so am I. We’re so strong together now … but this also can make us weaker. And neither of us is ready for weakness.” 
 
    And what do I feel? 
 
    Terror filled her, but she was ready for it, because it had been threatening to rise before, and she suspected its cause. I’m afraid of being connected because of what happened to me there, with that Thing, long ago. And because of who I’ve become. I might be their death, and I might ask of them more than they’re willing to give. 
 
    But Sasham’s different. He’s already in more danger than even I could put him in, and … she felt again that vast, wondrous surprise, there’s nothing, not one thing, that I could ask him that he would not give, and give at once … save only to betray who he is. 
 
    So what do I feel? she asked herself again, demanding an answer. Stop hiding behind your own defenses. He’s come here with his hands extended, his heart and mind bared to me in a way no one ever has. I have to give him an answer, the right answer. 
 
    And that was, of course, the thought she was looking for. What is the right answer? What did her instinct say? 
 
    And that instinct was the first feeling, the moment of shining certainty. 
 
    She felt herself shaking all over, but swallowed, lowered her hands, and then forced herself to step forward, reached out, and—still trembling—took his hands in hers. “I’m … sorry. I’ve never…” 
 
    The smile that lit his face in that moment, as her hands took his, stopped her words, erased for that moment any fear, any need for defense or caution. It was a smile of joy, of revelation, of sheer triumphant celebration compressed in a flash of white. “I know you haven’t.” 
 
    “What about…” 
 
    “Diorre? She’s the one who woke me up,” he said with a wry touch diluting, but not dissipating, that glorious smile. “Literally. And her memory warning me never to make that mistake again. She’ll always be here, in my heart, in my soul … but there’s room in a soul for a thousand loves, I think. And all I needed from you was to know whether … you felt the same. No more, not now.” 
 
    And that, too, was right; to follow that path one step at a time, not to run down it. Yet… She stepped forward and pulled his head up, hers down, and kissed him. It was a clumsy kiss—she’d never done it before, actually, and at first it was more a bump, but he had at least spent a few weeks or months with Jearsen and his hand came up, his mouth shifted, and she understood, and long timeless moments passed. 
 
    Without warning, a completely different feeling assailed her, a cold and dark sensation of something looking at her from the darkness. Almost she thought she saw a glint of two yellow-flickering eyes in the shadows of the room, eyes shut away behind a fallen Door thousands of lightyears away. 
 
    In the same moment Varan had sprung away from her and was on guard, looking up and out as though there was something staring down through the very hull of The Eönwyl. After a moment, he looked at her. “You felt it too?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He paused, looking around, and she could sense his psychic senses reaching, stretching, probing the vessel and—somehow—the impossible space outside the ship. “Nothing now. The sensation’s gone. I’d think it was just a momentary case of nerves or something…” 
 
    “…except that we both felt it at the same time.” She thought for a moment. “Then again … we were in physical contact. And we’re both psionic. It could be some kind of subconscious feedback.” She grimaced, but continued, “I … can’t pretend I don’t have some fairly hefty conflicts associated with getting close to people.” 
 
    “So something caused by a mental resonance?” He looked skeptical. “I’d like to believe that … because the alternative is a lot worse. Still…” 
 
    She nodded; the idea that anyone or anything might possibly be able to sense things in Conversion was terrifying; even picket stations and interdiction systems could only detect the disturbance of a passage through the area, and maybe very, very broad ideas of how large the passing object was. The ability to actually detect what was there … “…still, you don’t believe it’s something that simple. I think we’d better be on the lookout for any similar sensations.” 
 
    “You’re right.” He took her hands again. “But we don’t forget about what we just said … and did, either.” 
 
    She squeezed back, the darker sensation completely gone. “No,” she said, “we remember that always.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 35 
 
    Shagrath: 
 
    Something is not quite right. 
 
    He had long since learned to listen to that inner voice, especially when things were going well. He tried hard to control for the contingencies, expended effort to understand and manipulate his enemies, and—he knew, with no false modesty—he was quite good at it. 
 
    But I am not a true Master of the Game, he admitted to himself. There were a very few such, and in all likelihood the very best of them he did not know, since the very best would manipulate others into doing their bidding without those others even realizing everything was not at all their idea. 
 
    Because of this he knew that he could miss crucial information if his enemies were careful, and thus he would be a fool to ignore his instincts. 
 
    Something is not quite right. 
 
    He sighed, and began to methodically review the major points of the current situation. The Emperor was now fully converted. The Living Nexus was slowly developing—the speed being carefully restricted by Shagrath, of course; while Shagrath was confident that the arrangements he had put in place during negotiations with the Kaital would assure his victory in the inevitable confrontation, no matter how large the colony of Kaital became, he knew that the Kaital themselves would become more confident, and less tractable, the more powerful they grew, and he wanted to be able to direct them for a while yet without having to resort to force. 
 
    The Zchoradan Meld was building its forces, preparing for war, still trying to avoid the confrontation. It knew that the Reborn Empire was likely to be the victor in any direct war, but unfortunately the Zchoradan tendency to crowd out other species rather than include them had not earned them many friends among the third rate powers who might otherwise ally with them and help them achieve parity. 
 
    At the same time, Imperial Security and the Monitor Corps—led by Lukhas Mel’Tasne and Shagrath himself—had been subtly but effectively tightening the grip of the Empire on its own population, while—mostly—convincing the citizens of the Empire, even the Families, that this was for the good of the Empire. This was an irony that could occasionally bring a smile to even Shagrath’s face, but that nagging feeling of something being wrong stilled the impulse. 
 
    He considered the issue of Lukhas Mel’Tasne. He was not a Kaital, nor at least for the moment was it practical to make him one. He was so much under scrutiny, and unlike the Emperor unable to just retire for a week or so at a whim—especially as that would be totally uncharacteristic of him in time of crisis. Shagrath couldn’t risk the possibility that during the initial period someone might see or otherwise detect crucial anomalies in behavior. 
 
    Besides, to be perfectly honest, even the Kaital would have a hard time managing it; Lukhas Mel’Tasne was as cautious and paranoid as his policies suggested, and was simply never caught outside of a mind-screened area. While a Kaital could survive in such areas easily enough within their hosts, an assault and transfer required psionic operating capability. Oh, in an emergency the shielding could be overpowered … but that would be detected, no doubt of it. 
 
    So that left the question of whether he could be trusted. Well, not trusted, exactly; Shagrath didn’t trust anyone, least of all any of the descendants of the S’mbanavhi, as the T’Teranahm had called him, Torline as the Atlantaeans knew him. More accurately the question was whether what Shagrath thought he knew about Lukhas was actually what he knew? 
 
    Lukhas was certainly one of the potential danger spots. If he was running a counter-operation, he was in the perfect position to do so, and had the power, wits, and training to pull it off against nearly anyone. However, Shagrath had one or two advantages over even the head of one of the Five, and the Kaital were one of the largest. Lukhas couldn’t know it, but virtually every communication he made was monitored and reported to Shagrath—even those under the Family Courier service. Half the courier pilots were, by now, Kaital; this gave him immense coverage and the quickest travelling news updates, and the ability to deliver new spies to different worlds as fast as practically possible. 
 
    The fact was that despite months of diligent and meticulous spying and analysis, Shagrath hadn’t found a single piece of evidence that Lukhas was doing anything other than what he seemed to be doing. Well, he had found evidence that he was considering whether Shagrath and the Monitors might eventually present a threat to his power, but that was only to be expected; eventually the power struggle in the Empire would have to fragment the huge stellar nation, preferably in a simultaneous internecine struggle immediately following a major war. He currently envisioned there being at least six major blocs—ImpSec, the Monitor Corps, the Five, the Navy, the Guardsmen, and the militia or local military groups—and for the sake of artistic elegance was trying to figure out if he could legitimately engineer another, to make it the appropriate number seven. 
 
    So Lukhas and ImpSec seemed to be doing well enough. Some of the Five, mostly secondary members, had been grumbling about the changes in Imperial law, but they were staunch loyalists and the explanations given generally quieted them … so far. One of the keys to this working was, of course, that unlike the usual revolutionary or leader of a military coup, Shagrath had not the slightest intention of leaving anything intact. He didn’t have to hide everything forever, only for long enough that its actual discovery would simply help pull things down faster. Timing, as they said, was everything. 
 
    The reactions of the Chakrons to the “protective security” measures had also been gratifying, polarizing them into the nests who grasped gratefully at the excuses offered by the Empire for their steadily eroding freedoms, and those becoming increasingly hostile—and thus an endless source of new excuses to tighten the grip. Even better, a significant set of mostly-human support groups now allowed the security organizations to seriously start considering whether there was a possibility of human or humanoid psi agent infiltration engineered by the Zchorada; Shagrath was even releasing distorted (and thus generally useless) tidbits derived from Dr. Sooovickalassa’s project to imply that temporary human psi agents might even be possible for the Zchorada to develop. 
 
    And there was still no terror like that of the psis, of people who could destroy your home with a glance, rip your most prized secrets from your brain with a thought. With Kaital agents in the right places he had staged several new disasters, three of them blamed on the conveniently-absent but publicly very active former Captain, Sasham Varan, who now commanded the highest bounty offered in the past thousand years. 
 
    Even as he thought that, his sense of unease sharpened. Varan. He was still absent, and it had been … over six months? 
 
    He gave a growl of surprise. He had honestly not realized it had been that long; time passed quickly even for humans when things were busy, and this was a very busy time indeed … and to a being as ancient as Shagrath actually was, there was almost no difference between a month or a year; they were both vanishingly small spaces of time. 
 
    But on this plan’s scale, six months was a long time indeed. He was effectively certain that The Eönwyl had left Thovia that long ago, and he had thought that he had figured out a complete list of the possible destinations they could make for. Topping the list had been Ptial itself, a dangerous and therefore highly likely choice, especially after it had been proven that Sasham Varan was still held in high regard by the Hyarale. A return to the R’Thann Meritocracy had also seemed likely. He’d also instituted his own network of special observers to watch Varan’s few associates who still might be willing to talk with the officer after all that had been publicized—a small number, but given the circumstances still surprisingly large. His family was of course under watch, though Shagrath doubted that Varan would ever be so stupid as to visit them. And it had always been possible that he might decide to take the risk of travelling to Zchorada itself and trying to make the Vmee Zschorza listen to the truth—although that, Shagrath was fairly sure, would simply lead to him being captured and offered to the Empire as a gesture of peace. 
 
    But instead, there was no sign of him, not one. The Eönwyl had touched at none of her usual ports. No messages had arrived at Fanabulax for her parents. No sightings of Varan by reliable sources, anywhere, not from Oro all the way to the Outpost stations. 
 
    Where is Sasham Varan? 
 
    This was the source of his unease, he was now absolutely certain. In six months a ship like The Eönwyl, equipped with a drive the equal of any ordinary high-speed warship, could travel thirteen thousand lightyears, crisscrossing parts of the Empire more than once or crossing the entire Empire from one side to the other. It passed belief that it could have flown all the way from Thovia, across the Empire, to some other destination and that destination not being any of those that Shagrath had listed. There really wasn’t any other option… Well. There was one. But the location of Zahralandar was quite simply not known to the Reborn Empire, and wouldn’t be known to any of the other civilizations, all of which were either new to the Galaxy, from long after that Fall, or had themselves fallen in the— 
 
    He cursed, and the curse he uttered caused the lights to flicker. Thovia. 
 
    If the Thovians had been able to tell them… Impossible, he tried to tell himself. Perhaps they did recognize the pattern, but how could they have known the first time? No later civilization ever identified the mother world! 
 
    But now that he thought of it, the possibility loomed frighteningly large. True, there was not much chance of learning anything on the homeworld—and every chance they would be caught by the remaining agents under Shagrath’s command—but there might be some signs left for someone like Varan, who had seemed supernaturally fortunate in some ways, to find. And the silent delay fit; it fit very, very well. Oh, it was undoubtedly possible that they were travelling the Empire or areas just outside, choosing obscure worlds with none of his spies yet on them … but for what purpose? He knew Varan very well in some ways, and the man would not just decide to let the issue drop; he wasn’t even the sort to wait and “bide his time”. Varan would find a way to force every issue and confront it on his terms, not wait for years and hope the panic died down; no, wherever he was going, it would be somewhere he felt would provide him with a decisive advantage or, at least, critical information that would give him the key to choosing the next action. 
 
    He had to verify this, even at great effort and cost. And it would take great effort and cost, because there was no ordinary way remaining in the galaxy to achieve this. 
 
    But Shagrath was not limited to ordinary ways, and by now the “interrogations” he often ran had restored much of the power he had lost in his re-writing of the Teraikon and her crew. Perhaps more than restored it, and the pace was accelerating. He could afford the power this time. 
 
    Decision made, he left his office and travelled swiftly to the restricted compound used for his personal research projects—a compound guarded by loyal soldiers of the Empire who all just happened to also be Kaital. In the center of one large building was a huge open floor space, dominated by a complex design inlaid into the pourstone floor, a pentagram of gold, silver, and steel. With a gesture he dismissed all of the guards; he needed absolute concentration for this. No interruptions at all, he instructed the Kaital; they acknowledged the order with shrieking assent and fell silent to his senses. 
 
    Within the center of the great pentagram he laid out a second, smaller, pentagram, and in the center of that, a triangle, just large enough for him to sit in, facing a long side with his back to one point. Other arcane symbols ran along each line and around the curves that joined each point to the others. 
 
    From one pocket, Shagrath drew out a small envelope and opened it; from the envelope he selected one long black hair and held that in his hand as he re-sealed the envelope and returned it to his pocket. Shagrath wove the hair around his fingers, binding his hands together so they left a roughly triangular region between them, and nodded. This was one of your hairs, Captain, and in a way, it still is. It will lead anyone to you, if they have the wit and the power to use it—and I have both. 
 
    The muttered words that followed were not in a human language, or even a language human beings could speak without damaging their throats; the shape that sat in the center of the great pentacle was now no longer truly human, and its booming voice shook the room with words that were rough, threatening, and terrible. 
 
    To Shagrath, the room slowly darkened, and with great abruptness he found himself hurtling through the void, stars streaming past like dust in a sandstorm; he felt the power, too, streaming out of him like water from a punctured skin, but drove forward. 
 
    Now there was something, a tiny shining dot, a spark of light that stayed still—or moved at near his own speed—in the streaming lights, and his view moved toward it, enlarged it to a great Atlantaean shape, larger, then through— 
 
    To see the unmistakable figure of Sasham Varan in an embrace with a woman that could only be the Eönwyl. 
 
    Even in that instant he felt, incredibly, that something noticed him, sensed his presence—and in that moment the scrying was broken, his perceptions returned, leaving him spent and weak at the center of his pentagram. 
 
    But the clear knowledge remained with him of where that ship had been, and it was worse than he had thought. That ship is faster than an Imperial courier. Somehow it is superior. And worse, it is headed directly to the homeworld. 
 
    There was no help for it; tired though he was, he had to contact his brethren on that world, tell them what to look for, and what to do. 
 
    At least this was easier; he knew them all intimately, had selected them long ago from the armies of his dread Father. With only a little of the ancient and secret power to strengthen his call, he could reach out and touch them, speak mind-to-mind. 
 
    But when he reached out, there was no answer. Not from Neizeras, not from Shrissek or Uoiloinakath, not even Gulorgig. 
 
    How…? 
 
    There had been the disquieting rumors … but he now realized that he had paid little attention in that direction, the direction of a fallen and dead civilization, in decades … no, longer. The last actual report was … many years old indeed, and not comforting. 
 
    There was one last contact, but he didn’t like to use that one, for a number of reasons; still, he needed information. Yurimekistos. 
 
    At last, a sensation of contact filtered through the distant call. Who calls me by my ancient name? Who calls the Thanaeshavhi? 
 
    The one who gave you the knowledge from which you have gained so much, answered Shagrath. 
 
    A sense of anger and contempt, and—in the background—concealed self-hatred and anguish. A fine brew but not one that Shagrath could savor at the moment. I have nothing for you save destruction or servitude, Viedraverion. I have your Name, and so your knowledge of mine is meaningless. 
 
    I seek only a simple favor, and in exchange I offer much knowledge. Tiny, tantalizing images flickered through the otherwise well-shielded mind before Shagrath (or, as he was called by this being and, in truth, by his father and master, Viedraverion), images that told him that Yurimekistos somehow still held and wielded much of the ancient power; it would be very unwise to offer anything he could not deliver. 
 
    My last bargains with your people were at best … not precisely as I was led to believe. And I have learned much that you do not know. A hesitation. But what is this simple favor? 
 
    The opening was what Shagrath wanted. This vessel. He showed an image, projected across the Galaxy to the single mind that was the target. I merely want to know if, and when, it arrives on Zahralandar, your Earth. That is all. 
 
    Truly? The mindvoice was suspicious. Just that it arrives? Nothing of what it does, of who is on board, what they do? 
 
    That would be of course much desired, but the bare fact of its arrival would be of great value. 
 
    Indeed? A pause. And what do you offer? 
 
    Ask. I will decide if what you ask is within the reasonable limits of the request’s importance to me. 
 
    Very well. I wish knowledge of a very specific type of curse, the sort that feeds upon the nature of the target, and that can be tailored to a particular being or group. This was accompanied by mystical symbolism describing the basic concept in precise terms. Shagrath was, unwillingly, impressed. The exact goals of the Thanaeshavhi were not made clear by this design, but what he was asking for were mystical techniques and approaches known to very few; in fact, known only to Kerlamion and Shagrath himself. 
 
    But this is also a very important situation, and the knowledge he asks for is not the solution itself; it will take time to apply, and in truth I care nothing for whatever he is destroying with it in the end. He directed the next thoughts to the deathmage. Done. And to prove my good faith, I supply now the first half of my knowledge on this subject. With a quick, focused effort, Shagrath dumped symbols, rituals, spell designs and reasoning into the startled Yurimekistos’ mind. 
 
    I … very well, agreed. The second half … when? Yes, I know, after the ship has arrived and I have fulfilled my part of the bargain. But what if your ship never comes? I am still watching, still expending a small yet not entirely trivial effort in maintaining the observations. 
 
    If it has not appeared within eight months, I will give you the remainder directly. 
 
    The ancient once-human hesitated only a moment. Done. 
 
    Then I look forward to your signal. 
 
    Slowly Shagrath straightened; he was once more drastically weakened, shaking. But for all that, he felt much more comfortable, much more confident. He would know if, and when, Varan arrived on Earth, and then he would spy on their actions, and he would know if they gained anything by their visit. 
 
    It was even more amusing to think that, perhaps, Yurimekistos himself would encounter them directly. For Varan still, Shagrath was sure, clung to the religion that had grown up around Torline and the Fall; and could there be any finer and more fitting end to his journey than to meet the one who had, quite literally, caused the Fall, and die at his hands? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 36 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    “This is Commander Saradint of the Imperial Warship Vesatiem to unidentified vessel. This system is under Red Edict by the Reborn Empire,” blared the hard, cold voice of an Imperial officer from Valabacal’s speakers. “No entry is permitted without proper clearance. Identify yourself and transmit your authorization clearance immediately, or immediately stop relative to the local sun and prepare to be boarded. Any failure to comply with these orders will be construed as a hostile act and we will open fire immediately. You have thirty seconds to comply.” 
 
    Red Edict? thought Taelin. They’ve increased security since last I checked. Activating his D-Comm, he replied. “This is Taelin Ardan, aboard Families’ yacht Valabacal, here to visit my uncle-in-law Borell Hakanda Dellitama.” At the same time, he transmitted his (now Lesser) Families’ ID and ship verification code. 
 
    Saradint’s voice was noticeably less harsh. “Apologies, Member Ardan! Does your uncle know you are coming?” 
 
    “I had not previously arranged this visit, no, and I understand that he may not be terribly pleased at my arrival without warning; please convey to him my respects and deepest apologies, and a request that he do me the kindness of allowing me to see him as soon as convenient,” Taelin replied. “In the interim, would you be kind enough to give me a landing vector and berth for Valabacal? It’s been a long time since I was in Fanabulax system.” 
 
    His sharp ears caught a mutter in the background that he interpreted as “…wish it had been a long time for me…”, but all that the officer at station said was “Certainly, Member Ardan. A Central Hub berth has been cleared, berth number seven. Follow the beacon and have as pleasant a stay as possible. Seven Standing, Valabacal.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander. Standing and still unfallen, Vesatiem. Valabacal out.” 
 
    As he had rather expected, by the time he had landed and secured Valabacal, a courier runner arrived and presented him with an invitation to visit Borell immediately. He’ll want to deal with whatever problem I might present as soon as possible; the feckless fallen son is a burden best gotten out of the way. 
 
    The oppressive nature of Fanabulax was already weighing upon him, and he set his jaw—possibly not a very impressive sight for most—as he resolved never to let it show, no matter how long he was on this demon-damned world. And the more we’ve learned about what’s going on, the more I’m wondering if phrases like that have more truth than I’d like to believe. There’s certainly something different about this place, and not in a good way. 
 
    The door he remembered from his one prior visit rolled aside, and Borell looked up from his three-meter wide desk; the courier gave a perfunctory Six-and-One and stepped aside, staying behind as Taelin entered. Telltales show psi-screens fully operating, he thought, noting the lights concealed in his ornate dress wristbands. That was good; being in the presence of … whatever Borell Dellitama was now … without a psi screen would possibly be immediately fatal, and certainly a lot more dangerous. 
 
    It also seemed to Taelin that the oppressive feel was lightened within the screen, something that made him wonder greatly about just what it was he felt here. 
 
    Once the door closed, Borell Dellitama slowly turned in his chair and glowered at Taelin. “My niece has shed tears over you, boy. I have no idea what you want here, but I’m not at all inclined to do you any favors. You’ve thrown everything you had away to live the life of an idler, go idle somewhere outside of Family business before I take it into my head to push you all the way outside.” 
 
    Taelin needed no elaboration; Borell Dellitama, head of one of the Five, could and would make good on that threat, which would remove Taelin’s status even as a Lesser family member. Lukhas would fight it, as a matter of form, but it was likely that Borell could push it through. 
 
    “Unless, of course,” Borell continued, as though a thought had just struck him, “you’re here to finalize the unbonding. She’s been stubborn about actually taking the final step, but you could do that, here, with me as witness. It’s the least you owe her, and your ill-hidden trysts would then not have any political implications.” 
 
    Ha. You have no idea, monster. But let’s get the game underway. “Uncle, I would rather offer a counter-proposal. Help me get reinstated to the Five.” 
 
    Borell went nearly purple. “Are you utterly lostwit? Families’ status isn’t given back just because one asks for it! It’s not some Towers-damned medal!” Suddenly he went quiet, watchful. “But you know that perfectly well, and you aren’t a fool. But you haven’t a thing, boy, nothing to show you’ve turned and become Five again, that you’ve the mind and spirit and courage to stand above and be the guardian of Empire. So why…” he trailed off, because Taelin was allowing his innocent, wide-eyed smile to slowly change ever more and more to something much less innocent, cynical, perhaps even bitter. 
 
    “Well, Uncle, you could, purely on your own initiative, put forth a Nomination to Return after a while, if you gave me some responsibility that was difficult and demanding, and I performed without stint or flaw.” 
 
    Borell’s gaze was no longer angry or dismissive, but cautious and speculative. “But I have no particular warmth towards you right now, boy, and no reason to give you such a chance. Even if I could think of such a task right now, which does not—at the moment—occur to me.” 
 
    Taelin sighed, then smiled more broadly and bitterly. The last part wasn’t hard at all to manage, with the dual knowledge of what he was going to do, and what he had already learned. He took a seat without invitation and sank back into it, the smile very nearly a sneer. “My question, Uncle, is just how you managed to make that pious speech of yours and not choke on it. Mind and spirit and courage, guardian of Empire, pah! And I believed all of that, too. You must have really found that funny.” 
 
    The bearded face was now expressionless, only the eyes seeming to be alive, glittering. “And what, exactly, do you mean by that?” 
 
    He leaned forward suddenly. “Contracts, my dear, dear Uncle. Contracts that never end.” 
 
    Borell studied him for a moment, but said nothing, just raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “You want irony, Uncle Borell? I was so upset about Sasham that it really did make me not care about anything for a while. Enough so all I did care about was doing things fast enough, dangerous enough, to distract me. And then … after … I wasn’t sure I had what it took to come back. But I wanted to know, I wanted to understand what happened to him, where he went. Maybe stop him myself, I don’t know. Probably. But following him led me to where he disappeared, and I found out he’d left with the Eönwyl.” 
 
    The eyebrow twitched. 
 
    “Yes, the Eönwyl. That led me to—but I don’t think I need to spell out the rest, do I? You had to know—you had to be approving the methods that brought workers here for the rest of their lives, with just enough of a possibility of leaving that they didn’t quite dare turn on you. You, one of the Five, the people supposed to be the Guardians of Truth, openness, of keeping there from being a dark underbelly of our civilization. 
 
    “So I finally woke up. I guess something like that must’ve happened to Lukhas, watching what kind of work he has to do these days.” He looked down, the smile brittle, bright as broken glass. 
 
    Borell nodded slowly, clearly deciding there was no point in denial. “You understand that he shielded you for years. That we thought, perhaps, that neither you nor Treyuusei need ever know any such things.” 
 
    “Oh, how kind of you, Uncle! To teach us how the truth is all, while lying!” He could not restrain the outburst, and the part he was playing certainly wouldn’t pass up the temporary opportunity to lash out. “But enough. I’m no longer the stupid little child who doesn’t understand, and I’m tired of being the playboy on the outside with everyone being oh-so-respectful … until I turn my back.” 
 
    A grunt of assent. “Then I’ll grant you this much, Taelin; if you can find yourself something useful to do, over the next … say … six months, I may be willing to Nominate. At least to find some way to give you Greater status, another task, and let Lukhas find a way to bring you back in.” 
 
    “Not good enough.” 
 
    Borell’s glare was impressive. “Where exactly do you think you are, boy? You are in no position to demand—” 
 
    “I’m in exactly the position to demand,” he interrupted, and the smile was now deadly cold. “Did you think I just guessed at the Contract tricks? I have evidence from six worlds, and enough links to prove that Fanabulax is a one-way ticket to the Hells. You’ll give me the fast-track back to my old life, or I’ll spread this across the Galaxy.” 
 
    Borell was on his feet and in a near-combat pose. “You would not dare. That could … that would potentially unbalance the Empire itself! It would destroy confidence in the Five, and in the current state of Empire who knows what that could mean! And the effect on Treyuusei—” 
 
    “—Oh, shut up, old man! Trey? Sure, she’d be utterly horrified, but imagine how it’ll look to her if I do it my way; disgraced Taelin discovers a terrible secret, becomes a crusader for justice, cleans up the Five—who knows, maybe I should do it that way! I could end up the head of one of the Five, a new Five after I knock Dellitama out of the lists, and Trey will be there, with me as her perfect hero!” 
 
    Borell’s hand made an abortive movement towards the button that, Taelin knew, would bring in his personal and utterly loyal guard. “Go ahead. You don’t believe I’d do this without insurance outside, do you?” 
 
    Suddenly Borell Dellitama threw back his head and laughed long and loud, sinking back into his chair. “Ha! By the Seven, Taelin, I admit I never would have believed it of you. But perhaps there’s more of your brother—or even your father, may the Towers keep him—in you than I’d thought. Willing to blackmail your way back to the top, eh? Learned that it’s a hunter’s world out there?” He smiled darkly. “Very well, boy, you’ve shown you’re ruthless enough that way. Let’s see if you’re as hard as you think you are. If you pass my test, I’ll see to it that you’re once more Taelin Ardan Mel’Tasne.” 
 
    This is it. “Bring your test, then, Uncle.” 
 
    “You’re in your test already, boy,” Borell answered, and his smile was cold, cold. “You have the guts to risk the Empire by exposing the enslaving of people on this world, and others; you have the coldness to allow it to continue, if you get what you want. Very good. 
 
    “But do you have the hardness to drive it along, to use it?” The smile broadened as Taelin allowed his own smile to falter, as Taelin knew it must. “Exactly, young man. There is, you see, one job challenging enough, dangerous enough, hard enough, to make it clear that the one who can do it deserves his chance to regain the Five. And it just happens to be a job I have wanted someone to take for quite some time. 
 
    “You will take my place here, and I will be free to spend more time elsewhere, off of this piece of spirit-crushing hell. If you can maintain or, better, increase production—and I will show you what we truly produce here—for the next six months, why, then, you’ve done a job of vital importance to the Empire, a job only one of the Five should truly be trusted with, and I will happily reinstate you—to Treyuusei’s joy and, I have no doubt, that of your mother, your sister, and of course your brother Lukhas.” The smile was undoubtedly sinister now. 
 
    Taelin nodded slowly, face showing a dawning comprehension that in successfully springing his trap, he would have to enter—and accept—another. Once I’ve spent months running this place, I won’t be able to threaten them with a noble crusade. I’ll be … one of them, in that sense. 
 
    Repelled though he was by the whole idea, inside he still wore a grim smile. Precisely according to plan. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Section Three: Legends, Gods and Demons 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 37 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “Ten seconds to Downbreak.” 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest, my throat was tight; I knew the reaction was foolish, that I was not headed to some paradise or revelation but a fallen world that—at best—would hold some clue to our enemy’s true identity and abilities. 
 
    But the Seeker was coming Home. 
 
    I tried to drive the thought from my mind, both its blasphemous arrogance and the childish anticipation. We might hit the wrong system, even with all the calculations we’ve done en route, even with our revisions based on local star movements, and even if we don’t, it’s just a planet… 
 
    “Just the planet that gave birth to us all,” the Eönwyl said quietly, and by her smile I knew that somehow she’d sensed what I was thinking … and that she understood. I tried to smile myself, but I could only stare at the streaming light on the forward viewport. 
 
    “In three … two … one … Downbreak!” 
 
    In a flash the light gave way to the limitless black of space, with a yellow sun shining in the center. Well … we hit a star system with a promising-looking star, anyway. “S … scanning for planets…” I said, forcing my shaking fingers to run through the routine. “No starship activity detected. Planets … Nearest is a gas giant, about 50,000 kilometers in diameter … there’s another…” please, please “…same size, rotation at right angles to the orbital plane, I think we’ve got it, I think we do, next one in from these two is … Torline’s Swords!” 
 
    The scanners took the image, threw it on the screen: a huge cream and brown and white globe, with an immense sweeping set of rings glowing around it like glory, a set of rings like few others in the Galaxy. This HAS to be it! 
 
    Inward, inward … another gas giant, largest of them all, darker browns, red-brown, white, mighty storms and an attendant family of planet-sized moons, a belt of asteroids with a small planet and other near-planets within, a rust-red world, and then…. 
 
    …A blue-green jewel with patches of brown and dusty green and red, and near to it a silver-shining companion a quarter its own width. 
 
    I sagged back in my chair and then closed my eyes, held the Six and One before me. Thank you, Torline and Niaadea, thank you for guiding us to this place. 
 
    “That looks like it,” the Eönwyl said, even her voice slightly hushed in awe, but trying to remain casual. “Setting course for a survey orbit.” 
 
    So the work of our friends on Thovia is vindicated, and we soon shall step foot upon your people’s homeworld? At the least this is an adventure for you. 
 
    “More … more than an adventure, Vick,” I said, my voice almost cracking with emotion. “I … I don’t know how to describe it.” 
 
    There is no need, he said, and I realized that he felt what I did, and truly understood. So would I feel, to stand before the Source and know I might be tested by that which made all. Your religion, your beliefs … some seem nonsense to me, yes. But the feeling, the truth of the heart? That is something we both know well, and makes us closer than you or I might have thought when first you entered my laboratory. 
 
    “Thank you, Sooovickalassa,” I said, using his name formally. “On this hunt we have truly become Nest-brothers, I think.” 
 
    I could hear the steamkettle-hiss of amusement through the speakers. Close enough, close enough, and more so in time, for the true Testing still waits far, far ahead and behind. 
 
    I unstrapped. “No sign of danger, and I’m pretty shaky. I’m getting a drink before we make orbit. Can I get something for you, Eönwyl?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m fine. I’ll just keep an eye on things; after all, the Thovians had invisible ships, I don’t assume that there aren’t any ships here, just that I can’t see them at the moment.” 
 
    True enough, I thought, but in actuality she seemed pretty relaxed. No sense of immediate danger. I took my time, even paused for a bit and ran through the Visions and Centers. By the time I got back to the control room, I was much more my usual self, though still anticipating the landing, and we were almost to orbital insertion. 
 
    “Entering low survey orbit,” the Eönwyl said. “Set scanners for optimal tradeoff of detail and accuracy with scan width; I want to peel this orange in as few passes as we can. With luck we’ll find something to tell us where to land, probably the ruins of one of the cities.” 
 
    From this altitude we stood an excellent chance of finding the outline of the old cities. It was of course known by the Book of the Fall that the small continent, or large island, on which the City of Atlantaea, the first city and greatest, had been built had been sunk, but other cities and outposts would have been above ground and not underwater. Surely in one of them would be the clues we sought, the ones that made the Eönwyl’s intuition say that this trip was the right choice. 
 
    Minutes passed. Then hours. Vick joined us in the scan, and we examined each set of images minutely for traces. Slowly a chill began to settle over my heart. “Eönwyl … Vick … I’m not seeing anything at all.” 
 
    Not a trace of prior civilization, Vick thought to us, slowly. Even after eighteen millennia, from this height we would see something—lines of ruined roads, differing height and color of vegetation, shifts in the density scans. There are none. It is as though this world had never housed humanity at all. 
 
    “But everything else is exactly as they described it!” I burst out after a moment of disbelief. “It’s ridiculous to think they could get all that right and the most crucial fact wrong!” 
 
    “No, you’re right on that,” the Eönwyl said. “This has to be the right world.” 
 
    It is equally ridiculous to think that a Galaxy-spanning civilization could have had its headquarters on this world for a hundred thousand years—for even a tenth of that—and left no traces that we can see, even had it been blasted down to bedrock in every place where cities had stood. The blasting itself would have left traces. 
 
    I glanced at the Eönwyl; she met my gaze and, suddenly, surprisingly, smiled. “Don’t worry yet, Sasham. I think we’re on the right track. I’m even more sure of it now than I ever was.” 
 
    I felt a tiny bit better, but the emptiness of the teeming wilderness weighed on me, distracting me. 
 
    I almost missed it in the next series of images, had sped past it, when something, some anomaly, registered. I was barely conscious of having slapped my hand down on the display, spinning it backwards, catching the image I wanted, searching … there! 
 
    Visible in one corner of the image, near the point where a great river entered the ocean, were patches of different colors of green, patches with strangely straight edges, radiating out from a center area that seemed to have other, tiny objects clustering in it, tiny objects with straight lines or clean, calculation-smooth curves. 
 
    With a rising hope, I pointed. “Not an ancient city … but there we have a city of some kind.” 
 
    Vick studied the images closely. Of some kind, yes. But primitive, very primitive. No electrical power, perhaps no power beyond muscle of human or tamed animals. Still… 
 
    “Still, they might have legends, or better yet they may have found artifacts that will tell us what we need to know,” the Eönwyl said. “Taking us down.” 
 
    As we had really begun the journey partly on her instinct, neither of us was going to argue her decision that this was the point to land at. Atmosphere kissed the hull of The Eönwyl with a rumble and a distant keening shriek, and suddenly we were a truly moving ship again, moving in the way that tells you that you are heading to a landing on a real, living world. 
 
    Mighty trees streamed by below, broken by glints of deep green-flowing rivers, edges of gray rock, emerald clearings with sparks of color from flowers and hints of movement. 
 
    And then we could see it, a city of stone and wood, glittering with gold and silver, white-polished marble, a dual-spired castle or temple reaching a hundred meters high with smoothness and shining-steel ornamentation that did not seem possible for the simple people we expected. The Eönwyl studied the terrain, selected a field that seemed empty for the moment, and set her ship down as lightly as a drifting feather—a feather that then settled into the earth like a stone. 
 
    A good thing we have two telepaths between us, Vick mused as we prepared to lower the ramp. Otherwise we would be weeks or longer learning the language. 
 
    The Eönwyl’s ramp lowered, and as we began the descent we could see people—eleven, two rows of five and a single figure at the head of the two columns. One row was entirely of men, one of women, both in armor that echoed designs sketched in the Book of the Fall, and at the head was … a Ptial? I studied the figure closely, a male considerably shorter than I, with a near-mane of tumbling golden hair, fine fur of the same color over the rest of his body (at least, that which I could see), the tail wrapped around the body, something that looked like a ludicrously-wide sword strapped to his back … something’s off… 
 
    No. That’s … an Uralian. 
 
    The sheer impossibility of that—of one of those implacable, insensate warriors not merely tolerating the presence of other species, but working with them—stunned me into immobility for a moment. 
 
    For his part, he looked up the ramp, and his emerald-green eyes seemed to double in size momentarily as he stared at me. Then his eyes narrowed, he gestured, and the entire squad—for it could be nothing other than some kind of military unit—dropped to one knee, arms parallel across the chest. “Senitai ha seshoma,Tenvu,” he said. “Mendinas tollara, shen ven haila weylinta tal.” 
 
    A chill of awe once more touched me, for I needed no telepathy to translate that. That was ancient Atlantaean, the first language of the Book of the Fall, preserved in ritual, restored from research on a thousand worlds. “Greetings and good fortune on our meeting, Travelers,” he had said. “We welcome you, and ask that you follow us to the city.” 
 
    “I … thank you for your welcome,” I managed after a pause. “We have … traveled long to seek this world.” 
 
    “Then your seeking is ended for now,” he said, and I thought I detected the sort of stiff formality that marks a man who’s used to much less ritual talk. “Will you come with us?” 
 
    “Gladly,” I answered. Oh, it was possible these people had some nasty rituals which got visitors killed—I could name three planets where a friendly greeting like this led shortly thereafter to the visitors having vital organs removed on an altar—but even with a trained Uralian warrior, these people wouldn’t have a chance. I saw something like a springbow, some finely made spears and swords, and a few odd crystal implements, but no modern weapons, or even semi-advanced technology like chemical slugthrowers. 
 
    “Might I make an inquiry of you?” I asked clumsily as we followed the Uralian; his squad was now performing the task of guarding us along the way. The clumsiness of my phrasing was partly to do with the fact that I’d never really had to speak the language before, but also that the way I had learned it used specifically formal and sometimes convoluted phrasing. 
 
    “Of course,” he answered. 
 
    “I cannot help but notice that you are of a different species—” 
 
    He glanced sharply at me. “I am human.” 
 
    That made me blink, and I glanced at Vick. 
 
    The Uralian-who-claimed-to-be-human transferred his gaze to Vick. “And I warn you not to be so free with your mind-touch, scaly one.” 
 
    He is psi-sensitive. Possibly trained in some discipline, Vick said with both fascination and frustration in his mental tone. What a marvelous conundrum! What a potential challenge! A hunt against a psionic Uralian! 
 
    We’re here peacefully, Vick. Hunting their chief of the guard or whatever isn’t going to endear us to them. Aside from our communications, let’s keep the psi down, too. 
 
    I am hardly unaware of that. Nothing prevents me from entertaining speculation, however. I did sense him retract any and all other senses into himself. 
 
    The streets were wide, of fitted stone that was smooth and only slightly worn, and surprisingly clean. Many primitive cultures had much lower sanitation standards, and I had expected to see some of that here. Instead, if anything, the streets, and most of the people, were as clean or cleaner than those I’d meet in the streets of the Capital. Their behavior was also somewhat surprising; while they clearly found us, especially Vick, unusual and interesting, there was no shock or dismay, merely the curiosity of those who are wondering what that particular group of odd people is up to, rather than being concerned about what kind of monster might be walking their streets. 
 
    Most people nodded to the leader, and he acknowledged every greeting. Studying him more closely, I realized he was very young—perhaps no more than 18. And he moves … like me. A very, very good fighter. Could it be…? 
 
    The double doors of the huge palace or temple opened at our approach and we entered. The first room was large, and the two statues at the far end were so familiar that I would have laughed if I had not realized what they meant; if the temple here was dedicated to Torline and Niaadea, these people knew a great deal indeed about the past. But our guide did not stop in this main temple, but took us through a rear door, down a long corridor that led towards the very center of the huge building, and through another door, this one into a gigantic, echoing room that seemed dark as pitch. As my eyes began to adjust, I felt that tingle begin again, more strongly, my entire body suddenly prickling out in gooseflesh as I saw above my head the gently-shining stars set in the depths of night, trees growing impossibly in the shadows at the edge of the immense room. Lowering my gaze, I saw ahead of me what I knew I would, and what had never existed outside of the descriptions in the Book of The Fall, a wide-shining pool of perfect water whose depths seemed limitless, and a simple altar of gray stone before it. 
 
    Turning from the altar was a tall man, slightly taller than The Eönwyl. His black hair fell straight down his shoulders nearly to his waist, held back by a crystal band around his forehead; his skin was dark, yet even in the dim light of the shining stars it had also an underlying pallor, and his eyes were black, black and deep as the pool of water before him, eyes with a power and a focus that caught one’s attention, held it like a vise. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said, and his voice was resonant and warm. “Welcome to the Temple of the Lady, Sasham Varan.” 
 
    We were all momentarily struck speechless. It took me what seemed forever to gather my wits. “The … Lady?” I said, and then shook my head. “And how do you know who I am?” 
 
    “The Lady who is all around us, Sasham Varan,” he answered with a smile of white teeth. “It is She who welcomes you, and who knows all who have set foot on Her soil; for she is Eönae, the Lady of the World, and I am V’ierna Dhomienka, Sh’ekatha, Speaker for the Lady and leader of this, A’Atla Alandar, the Memory of Atlantaea.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 38 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    This can’t be real. 
 
    The thought kept echoing through her mind, while at the same time part of her was feeling some tremendous emotion trying to well up—an emotion so walled off from her usual calmly controlled self that she couldn’t say, precisely, what it was. 
 
    Those words—Sh’ekatha, Eönae—were mentioned in the most ancient parts of the Book of the Fall, were thought to be some of the most fundamental religious and spiritual aspects of Atlantaea … and as such, she had always considered them by far the most likely to be allegory, metaphor, or simply symbolic representations of things much more mundane. 
 
    But there were the trees, rising tall and healthy while enclosed in a building that was solid, that could never possibly admit the light of the sun. There was the pool, the Mirror of Eönae, showing nothing but stars in its depths. There was the man calling himself the Sh’ekatha, the High Priest, the one dedicated to the true Lady’s service, just as described in the Book she had thought a fantasy no more of import than an imageplay. 
 
    But how? Civilizations have risen and fallen in that time; it has been eighteen thousand years! We reconstructed that language but only with great effort by millions of believers, by the work of Seekers and Repentants on a thousand worlds. Yet this man speaks the language as though born to it, speaks of the ancient mysteries as his ordinary daily life. 
 
    And how do I understand it? I barely know two words of the Ritual Language. 
 
    She became aware, then, that something touched the surface of her mind, as Vick did when he spoke. The Sh’ekatha’s mind spoke his words and she understood them as he talked. Well, that’s at least one thing I understand. 
 
    The thoughts, the attempts to make sense of it, were a defense, and she knew it; a part of her was too tense, too filled with something to sit still and simply listen, wait, observe. 
 
    But Varan was moving. He took two shaky steps forward and then dropped to his knees, a smile on his face and his eyes sparkling bright with more than just amazed joy. “Sh’ekatha? Then … it’s all true.” He looked back at them, and his awe and wonder were like an electric shock, jolting her from her self-lost wonderings. “The Book of the Fall told nothing but the truth—Atlantaea, Torline, the Seven Towers, they were real!” He bowed low to the Sh’ekatha, who wore a gentle, and perhaps somewhat bemused, smile; Varan then made the Six-and-One. “Seven standing, sir. The faith lives, it has lived within us for all this time.” 
 
    V’ierna studied the former Naval officer for a moment, then bowed, carefully forming the Six-and-One. “An … appropriate ritual, Sasham Varan. And I can tell the honor you do me.” He swept back a cloak or cape that was embroidered with complex and ancient symbols, and turned to Vick. “Your people we have never met … and there is something dark within your very essence. Yet I sense no darkness in you. Welcome, Doctor Sooovickalassa.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what to expect from the R’Thann scientist; his sometimes-fanatical pride and racial prejudice could be disastrous here. But instead of reacting negatively, Vick gave a crouching, lowered posture which she was sure represented a submissive or respectful yielding to a superior force. What … are you? she heard, and Vick’s mindvoice was disquieted, almost … frightened. 
 
    “What am I?” the Sh’ekatha repeated, as though considering the question carefully. “It would be not untrue to say that I am merely a human being. Yet that would not answer your question. It would be true, also, to call me a priest, a magician in some sense; or literally a speaker, a mouthpiece and herald. 
 
    “But none of those are truly the answer you seek either, R’Thann,” he continued, gesturing for Varan to rise. “I am the Sh’ekatha, the High Speaker for Eönae, the Lady of the World. I am the Sword and the Shield of this world, bound to the service and power of the Lady by her will and my acceptance and the blood that flows within my veins.” He looked suddenly ancient, sad, weary, yet also as mighty and untouchable as a mountain, and she shivered at what she thought she sensed. “I am one of the last remnants of an age destroyed, and no words that I have will convey to you the fullness of meaning, the essence of the truth that you have asked for. You must answer that question yourself, Doctor.” 
 
    He turned to her, and she felt a cold, queasy shock in the pit of her stomach as his eyes, black and shadowed and mystery-filled, met her own gaze. What? What is it? Why do I feel afraid of this man? 
 
    “And she who calls herself Eönwyl, you too I bid welcome in the name of the Lady.” 
 
    She schooled herself to show no sign of these turbulent and inexplicable emotions; instead, she bowed and gave him the Six-and-One, as had Varan. “Thank you, Sh’ekatha.” 
 
    He nodded, and after one more strangely intense gaze, turned back to Varan. “You have travelled far indeed to come here to the world that once touched all, Sasham Varan; but though the Lady has given me your name, and a sense of who each of you is, I know not your purpose. I know only that it must be one of grave import indeed, if you have come so far; and that you come with omens of great and terrible import.” 
 
    “Omens?” Varan repeated curiously. 
 
    He gestured to the statue that stood to the right and slightly behind the other, with swords parallel before it. “Your own face and form, an echo of the past, an echo so loud and true that my own son and the Guardian of the Temple thought for a moment that the King had returned once more,” answered the Sh’ekatha with a smile. “Thought that He had returned, and more, had done so from the stars, with companions, as though to call us once more to return to those self-same stars. 
 
    “And, too, you return in a vessel whose hull was made here, on this very world, by shipwrights who sculpted it from steel and crystal and sorcery by force of will alone; a flying ghost from a past thought gone forever, echoed only in the memories of the few who remain, a ghost whose name, and whose captain’s name, are those of one of the symbols of my Lady herself; and with you, a Book, and memories and rituals, somehow restored or remembered across the immensity of years. 
 
    “These are mighty and perhaps fearsome omens, Sasham Varan.” He held up a hand suddenly. “I see you smile, embarrassed or confused. Of course you did not choose your face or form, and the Book and your faith is not of your making, and certainly one might even think that such hulls as Atlantaea forged in the days of her power, these might be expected to last and be used for a voyage such as yours. 
 
    “Yet one more omen remains, and one which combines with these to make a portent that no priest might ignore. For know, Sasham Varan, Eönwyl, Sooovickalassa, that on this day, this very day, eighteen thousand years ago, Atlantaea fell.” 
 
    But … it’s not Fallday, her mind automatically protested. That won’t be for at least six more weeks. 
 
    Even as she thought that, she realized how silly it was. There was no way for any of them to know the true day of the Fall; it must have been chosen, long ago, by the founder of the Followers, simply as a symbolic day of remembrance. But … still… 
 
    “Sir,” she said, since Sasham still seemed overwhelmed, “I have no doubt that this is a holy day for you—who would know better?—and yet I can’t help but wonder, how do you know that this is the day of the Fall? As you yourself say, it’s been many thousands of years.” 
 
    The dark look sent a shiver down her spine again. Why? There’s no threat here! 
 
    In fact, the Sh’ekatha was smiling wryly. “Your question is a fair one, Eönwyl. Indeed, given that the Towers were thrown down, the people scattered, their power broken, and the Galaxy itself fallen into chaos, it would seem hard to believe something so simple yet so trivial to most as a specific date could survive; it must seem especially so for you, from a world so distant that you must outpace light by thousands of times to reach it within a year. 
 
    “Yet the answer to the riddle is simple; I know, for I remember that day, and have marked it every year, without fail, for every one of the years which have passed since.” 
 
    Absolutely ridiculous. Vick’s mindvoice was almost … offended, the tone of a man who had asked a reasonable and important question and gotten a flippant and meaningless reply. No human lives for eighteen thousand years. No species I have ever heard of lives for that time. 
 
    “In that sense, I am not human, Doctor,” V’ierna said quietly. “Have I not said that I am the High Speaker for the Lady? She has sustained me through all these years, and does still, and shall do so until that time when I must pass through her embrace into the Light of the Creator.” 
 
    “You … remember the Fall?” Varan managed finally, and then shook his head violently. “I apologize, High Speaker, Sh’ekatha. It … is not the time for me to indulge myself in either disbelief or wonder. You’re right, we’ve come a very long way hoping to find … something here. I think we may have found far more than we could ever have hoped for.” 
 
    V’ierna Dhomienka smiled; she noted that his canine teeth seemed oddly long. “Then tell me what it is you search for.” 
 
    Sasham Varan opened his mouth, closed it, and then suddenly laughed. “Sir, that is going to take a while. Really, it will. Could we go to sit down somewhere?” 
 
    “Of course. My own chambers should suffice; private and spacious. The Lady,” he continued with another smile, “does not begrudge me some considerable comforts, after all.” 
 
    The young … Ptial? … man which the Sh’ekatha had referred to as the Guardian stepped abruptly forward. “You are taking these three strangers with you into your private quarters? Alone?” For some reason, she felt his glance at her was particularly sharp and suspicious. 
 
    V’ierna Dhomienka nodded. “I am. The Lady has bid me welcome them—all of them.” 
 
    “Still, you should have someone—” 
 
    “Thornhair,” the Sh’ekatha interrupted, in the tone of an indulgent father, “Thornhair, do you really believe that even all three of these together are sufficient to the task? I shall not let my guard down, I promise.” 
 
    The young man grimaced, running a hand through the spiky mane of golden hair from which had obviously come his name; the Eönwyl was vaguely aware that the actual word had been something like Raiakafan, but the Sh’ekatha’s mental translation had overidden the sound. 
 
    After another moment, Thornhair snorted and shrugged. “Very well. I have to watch the Priestess anyway.” He gave a warning glance at all three of them before trotting quickly away. 
 
    V’ierna watched him leave with an only slightly concealed fond smile on his face. “A fine guardian, and a good boy. Just a bit overzealous, sometimes.” He turned to the rest of them. “Follow me.” 
 
    The High Speaker’s “private quarters” were, in fact, nearly an entire separate wing extending from the main temple, and the speaking room (apparently inviting people in for long conversations was something V’ierna must do on a regular basis) was large enough to house a meeting of the Five Families, or at least their top members. Like the temple, there were plants growing in profusion, spaced around the walls, at decorative intervals from the floors, hanging from the ceiling—but there were no windows anywhere. It felt strange to the Eönwyl; it had the closed-in feel of something underground, and yet … and yet … it didn’t at all. The air smelled clean and fresh, there even seemed to be that faint moving feel that the outdoors has on even a calm day, the sense that the spaces around were wide open. 
 
    These plants make no sense, Vick sent. And why are there no windows? Do you expect attack at any moment? 
 
    The Sh’ekatha laughed, gesturing for them to sit; to her surprise, she saw one chair move itself forward slightly, showing that it was carven in a way to permit a creature like Vick to seat himself comfortably. “Not at all; while we do have remaining enemies, they must pass through various wards and defenses before reaching here. 
 
    “There are no windows because I must avoid sunlight at almost any cost. As for the plants, the Lady causes them to grow wherever I live, to maintain our connection and comfort me for the loss of that which is usually the source of strength and warmth.” He held up his hand again before Vick could ask. “And let us not waste details on my own peculiarities, at least not for now. 
 
    “Tell me why you have come here, Sasham Varan.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 39 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I shoved all my questions, all my joy and shock and awe, aside into a little corner of my mind. The Sh’ekatha—Sh’ekatha!—needed the precision of a trained mind, an observer, someone worthy of the Families, not the half-organized explanation I was on the verge of babbling. 
 
    So I ordered my thoughts, forced the discipline of Tor upon them, and from the High Center I spoke. I told him of the attack on Tangia, and my costly victory; of the trip to Oro and the project in which I had met Vick and everything had been changed. I spoke of the Prime Monitor, and what he had shown and what he could do. I described Guvthor, how he had come to be aboard my ship later, and—when I had finished describing the battle against the Kaital which had been Frankel—why he sided with me, and how he helped me to escape. 
 
    Sometimes one of the others would speak; Vick described how I had made contact with him after my terrifying revelation, and the decision he had made to try and save me. The Eönwyl described how I had come to her aid and thus found her on Meletta. 
 
    The recounting of all that had brought us together, and then brought us here, took a long time, from Tangia to Oro to Thovia, the duel against Morno, the Testing at Thann’Ta. Literally hours passed, in which refreshments—a platter of assorted unfamiliar fruits and meats—were brought to us and systematically demolished as I continued to speak; our host seemed not to be very hungry, only sipping occasionally from a goblet brought specifically to him by one of the lesser priests that had served us. 
 
    At last I reached the end: “…and then we detected your settlement and landed, and … I think that’s all, sir.” 
 
    V’ierna nodded slowly. He had spoken almost no words since we began, only asking for clarification on a few points. Now he surveyed us again before he spoke. 
 
    “An … epic tale, Captain Varan,” he said finally. “And a fearsome one, in many ways. 
 
    “There is no doubt in my mind,” he continued, rising from his chair and slowly pacing about the room, “that your adversary Shagrath is a demon. A powerful demon, one of the Balsheher or perhaps Tesheher, or even possibly the Mazolishta, one who has maintained some of its strength for all these centuries, likely renewing it with the souls of others when it could.” 
 
    “Sir,” the Eönwyl said, “excuse me for being so blunt, but that’s just a word: demon. It doesn’t really explain anything. What kind of being is a demon? Where do they come from? How can we beat them?” 
 
    He gave a rather narrow smile. “You have read the Book of the Fall. I have sensed much of what it teaches in your friend Varan. Much of the book is literal truth, though often phrased poetically. 
 
    “In the days of Atlantaea, we were linked to another world, the source of the power called magic. And Atlantaea developed its civilization using that power, and the power of science, and the powers of the mind, rannon, that you call psionics. These three Powers we united in our work, into a technology that transcended anything that the others, alone, could achieve. 
 
    “And, too, we were united in a way that no other stellar power could truly match, in that we were ruled, ever and always, by the Eternal King and Eternal Queen, by Torline and Niaadea. We had absolute stability, incorruptible leaders—for their honesty was tested many times, and never failed—allies of power and wisdom on Zarathan, the World of Magic, and a mastery of Power that none other, even the Saurans themselves, ever approached. We reached out to the stars, and they welcomed us, and we spread across the sky, taking with us our power, our wonders, and most others welcomed our coming, sought to join our ranks. Those that did not were either monsters themselves, or feared us, or wished to test us, and thus did they wage war; but few indeed were those who could stand against us for even a moment.” 
 
    He was silent a moment, staring up into a sky that lay somewhere beyond the ceiling. “And we reached the very edges of our Galaxy, only a few scattered worlds and alliances remaining against us or not yet become of us and we thought that perhaps, soon, we would leap even across the unfathomable reaches of space to other Galaxies. 
 
    “But Kerlamion Blackstar knew that all power of magic came from Zarathan, and from thence through Zahralandar, Earth, and only after that could it spread to the other worlds. And so he studied long and well, and found a way that the conduit of power, that which carried magic from that world to this, could be sealed, perhaps forever. And with the help of a traitor and surprise, he did so.” 
 
    I suddenly understood what he was saying. It was as though someone could wave their hand and every application of Dimensional technology, every function of electronics, every one of our vital systems were to simply, suddenly, stop. “Torline’s Swords…” 
 
    “As swiftly and finally as the conduit was sealed, every portion of our technology not actively … connected, one might say, to the source, failed. This was nearly every single device, with only a few vessels, a few other devices, continuing to function. Far, far too few, alas, to make any difference, as every world was plunged into darkness from which it would take centuries, or longer, to emerge … and even when it did, would never be able to use the powers it had used before.” 
 
    He bowed his head. “And now I see it was worse even than I had imagined. I had known—how could I not?—that some of the Demons had been left behind to try and complete the job, wipe away the last traces of that which was; and until I was ready, I hid from them, as did the few other survivors. They sought not the extermination of humanity as such, merely the eradication of Atlantaea and her memory. 
 
    “But I have been a self-involved fool, not to have realized that Kerlamion would have been even more concerned with the traces left on a million other worlds, those beyond his direct touch, beyond his ability to wipe out, reshape, eradicate.” 
 
    So one mystery is answered … though by an answer so monstrous as to be unbelievable. Vick’s mindvoice remained subdued. If I understand you, this … Kerlamion used his power to literally erase the traces of your peoples’ presence on the world? 
 
    “The island continent on which I was born, from which our first civilization had spread, that sank in hours, sank and was erased, crushed to the floor of the ocean, and now there is no trace, none, just the ocean floor with the ridge where the continents carry out their slow separation, save only at the tiny spot where once stood the Tower of the Queen, Niaadea’s Tower, the Seventh of Seven,” V’ierna said quietly. “And from there his power spread across the whole of the world, wiping away cities, rearranging the course of rivers, stripping from even the deep strata of rock the traces of our presence. Echoes of that power still sweep the world today—amplified, I have no doubt, by the few demons that remain. 
 
    “Yes, Doctor, the Great Sealing was also an extermination, an unmaking of a people and a civilization. Had all of us died, no memory of our passing would have remained; this would be as a world untouched by civilization at all.” 
 
    The Eönwyl was white. “And then how is it possible for us to fight such power? You … you’re describing something I can’t even imagine.” 
 
    V’ierna smiled. “The power of the King of All Hells is beyond simple imagining, yes, and were he our opponent, truly all might be lost. But he is not here; by the very nature of his great Sealing, he is now locked firmly away from this, Zahralandar, the Earth, and from any easy access to the worlds beyond. If he were to take Zarathan itself, bring the World of Magic under his sway … but that will never happen. 
 
    “So our … your opponent, this one who calls himself Shagrath, he is a powerful demon, a servant of Kerlamion Blackstar, but not nearly so mighty.” He paused a moment, clearly deep in thought. “It is crucial that we divine, in some manner, precisely which demon this is. Each of them has their own powers, their own strengths and weaknesses, just as all of us do. If we can determine the precise identity of your enemy, we will know better how to deal with him.” 
 
    A fine thought indeed, Vick said, but have you any way to determine this? 
 
    “I believe so,” V’ierna answered after a moment. “I am not … quite … the only survivor of that time. There are, to my knowledge, a total of five, including myself. Two lie beyond our reach, and one … would rather kill me than aid me. But the last … I think he would help.” 
 
    Echoing in my mind—by the jump of surprise from the Eönwyl and Vick, in all our minds—came the gentle silent telepathic question, Only five? How easily I am forgotten, and by my own Chosen. The tone was not really one of reproof, but of smiling amusement. 
 
    V’ierna smiled and bowed in the direction, I thought, of the main temple. “So long as the world is, you are, My Lady. To speak of your survival in the same breath as we who wander your stone and sea and forests for a fleeting moment? As well mention that the mountain remains when the clouds have passed. And you had not yet made your will known as to whether you would speak with these arrivals.” 
 
    The Lady’s next words were not audible to any of us, though I could sense some faint presence. V’ierna nodded and bowed again, then turned back to us. “It is rare that the Lady will speak so directly; it is a good sign, an excellent sign, that she did so in such a manner as to include all three of you.” 
 
    He studied me closely. “Sasham Varan, you have spoken of being taught in the ways of Tor, and in your relating of your tale I believe I saw you applying the focus and discipline of that teaching. I admit to being amazed that the teachings seem to have endured so long … but looking upon your face, perhaps there is less to be surprised with than I thought.” 
 
    “Am I … really that close to his real appearance?” I asked. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, really … but something about the question felt important to me. I didn’t exactly know why, but… 
 
    “Judge for yourself,” answered V’ierna, opening a cabinet and reaching in. “For while the statues in this temple were made thousands of years later, this painting of Torline and Niaadea was made but two years before the Fall, by Idannus himself.” 
 
    The Eönwyl stared, and Vick gave a low hiss. I couldn’t say anything for a moment, because it was like looking into a mirror, one of those trick mirrors that put your face atop the body of some Imperial hero or imageplay star. Except … it wasn’t just the face. The skin tint was identically dark, the hair fell in a very similar way despite Torline wearing his to a length of nearly a meter. He wore a formal combat dress, very similar to the traditional dress favored by my original master in Tor, and two sword hilts—vya-shadu—projected over his shoulders; his build, too, was very like mine. 
 
    Niaadea was even darker-skinned, and as beautiful as the legends claimed. Yet it was much more than beauty that drew the eye; both she and Torline had something else, something in the gaze and the pose that the artist had somehow captured, something that said to the viewer that they were looking upon rulers such as the worlds had never seen before, and perhaps never would again. 
 
    “I … guess I do.” 
 
    “Astonishingly so,” V’ierna agreed. “You are, perhaps, a few centimeters shorter … yet he was quite capable of changing his height by some means, by more than that difference. But that is a side note. I was more interested in whether, while I sought answers to your questions, you might be interested in learning something of that art from the one Tor Master we have here.” 
 
    “I would be honored to train with such a master!” I said quickly. “For some reason it’s become harder and harder to find a good Tor instructor—they weren’t really common when I was younger, but these days it seems almost impossible to find one.” 
 
    He looked at me sharply. “That is … almost certainly not coincidence.” 
 
    “Are you saying,” the Eönwyl asked curiously, “that Shagrath or his people would be … what? Deliberately killing off Tor practitioners? Why?” 
 
    “For two reasons. Firstly, the existence of that discipline, so very well preserved, is impossible unless someone who truly understood it has been continually renewing it, preventing it from diverging, as it would otherwise inevitably do; and the one most likely to do that is the one the Demons fear more than any other, even in some ways more than their King: Torline Valanhavhi himself.” 
 
    I could see the Eönwyl start to laugh, then stop before the sound really began, as the idea really started to sink in. “I … suppose he must have really existed. It’s just … difficult to keep forcing myself to accept what I thought was simple-minded fiction a little while ago.” 
 
    I concur. It is difficult especially because I must accept, if the rest of your story is true, that this Torline was your legendary “Eternal King”, and lived for a hundred thousand years. And if what this Sh’ekatha says is true, is still alive, wandering the worlds, training an occasional apprentice? 
 
    “Yes. I know he is, in fact, for he was here only a few years ago. Well,” V’ierna gave a wry smile, “a few by my standards. Twenty or so, when he trained our resident Master, whom you have already met.” 
 
    “Thornhair,” I said. I’d thought there was something familiar about the way he moved. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Once more surprise and awe filled me. “Sir … Thornhair is … well, he was born an Uralian. I’ve fought them. They’re … weapons. Not capable of surrender, or of cooperation with others. To them you’re a slave, an enemy, or dead, and that’s it. Yet you’re saying that the Eternal King somehow taught him that discipline?” 
 
    The Sh’ekatha shook his head. “Oh, not alone. Much of that was the Lady’s doing. But that is his tale, not mine, to tell. Still, if you wish to learn from one who learned the craft from its creator…” 
 
    I grinned, hardly able to believe it. “Sir, I would give nearly everything I have for the chance!” 
 
    “As I thought.” He returned the smile. “But here we intend to give, rather than take.” He looked to the Eönwyl. “As for you, the Lady has informed me that she wishes to speak with you directly.” 
 
    The Eönwyl blinked, and there was an odd tone to her voice when she spoke. “I … am honored.” A pause. “Directly?” 
 
    There was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Directly,” V’ierna confirmed. “She is here, Raiakafan.” 
 
    Thornhair entered and did a spread-armed bow to the Eönwyl. “The Lady Eönae has sent for you. Please accompany me, if you would.” As before, there was that stiffness in delivery that showed that the Uralian-who-was-human still wasn’t at ease with courtesy and diplomacy. 
 
    But what worried me was the expression on the Eönwyl’s face as she began to follow Thornhair out. 
 
    The Eönwyl looked terrified. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 40 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    What’s wrong with me? 
 
    The question echoed through her, chased itself in whirlpool-narrowing circles as it spun unanswered through her mind, even as she followed the not-Uralian Thornhair along the broad corridor, back through the main Temple, and then down another long corridor that was directly behind the pair of statues. 
 
    Terror and tension skittered like panicked spiders along her nerves. There’s nothing to be afraid of! Nothing to frighten me! 
 
    But there was something else there, too, more than mere tension, a terrible anticipation that she could not name. 
 
    Thornhair stopped before another set of doors, these of a silvery wood inlaid with what seemed to be emerald leaves. He hesitated, glancing at her with narrow eyes, and looked as though he was about to move towards her; but then she seemed to sense something like an unspoken command, and with a barely perceptible grimace the gold-furred man turned back to the doors and pushed them open. 
 
    Like V’ierna’s chambers, these were filled with a profusion of plants, so that it looked like a cross between the chambers of some Lady of the Five Families and a garden; but they extended farther back, and there were a profusion of windows, most of them open, allowing the wind of the world to cross through and over everything within like the caress of a gentle hand. 
 
    Standing in the center of the room, in a simple belted robe of blue, black, and emerald green, was a tall woman—almost a girl, from the Eönwyl’s point of view, perhaps less than twenty—almost a match to V’ierna, long midnight hair and skin smooth and dark as polished wood, but with eyes of startling deep green. As she raised those eyes to meet the Eönwyl’s blue, the Eönwyl suddenly felt a surge of some unnameable hunger. 
 
    And then she knew, and wanted to scream. But instead she felt herself nod and perform a perfect Six-and-One, though every muscle was tense and taut as a string on a Thovian’s bow, and smile. 
 
    “Welcome, Eönwyl,” the woman said. The words came to the Eönwyl distantly, as though through a curtain of deadening mist, and in the same way the figure of the woman looked small and far away as she smiled and gestured for Thornhair to leave. 
 
    The Uralian-who-wasn’t looked reluctant. “But I—” 
 
    “Enough. It is not Kaylarea who commands this, my love, but the Lady. We will speak with her alone.” 
 
    He frowned, but bowed unwillingly, and began to walk towards the door, his footsteps echoing like sounds from a childhood long ago. The other within her tensed more, and she felt that hunger rising, eager, triumphant… Then the footsteps paused at the door; she sensed, without seeing, that Thornhair was turning back. 
 
    Not to be stopped! No, no, to succeed, to take that which was taken! 
 
    Her body lunged forward, hands extending like claws, and the world dimmed further with horror as she saw the glow, eyes green and formless, a wavering fanged visage seen from within. 
 
    She moved with the speed of thought, and there was nothing between her and the Lady, just empty space, and nothing could stop her. 
 
    But something did. Impossibly a golden-furred form seemed to materialize in the last meter separating her from the target, and struck. The fanged shadow moved her body, blocking, absorbing the force, trying to twist, to throw aside, just a few precious centimeters more and then— 
 
    But Thornhair Fallenstar was having none of that. He kicked out, slamming the Eönwyl and the Thing within her back into the wall with force that should have shattered bones; the part of her not screaming and crying in childlike terror wondered how it was that she was not broken and bleeding on the floor, even as she leapt, spinning in midair, over Thornhair’s head, towards the Lady. 
 
    A clawed hand clamped like iron on her ankle, yanked, slammed her down on the floor so hard that the stone cracked beneath her, and still she felt no pain, no breaking of bone, dislocation of spine or joints. 
 
    A green-gold light flared out and the voice in her head screamed in agony—and at the same time, joy—as an even greater force immobilized them both. “Enough, Thorn, my love. I have seen enough and I know what has happened now, know what must be done.” 
 
    The shadow-fanged nightmare tried to shrink away as the woman approached, Thornhair stepping aside as she did so. But there was nowhere to run, nowhere for it to escape. It gathered its strength. Touch, a touch, and we can take it, that which we seek, take it, more, need more— 
 
    With a supreme effort, the Eönwyl channeled her terror, her horror, her fury at being used and controlled, and felt something break, snap and tear. Suddenly the room seemed real, close and immediate, and she opened her mouth. “No! No, Lady, don’t, it wants you to touch—” 
 
    The black-boiling rage of the Thing overwhelmed her momentarily; but she saw the smile of the Lady, and suddenly even her blurred senses could see that She was not a near-child, but something else, something ancient and wise and kind yet implacably strong. “I know, child. But it is … but an echo of what it was. A fearsome echo, but just that, no more, and…” 
 
    Her hand touched the Eönwyl’s forehead. 
 
    The black-shadow Thing grasped feverishly at the power in that touch, drawing it in, taking it to itself, thoughts dissipating in the need and triumph as it did so. But what it gathered was light, green and white and sky-blue, and the shadowy form faded, wavered; it looked up, confused, as though it realized that something was wrong but could not even put a name to the problem, and in that moment the light overwhelmed it. 
 
    The light faded, but the terror was going with it. The Eönwyl felt herself shaking, the same tears starting from her eyes that she had sworn would never again be seen by any save Varan, but they were tears of relief. The nameless fear that had haunted her… 
 
    “It was you…” she said, unbelieving. “You were what it was looking for. But why? How? And what happened?” 
 
    The green-blue light still surrounded Kaylarea, and when she answered the voice was something more than merely human. “Humanity can be more wise and cruel than any can imagine, Eönwyl, enough so that even I can understand why Kerlamion of the Darkened Sun felt that bright Atlantaea had to be destroyed; for the brightest light is needed to cast the deepest shadows, and deepest shadows themselves are needed to hide deeds that the best of men and women might do in the name of learning. 
 
    “At the height of its power, there, on your world, there did the greatest minds of Atlantaea join with the mightiest council of Zarathan and seek the final answers, the answers that might finally reveal the truth that lay behind the Three Powers. They delved into the deepest secrets of the universes and the hidden lore of every creature, every god, every legend.” 
 
    Her face was stern, and pained, and sad. “Of what that was and is … I will say no more than that it seeks the only thing that can end its pain. But I cannot come there … and it is bound and cannot, truly, come to me, unless it had made myself a part of you.” 
 
    For the first time, the Eönwyl felt no darkness within her, something she had been so accustomed to that she no longer knew what to feel without it. “But … what happened?” 
 
    “I knew it was there, waiting. Knew as soon as you walked upon me, Eönwyl.” 
 
    “Walked upon you?” 
 
    She smiled. “Do you not believe? Not understand? I am Eönae, the Lady of the World. Where steps your foot, there am I, so long as you walk the stone or sand or earth of this planet. Only mighty and dark magics can exclude me from any part of this sphere, and though my power fades slowly, still I am much more than you see before you. 
 
    “So I knew it waited, watched, sought for me. And I resolved to give it what it sought; for it was not even really there, anymore, but was … what you would call a program, a set of instructions which its remnant power would set in motion, for the sake of a fragment of Itself that no longer truly existed. So I gave it what it sought … and in learning what it sought, it realized it had no reason to hold onto the hatred and rage which, truly, were the whole of its being.” 
 
    “And so it … disappeared.” 
 
    She nodded. “It is well. For now we can speak without your fear. And we have much to discuss, you and I.” She turned to the largest of the windows, flung wide to the sunshine and air of the world. “But first I would show you the truth of one more legend, a legend I think you must know well indeed, the legend of the spirits of my heart, born of the earth, riders of the wind…” 
 
    No, she thought, but this time not with fear but a dawning sense of wonder, of anticipation like a child the night before Fallday. No, things like that cannot be true. Not even here. 
 
    But the Lady Kaylarea had spread her arms as wide nearly as the great window, and there was a bright shadow that passed across the Sun, once, twice, a commotion of immense wings in the ocean-blue sky. “…those whose flight once outraced the lightning, whose hooves struck down the Elderwyrm; my children, my emissaries, the Eönwyl.” 
 
    And it was there, no, two of them, with horns of diamond and gold, long-maned necks and tremendous huge wings of ivory and argent that could not possibly hold them in the air, yet they did, for the Eönwyl were landing, lightly, feet clicking quietly on the stone outside the Lady’s chambers, each giving an echoing, piercing sound of greeting and salute and gazing at her with great wise knowing eyes like polished obsidian set in long, narrow skulls, and with them came a scent of storms and new-cut grasses. 
 
    She heard the delighted laughter of an awestruck child, and with true wonder realized that the laughter was her own. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 41 
 
    Shagrath: 
 
    For once he was alone and unengaged when he felt the tingle of contact. He was instantly alert, for that was not the contact of a psionic, not the many-voiced screaming of the Kaital; it could not be so, for he was—of effective necessity—within the confines of a psi-shield. He did not even usually allow himself the luxury of the layered shield, which would permit him the psionic abilities while still excluding outside abilities from entrance, because such a design should be unknown in the Empire and would potentially give away much. 
 
    This, of course, made the contact one of supreme importance. He opened his mind the tiniest bit. Who calls? 
 
    The Thanaeshavhi came the cold, diamond-hard answer. 
 
    He was, truth be told, surprised. Traitor to his people this one might be, but he knew—all too well—that his own betrayal had been predicted, had been arranged, by Kerlamion himself, had been directed by the Lord of All Hells. The one who had once been named Yurimekistos—Val Yurimekistos—had no love for, indeed, considerable hostility towards, demons and their allies. He would control them, enslave them, but working with them had cost him far too much already. What news, then? 
 
    The ship you sought has arrived. It is here. It has landed, the Thanaeshavhi answered. 
 
    Even sooner than he had expected. The Eönwyl’s vessel was terribly formidable; fast, well armed, and with a quick and ruthless pilot. You are certain? 
 
    If your image of the vessel was accurate, then yes. Open your mind a bit more, and I shall show you it as it passed above. 
 
    Even the Sorcerer of Death was very unlikely to win a mind-to-mind contest with him so he allowed his shield to open to a bit more of the mystical connection. 
 
    Instantly the image came of a curved and shining Atlantaean hull. That is it, indeed, he agreed. 
 
    Then I would have the rest of my request. 
 
    Once I have verified— 
 
    There was the impression of a snarl. We had a very precise bargain, demon. I was to tell you when the vessel arrived, no more. I have done so. Pay. Or I shall make you pay in another fashion. 
 
    Shagrath considered. He had no objection, of course, to breaking bargains. Or to keeping them, either, when such suited his purpose. And while there were certainly times at which the betrayal of allies was not merely entertainment but proper strategy, the most effective use of power unfortunately generally demanded that other beings think of you as trustworthy, at least in the narrow sense that you would honor any bargains. 
 
    And the Thanaeshavhi was accurate in his description of the terms of the bargain; more, Shagrath knew that he would not bother to try to lie about the arrival. If he said the ship had arrived, it had arrived. You are correct, Thanaeshavhi. He assembled the remaining material, reviewed it in his mind to assure himself it was detailed, accurate, and complete. Open your mind; I give you that which you have requested. 
 
    He felt the other’s mind absorb the entirety of that complex and detailed description in an instant, and immediately revised his estimation of Yurimekistos’ capabilities. I may have to arrange his destruction someday soon. But not at any time he might suspect; he is far more deadly than I had expected. 
 
    The ancient magician’s thoughts were pleased. Excellent. Yes. This is exactly what I sought. A sensation of a sardonic smile. I hope you find my information a tenth as useful as I shall find this. 
 
    The connection was abruptly cut, but Shagrath was not bothered; he had much more important things to do. Once more he travelled to his secure ritual circle, created again the triangle within pentagram within pentacle and dismissed all others from his presence. Now, Captain Varan, we shall see what you do on that forgotten pesthole of a planet. 
 
    He sent his mind outward, guided by the mystical connection between the hair and its one-time owner, hurtling at speeds to beggar even Varan’s imagination, thousands of lightyears crossed in seconds, then to the home star, the blue-green world, down, down— 
 
    BLOCKED! 
 
    For a moment Shagrath wavered, stunned, literally half-conscious from the backlash of his probe as it rebounded from a completely unexpected—an utterly impossible—barrier. It was long minutes before he could do more than try to keep control of the vast energies that were trembling on the edge of cataclysmic release from the disruption of their master and maker. Finally he was back in full control, able to put thoughts together, but it had been a near thing. One more second, a few more moments without control, and I would be dead or dispersed, and more than half this base with me! 
 
    But that thought was nothing, a danger now past; much more of interest—and concern—was the existence of a barrier, a shield that prevented him from viewing his target, even with all the laws of ancient magic resonating through the night-black hair that was still bound to its source. Not technological, no, not even if those Thovians had given them all they knew. And not psionic; if Varan or that lizard had any idea of what I was, an idea sufficient to allow them to determine a means to block a magical probe … well, they would be following a very different path, I think. 
 
    But that meant that someone on Earth—someone other than the Thanaeshavhi or the few Demons he had left behind—was using the lost great power. And using it very, very well. Cautious investigation showed that the blockage was, relatively speaking, immense—it covered something the size of a major city, at least. And just the faintest contact with it felt as though he was burning his mind. Holy power. Magic meant to destroy and ward off demons. 
 
    And, he realized, it sits atop the site of one of the Towers. 
 
    But the Power is cut off. How is it possible for any force opposed to my people to survive on— 
 
    And there it was, so obvious that he nearly cursed himself for a fool in the midst of the ritual—something which would have rather proven the assertion. He maintained control, just barely, and began the process of reducing and withdrawing contact. Eönae. The Lady of the Worlds, who may be Narleya as well, the Lady of the Ptial, who stood at once on Earth and Zarathan. She can draw upon her own power, was not bound to return to Zarathan when the Seal was brought down. She weakens, but cannot be destroyed easily, and not entirely. 
 
    But that meant that there had to be someone there to be the High Speaker, which should have been impossible. Balgoltha himself had been given the task to eradicate the priests, especially the Sh’ekatha, at the height of the final battle, and his report had certainly seemed to indicate the job was done. 
 
    Apparently not. Well, brother, when I do return I foresee a great lessening of your fortunes. Lie to me? Lie to FATHER? You will be fortunate to retain your cowardly little soul! *I* completed my task, and nearly died for it. 
 
    At that thought—as always—there was the tiny whisper that warned him that he might still die for it. 
 
    That did not matter now, however. What mattered was what Sasham Varan might learn, what power or knowledge or weapons he might gain. And Shagrath had to learn of them, and learn of them soon. 
 
    He growled something in his true native tongue and blasted one of the crates with a telekinetic bolt, just to relieve some of the fury and frustration. I’ll have to keep doing this until he leaves! 
 
    He took a deep breath, forced the anger inside, bottled it up, drank of it like a cleansing fire. Then that is what I shall do. 
 
    How fortunate there are so many more prisoners being brought in. I will require … additional support. 
 
    The thought was pleasant enough to put a cheerful smile back on his face as he left. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 42 
 
    Varan: 
 
    Thornhair’s open hand smashed me across the face. The fact that I stayed conscious showed that he’d pulled the blow significantly, but that just meant that I didn’t get to black out and avoid the pain. I rolled with the impact as I hit the floor, spun my legs out to try and keep him away, pushed off, came to my feet, and found he was already behind me, locking my arms with a clamp-hold. 
 
    “I yield! Towers, how do you do that?” 
 
    He granted me a tiny smile as he let me go. “If I told you, it wouldn’t help you, so why bother? A true Tor master wouldn’t be bothered by that little trick.” 
 
    I sat down and wiped a trickle of blood from the corner of my mouth. Feeling this latest of an almost unending series of bruises, scrapes, nearly-broken bones, and other accumulated injuries from the past week, a part of me whined, And I was looking forward to this? 
 
    Thornhair was a hard, hard teacher, but actually—despite that little voice inside—I was enjoying this more than I had almost anything. I hadn’t had a chance to train with someone so much better than I was in many years—even the so-called Tor masters I met were usually not so much vastly better as they were people with more practice and some tricks or references I didn’t have. 
 
    Thornhair, or “Raiakafan” as his real Atlantaean name would be said, was something utterly different. He made me feel like a child again, someone stepping onto the seven-mat for the first time and going up against the Master just as a demonstration. “And you’re a true Master, I won’t argue that, Thornhair.” 
 
    He looked almost offended. “Me? Pfft. I am still learning. I am a long way from being a true Master.” He studied me. “You have potential, Sasham Varan. But you also have little time. I cannot teach you nearly everything in that time.” The tone was annoyed, and his lips curled slightly, showing the Uralian fangs. 
 
    “I know, but I would like to learn whatever I can. When I’m rested a bit more,” I said. He relaxed immediately—something I also found startling, since Uralians never really relax around anything not of their species—and sat down across from me. 
 
    “Of course you would,” he said, taking a tough bone that he left in a rack nearby and gnawing idly on it as he spoke. “And right to do so. I just hate the idea that I have a decent student and that he may one day need something I haven’t taught him.” 
 
    “How much more do I have to learn? I mean, how many more Visions and Centers?” I asked after I took a drink from the green-glazed mug I’d left behind the nearby stump. 
 
    He considered, the green eyes abstracted and distant, the sunlight playing through the trees around us and dusting the fine yellow fur on his face with gold. “By just the names, not many. You have already achieved Mind Center, although you still have considerable to learn of its potential and applications. After that is Flame Vision, Body Center, Dark Vision, Tor Center, and the Final Vision.” He sighed. “But that is something akin to saying to one who has walked across a flat plain and up a few little hills that he is nearly there when confronted by a series of cliffs a thousand meters high. No,” he corrected himself, “you have climbed one fairly high cliff, for Mind Center is no small achievement, but each cliff before you rises twice as high as the last.” 
 
    If I took him literally… “So it’d take centuries to learn the last few?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Perhaps for you, perhaps not. Tor is the martial art, the way of fighting created by Torline himself. It is named for him. And he was immortal, is immortal, and devised these techniques over years I can’t count or imagine.” He rolled to his feet. “But then, he had no teachers. I was taught by him and I have come much farther than you in a few years, with perhaps the help of the Lady. Perhaps you, too, can bridge the gap of years somehow.” 
 
    I stood slowly and then began trying to put myself into the proper frame of mind—while carrying on a conversation. This made things doubly challenging, but this was exactly the kind of thing I wanted to practice, doing more than one thing at once; part of Mind Center was control of one’s mind, thoughts and processes, observing how the mind worked with the mind. “You know, the Sh’ekatha said that there were two reasons that the Demons would want to stamp out Tor, but thinking back I realize he only gave one—that it sort of signaled that Torline was still around, and they fear him enough to want to wipe out traces of his teachings. What’s the second reason?” 
 
    He laughed. “They fear it because it can kill them, and many other weapons cannot. A true Tor master’s strike, by blade or hand, strikes at the essence of a target, not merely the physical body. A true Tor master can deflect or cut apart enchantments or other Powers as though they were physical, weapons and defenses of steel and wood. You do not have the time to learn that level…” he paused, and it was clear that a thought had struck him hard. 
 
    “But…” he continued finally, “but … it may be that we can combine your rannon abilities with Tor discipline and skill to allow you a good approximation!” 
 
    I was … dubious, to say the least. “You’re saying that with good enough Tor training, you could use an ordinary sword to kill something like Shagrath, or deflect his powers—or mine, for that matter—aside?” 
 
    “Exactly that, yes.” He seemed to be quite confident and with no sign of insanity I could see. 
 
    “So,” I continued, “if I were to attack you with a telekinetic wave, you could, what, deflect or cut it so it didn’t hit you? Without any psi power of your own? Without any force shields or other technology?” 
 
    The smile didn’t waver. “Exactly.” 
 
    That I simply had to see. “Would you care to demonstrate?” 
 
    “Ha! You do not believe it can be done. Of course. Try whatever you like, Varan.” 
 
    I already knew how good he was at what he did, and more, I’d fought Uralians more than once, which made me either very good, or more likely very very lucky, because most people died the first time. So I knew how tough he was. 
 
    Therefore I concentrated and let him have it with a telekinetic bolt powerful enough to blow him through one of the nearby trees. 
 
    Even as I concentrated his hand blurred, drawing Shevazherana, Dragontooth, his huge wide-bladed sword, and cutting down and across. 
 
    I felt that cut, a shockwave like distant ice and a breath of fire striking my mind. Branches snapped, grass and earth erupted, trees shuddered on either side of him—but he stood firm, unmoved, the energies of my mind riven impossibly in half around him. But I didn’t let my startlement stop me. I sent a hail of stones flying at him, detonated an air-shock implosion behind him, reached out to catch him in a telekinetic vise. 
 
    He batted the stones away like sand, leapt clear of the shockwave even before it had truly started, and a sweep of that sword blanked my concentration with a stunning impact on the nothingness of my telekinetic grasp. With a final effort I concentrated and the ground around him erupted in blue-white flame. “That’s … real flame now, not just psi—” 
 
    He gave a grin like a snarl, and then his arms went to the parallel stance, eyes closed in focus for a split second in which I felt a perfect, impenetrable, imperishable calm envelop him. Then the green eyes snapped open and he slashed his arms outward as though throwing something aside, with a shout that echoed throughout the jungle. 
 
    And with that shout a shockwave of his own thundered outward, snuffing out my fire like an ember in an ocean, knocking me to the ground. 
 
    I lay there, staring at him, as he slowly walked over and extended his hand. “Have I convinced you?” 
 
    “That … yes, you have. By the Emperor! There wasn’t any psi in what you did there. There was nothing I could sense, but you still just … brushed it all aside. Is that the power of ‘Final Vision’?” 
 
    “Of Final—” he suddenly laughed. “Oh, no, no, I’m not there yet. A long, long way to climb up that cliff. As far as I know, only one person ever achieved that.” He grinned. “But he did say that I might match him one day.” 
 
    “I believe it.” I took his hand and stood. “I … wish I could have met him.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You might. But no way to tell.” Thornhair frowned. “How … important is that to you?” 
 
    For a moment I didn’t even know how to answer that. He couldn’t possibly understand if he hadn’t been raised with the Seekers. 
 
    But then I remembered who had been raising him, who sometimes called him a son. “Your … foster father, the Sh’ekatha. You must know how he thinks of Torline.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Well … to me it’s even more than that. He’s … not really exactly a god to us, but as close as anything human can get, and a symbol of everything we are. So…” 
 
    His tail twitched slightly and then wrapped around his waist. “Then … there may be something we can do for you. I will talk to Father.” 
 
    Before I could thank him, or even think of how to thank him, he dropped into combat stance. “After training is concluded.” 
 
    I suppose we pay for everything somehow, I thought as I prepared for another educational humiliation. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 43 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    She looked around again at the immense trees surrounding her. Behind was the city; technically this region, too, was considered part of the city, a preserve of forest harvested and maintained carefully for wood, preventing heedless clear-cutting that was seen on many primitive worlds. 
 
    But she was interested in a longer walk. Varan was training with Thornhair again while they waited for the unnamed “other” who, V’ierna assured them, would have the answers they sought, and while the Lady and the others of A’Atla Alandar were friendly and accommodating, she felt hemmed in, smothered by their presence. She’d managed to sell a lot of the materials she’d brought, but instinctively she knew there weren’t many things she could take back from this place; it was a secret within a galaxy of secrets. 
 
    As she tried to judge the best way towards the small mountain that overlooked the city, she couldn’t keep a wry smile from her lips. Yes, I feel more isolated, yet closed in, than I did on board a ship in space thousands of lightyears from any inhabited world. 
 
    She’d refused any guards or company. Her experience and instincts—instincts that she now knew came partially from a power she had never suspected—gave her the knowledge to survive nearly anywhere, and unless something important was going to happen, she didn’t feel a need for anyone near her. 
 
    There, that’s the path. Decision made, she turned slightly north, striding through the slight underbrush, her tough expeditionary shipsuit shrugging off the occasional thorn or tangling vine. 
 
    “I would strongly suggest you go no farther, Eönwyl,” said a deep, resonant voice—a voice she had never heard before in her life. 
 
    She whirled, conscious now of a presence behind her, a presence she had not felt with that special talent of hers until this moment. 
 
    The figure was tall, immensely so for a human being, over two and a quarter meters high. He—for it was clearly a man—stood not ten meters distant, holding a strange, elaborately carven staff topped with a shifting crystalline shape that chimed strangely as he moved. How in the Emperor’s Name could he possibly have approached me with that staff without my knowing? 
 
    The hand that grasped the staff was a dark wood-brown, disappearing into robes of white and blue and gray that were of no design she had ever seen. Though the forest was not dim, but rather bright with sunlight filtered through the trees, she could not see a face; only the jaw and mouth, slightly smiling, could be seen, for an odd, five-sided hat with unknown symbols on it somehow shadowed his face to invisibility. “Who are you? What do you want?” 
 
    “Questions of such scope and depth as one’s first reaction? I compliment you.” The tone gave only the slightest hint of irony or sarcasm. “But to answer the most simplistic versions of your questions, I am the one for whom you have been waiting. Let us collect Sasham Varan from his training and Sooovickalassa from his observation of that training, and join my friend V’ierna to address the issues which confront you.” 
 
    Finally! She was a bit annoyed by his apparent need to grandstand by startling her from behind, but the idea they would actually make some progress was encouraging. She turned and began walking the way she had come. “All right, let’s—” 
 
    The crystal staff chimed once, golden light shone out, and she stumbled in mid-stride as the light cleared, showing Sasham Varan only forty meters away, tumbling to a guarded halt along with his teacher. Raiakafan almost instantly straightened up and gave a bow. 
 
    She did not catch the exact greeting because she was too shocked to speak. He … we were kilometers away from here! He just struck that staff on the ground and… Vick was there instantly, staring intensely up at the still-unnamed figure. How? How did you do that? I sensed none of the mind-power at all! 
 
    “And so you should not, as I used not those powers. Come.” 
 
    She was only slightly less startled when the golden light enfolded all of them, depositing the entire group before the doors of the Temple itself. Raiakafan muttered a short word which even her limited Atlantaean translated as “Showoff”. 
 
    “Why … didn’t you just transport us directly to the Sh’ekatha?” she managed. 
 
    “Ahh,” the man said, smile just a hair wider, “because within the Temple, the power and law of the Lady holds sway, and I have no intention of offending her by attempting something she has forbidden.” 
 
    The doors opened at his gesture, and they followed the tall figure inward. Sasham stared at her and she shrugged. “He … hasn’t explained much, except that he’s the man V’ierna was apparently waiting for.” 
 
    The Speaker for the Lady appeared in the doorway of his sanctum as they approached and broke into a broad smile. “Khoros … Konstantin Khoros, it is good of you to have come, old friend!” 
 
    The two exchanged a parallel-armed bow and then embraced. “How are you, Khoros? I see you have already found all those who need to speak with you.” 
 
    “Well enough, as these things go, V’ierna. I am still … considering your offer. We shall see, but I don’t think you need me quite yet to found a university. Perhaps in a year or ten. And yes,” he glanced towards her, “I found the Eönwyl about to pass beyond the wards. Did no one warn her?” 
 
    “Oh. That was my fault, Khoros,” the Sh’ekatha said, looking startled and concerned. “I had not expected any of them to go walking so far without any escort. I thank you then for preventing any potential consequences.” 
 
    “Think no more of it.” 
 
    “What ‘potential consequences’?” the Eönwyl asked, looking narrowly at V’ierna. 
 
    “Being seen by those whom you surely do not wish seeing you, or seeing what you do here,” Khoros answered instantly. “As to the details, we shall get to that. I would be sitting down at my ease first, however.” 
 
    She restrained an impulse to insist. Khoros’ demeanor made it clear that he would ignore any argument. She exchanged a glance with Sasham, and in that glance—without even a hint of his telepathic capabilities—he conveyed an equal puzzlement and sympathy, with nothing more than a smile and a shrug. He knows me, she thought with startled, surprised fondness. And I know him. 
 
    They entered the Sh’ekatha’s room, and Khoros made his way directly to a large chair near the middle of the far wall. “Still in good repair, I see.” 
 
    “In good repair, for your visits, yes.” 
 
    The strangely dressed man lowered himself into the chair, taking off the five-sided hat as he did so. The revealed face was striking—the same dark-wood complexion as the hands, with a long, sharp-planed face, a hooked nose, and piercing blue eyes, all framed by a flow of pure white hair. Khoros gestured, and other chairs moved, slid, danced across the room, and formed into a curve, facing Khoros. One of the seats shimmered and was suddenly a split-perch like those they’d seen on Thann’ta. 
 
    Your theatrics are well done, but I see no point in them, Vick said coldly, taking the seat obviously meant for him, as the others selected theirs. Varan sat in the center, with her on his right, Vick on his left; V’ierna and Thornhair took the end chairs, effectively on Khoros’ right and left hands. She mused that it was rather appropriate; the natives of the homeworld on one side, the newcomers on the other. 
 
    “Point? Hmm. Indeed, it is difficult to see the ‘point’ in theatrics if you are unaffected by them. Let us say that they amuse me, and I therefore find that sufficient regardless of my audience’s reaction.” 
 
    “And that is a habit of extremely long standing,” V’ierna said. “I seem to recall that you tried to enter the room in a different manner every single day when teaching.” 
 
    Khoros chuckled. “You would remember that, yes. I think I managed to keep that going for … one hundred and seventy-eight days?” 
 
    “One hundred seventy-nine, I believe.” 
 
    “You may be correct. I suspect I could better that record today, were I given the opportunity to try. Still, let us not bore your visitors; these are not the reminisces they are interested in.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” The Sh’ekatha turned towards them with a more serious face. “This is the other survivor we have been waiting for: Konstantin Khoros, last surviving member of the Teralandavhi, what you might call the great university, of Atlantaea. He was an instructor there in magical theory and practice. Since … he has broadened his studies a bit.” 
 
    “Just a bit, yes,” Khoros agreed, and the Eönwyl saw a cynical and bitter edge to his smile that looked like a man smiling through an acid cocktail. “My old friend told me the essence of your problem, and for the past several days I have been engaged in researching possible answers to your questions. I now, however, require your assistance in narrowing down the possibles to a single certainty.” 
 
    “You mean the identity of Shagrath?” Varan asked tensely. 
 
    “I mean exactly that, yes.” Khoros studied Varan momentarily. “And it has become most urgent that we do so quickly.” 
 
    Why has it become so urgent? 
 
    “Because,” Khoros answered, glancing at V’ierna, “we have already felt probes against the wards that protect A’Atla Alandar—probes from two sources, but only one of them on this world. That one is bad enough—very bad indeed—” 
 
    Thornhair gave a snarl and growl. “Yuri.” 
 
    “Yes, the Thanaeshavhi,” agreed Khoros, with no smile at all on his face. “The other, now … the other was from far, far away, yet was a probe of vast power. It did not penetrate—the Lady assures us of that—but even that tells us a great deal, none of it good.” 
 
    She thought for a moment, and felt a chill down her back. “It means he was able to track us somehow. And that he has to know now something about you being here.” 
 
    V’ierna nodded gravely. “On the world that was supposed to be reduced to barbarism, where perhaps mankind was to have gone extinct, he now knows there is something of power sufficient to shield a city from even a demon’s gaze. That means magic still lives, where none should be. I am afraid he will not be long at all in coming to the correct conclusion, that the Lady seeks to restore that which was lost, give us a chance to find some way to breach the Seal, revive Atlantaea.” 
 
    “But—won’t he do something to attack you?” Varan looked horrified. “He couldn’t possibly have left this world without some of his people as reserves, to … tidy up loose ends.” 
 
    “Oh, he certainly did,” Khoros said, and now the smile was back, hard, cold. “But I assure you, not one of them remains to walk the world today. I expect he has already discovered that, as well.” 
 
    “But what about the … Thanaeshavhi?” Varan sounded it out carefully, and she suddenly understood what that word meant. Master of the Magic of Death, or Death’s Master in Magic … Necromancer? 
 
    “Yurimekistos? A dangerous opponent and one we have yet to deal with. But also not an ally of demons. Oh, he was, originally … but once he had served his purpose, once Kerlamion could enter the City, they cast him aside. No, he will not trust demons again, save only those he makes himself.” Khoros shook his head. 
 
    “But what this does mean is that your Shagrath will assume, quite correctly, that you will find allies here, and information that clarifies what was before utterly dark to you. He will assume that you will learn things dangerous to his kind, and perhaps return with greater strength than you left. Thus it becomes utterly imperative that you do learn such things, and the most important of those things is his true identity. 
 
    “You encountered him mind-to-mind, Sasham Varan,” the ancient Atlantaean wizard continued. “Only once, of course, was that without him seeking to mislead you, to present a pleasing face to the world, but that once may be sufficient.” 
 
    “You mean my mental impression.” 
 
    “Yes. There are other suggestive facts—that he is unafraid of the Kaital, that he works with them, his patience and willingness to manipulate others, ability to hide his nature, and the fact that he remains here, performing this duty rather than having returned to the Many Hells, but even these only reduce the possibilities to a manageable number. They do not eliminate all possibilities but one, and that is what we must do.” 
 
    Varan shrugged. “Well, you’re welcome to take a look. I hate really remembering that … experience, but I’ve shown it to others before.” 
 
    “I must do more than merely listen to your transmission of those experiences, Sasham Varan,” Khoros said, and slowly rose, taking his staff in hand. The Eönwyl suddenly felt a chill run down her back, as though icy fingers were trailing down her spine; Konstantin Khoros seemed to loom up even greater than his height, forbidding and grim. “My friend V’ierna avoided mentioning my true specialty; I am a master of the magics of the soul, a soul mage, the opposite yet brother in magic to Yurimekistos. I must study your soul itself and see the mark that the contact with this demon left upon it. 
 
    “For the soul, you understand, forgets nothing.” Vick nodded, and she remembered that he had said something similar about those whose memories had been changed or erased by Shagrath. “When you open your mind to show what you saw, even though you have done little to touch that memory, it is nonetheless still much more yours than it is simply the truth of the experience. I need the truth; I need to see that mind, and more—I need to extract the most delicate traces of thought, the … side-bands, you might say, of that one moment of unguarded fury. There, I believe, I will learn something that will tell us who our opponent truly is.” 
 
    Now Varan looked uncertain. “What … do you have to do in order to see all of that?” 
 
    “I must reach into your soul, and pull it out … into the light, one might say, of my own, and imprint upon my own that same echo of experience, that it would be as though I, myself, had touched his mind in that moment.” 
 
    I will rip your own soul from your body if you try such a thing! Vick’s teeth were bared, his claws poised, as he raised himself from the seat. 
 
    Khoros turned slightly. “A most … vehement reaction in defense of another. I admit to some surprise. Gratified surprise, but still surprise. The R’Thann, a most intriguing development. I must visit Thann’ta one day. 
 
    “Still, you will not rip my soul, or my body, for I will do no such thing without Sasham Varan’s permission. Such a ritual must be willingly submitted to, otherwise the soul in question may be literally torn apart. Especially one such as yours, Sasham Varan, which has shown itself capable of magnificent feats of resistance.” 
 
    “Hmph.” The dismissive snort, a deprecation of any special qualities, was just meant to cover up Sasham’s fear of the unknown, and she restrained herself from getting directly involved. It really is his decision. 
 
    As Vick slowly, unwillingly seated himself again, Varan looked up at Khoros. “If I agree … is it still dangerous?” 
 
    “It can be,” Khoros admitted. “In some manner one could think of this as taking a cast of something delicate, trying to copy the tracery of a spider-web by placing it against some exquisitely sensitive material. And—continuing the analogy—one must exert pressure upon the web to make sure it leaves a detailed impression. Of course … it is possible, easily possible, to damage the web in this fashion.” 
 
    Vick hissed. Yes, and to make it clear, that can mean damage to your memories, your self, and even the loss of your life. If this … man … can actually perform such actions, he asks you to risk everything you are. 
 
    The R’Thann’s emotions were so turbulent that she actually caught a fragment of true concern buried in the anger, spun out of his thoughts into space. And the concern was there still as he continued, directing his thoughts towards Khoros. And we cannot afford to lose him! Do you understand that? There is no replacement for who he is! 
 
    “I do understand that,” Khoros said slowly. “Perhaps far better than you do, Sooovickalassa.” 
 
    “What do you think, Eönwyl?” Sasham asked. 
 
    The room went silent. She tried to ignore the invisible, intangible pressure of the intense regard of everyone in the room, and just focus on Sasham Varan’s questioning grey gaze. “I think it’s your decision and only yours. But…” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “But…” she trailed off a second time, trying to figure out what she really wanted to say. “But I think Khoros is right. We came all the way here, we spent a year travelling, just to get here and find out something that would give us the edge. What’s the point if we leave without that knowledge? We’re going up against the Reborn Empire, Sasham. It’s not like we’re not already risking our souls, given who’s going to probably be executing us if we fail.” 
 
    Sasham laughed suddenly. “You know, I hadn’t thought of it that way, but you’re right! If I can’t beat him, either Shagrath or the Kaital are going to be the ones killing me—and we know what that means.” He turned to Khoros. “Then … do it. Do you need some kind of—” 
 
    “It is already done.” Khoros lifted the staff and brought it down hard on the stone floor. It chimed with a ringing-crystal note that vibrated the air around them and called forth that golden light; but this time the light streaked outward, pulling Varan forward, halfway between his chair and Khoros. 
 
    The staff flared again, and the golden radiance carved a pattern, blazing walls of auric light from floor to ceiling that reached out, converged on her, pinning her to her seat in wild-singing paralysis as they formed a great glowing five-sided star centered on Sasham Varan. 
 
    A psychic curse emanated from Vick, and she saw he, too, was at one of the points. He planned this, even with his chairs! 
 
    It was true; Khoros stood at one point, and V’ierna and Thornhair were at the other two. V’ierna did not look surprised, and Thornhair looked very annoyed. Khoros, however, wore a look not of triumph but of intense focus, focus that showed more than a trace of worry. 
 
    Sasham Varan screamed. 
 
    It was a cry of horror and revulsion, and it went on and on and ON, until she felt tears starting from her eyes and found herself struggling futilely to rise. At the same time, something inside her was warning her not to stand, even if she could, that this was something that could not be interrupted; to do so would mean a disaster greater than she could imagine. 
 
    That thought she somehow transmitted to Vick; perhaps it was a glance, perhaps he saw her face or even sensed the thought directly; but he stopped gathering himself, preparing to unleash the full power of an R’Thann against that which held him, and waited, watchful and wrathful but in control. 
 
    Then Khoros screamed, a deep-throated sound that was if anything worse than Varan’s. But his was a short sound, ripped from a man whose self-control must be beyond easy understanding if he had truly lived those thousands of years. 
 
    The light vanished and Varan fell to flop bonelessly on the floor. Khoros collapsed to his knees, and then sagged to the stone, his elaborate staff jangling discordantly as it hit the ground. She sprang to Varan’s side even as V’ierna reached Khoros. 
 
    “Varan? Sasham! Sasham, answer me!” The tone in her voice was panicky, so alien that it stopped her for a moment. Is this … because I never let myself care before? It’s all bound up in him now, all the caring I didn’t let hold me? Or is this just what I should feel, what anyone feels when this kind of thing happens? 
 
    He twitched, rolled over. For a moment she gasped, because there was blood on his face, coming from his nose, his mouth… 
 
    “My … fault.” Khoros’ voice was only a shadow of its prior deep and resonant self, and the golden light was like the flicker of a candle, too weak to do anything. 
 
    “He is … mostly unharmed, Khoros,” V’ierna said after a momentary glance. “I sense only minor injuries from a fall, ones I shall heal in a moment. Are you … all right?” 
 
    “I am … unharmed, I think.” His voice was somewhat stronger, and Varan seemed to shake off his own stunned state and tried to rise. “I confess that I did not mention the risk that I myself was under. After all, sometimes the mold is broken.” 
 
    “Hsssst!” Vick said. We shall see whether the mold shall still be broken. You tricked us. 
 
    “I made use of excellent material close to hand when Varan agreed, rather than risk second thoughts. Each of you had very specific unique qualities which were ideal for a pentagram of that nature.” 
 
    “So…” Varan said weakly, “were we … successful?” 
 
    “You are able to speak, and remember our task; that tells me your true essence has survived the experience,” Khoros said, as the Sh’ekatha touched Varan’s face, causing the split lip to heal, the broken nose to straighten, swelling to fade, blood to dissipate. 
 
    “And yes. We were.” Khoros nodded slowly. “There, in the blackness and shadow of that impression, were the hints I needed, the echoes of thoughts that even Dr. Sooovickalassa could not quite discern, memories of a war I arrived too late to prevent, of the fall of the City itself. Your opponent is one of the greatest of demons, one present at the Fall, trusted with one of four crucial tasks in the first strike, and who remains here to complete the … cleansing of the Galaxy in the name of Kerlamion himself. Now all that is needed is to determine which of the four.” 
 
    Thornhair raised an eyebrow. “And how are we to do that, wizard? Call him down and ask?” 
 
    “I am afraid he might refuse the invitation, Raiakafan; but there is another way, now, through the talent you share with the Eönwyl.” 
 
    She glanced at Thornhair; in their talks, both the priestess Kaylarea and the Lady had mentioned that they knew one other person with the talent to sense what was to come, what was the right or wrong action to take, but they hadn’t specified who. She’d guessed, but now it was confirmed. “How?” 
 
    “Quite simply, and without any of the risk we have just endured,” Khoros said, and gestured. 
 
    A shadowy city sprang into being in the air before them, a city of shining, soaring spires and archways, bridges and skyways and crystal, with one great Tower in the center that seemed to reach to the very heart of the heavens. “Simply point. Tell me where he was sent, and that tells me his task, and from that I will know his name, for I have spent these thousands of years divining those truths, learning the names and the fell tasks they were given.” 
 
    “What were the four tasks?” Varan asked, staring in awe at the image that they all now knew had to be Atlantaea itself. She looked, but no impulse came to her yet. 
 
    Khoros was silent for the first time, but V’ierna spoke up. “I do not know for certain, but I can guess. One was to deal with the Temple of the Lady, destroy the Sh’ekatha therein and slay the Kuaria, the Priestess and Vessel of the Lady, that her power would be separated from the people and thus sealed away when Kerlamion completed his Ritual. Another, to … deal with the Seventh Tower. The third for the Teralandavhi and its great magicians; the last … to seal the Worldgates, prevent any from escaping or—most importantly—from arriving, as no reinforcements must arrive until the job was done.” 
 
    Khoros nodded, still silent. Thornhair slowly circled the phantom City, studying it, but seemingly no more sure than she was. 
 
    After a few more minutes she shook her head. “I’m sorry, sir, but … usually this power only works in emergencies. The Lady’s been trying to teach me something of it, but I think she hasn’t got the right techniques. Who does … I don’t know.” 
 
    Khoros looked grim. “That is … unfortunate. Preparations for the wrong one could be disastrous. I fear, however, that is not sufficient of an emergency.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    A hand touched her shoulder. She looked back and somewhat down into bright green slit-pupilled eyes. “Maybe together.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked Raiakafan. 
 
    “I am … a small telepath. Empath, maybe. But with this special rightness sense, too. If I touch you, and we can share my discipline, combine our talents?” 
 
    “That’s an idea,” Varan said, slowly brightening. “He’s a Tor master; if he can get into the right one of the Visions or Centers and then connect with you, bring you in…” 
 
    “Can you help? You and Vick?” 
 
    A most excellent suggestion. I can coordinate. Varan will provide the medium to link, as his mind is the strongest and able to support all of this best. Raiakafan, meditative discipline greater than any others; you will focus on your talent, only on that, only on your need to know this truth. 
 
    She did as Vick suggested, shoving everything else out of her mind. She felt the closeness of Varan, the cool calm presence of Vick, and the iron discipline hiding fire that was Thornhair. 
 
    From Thornhair that discipline reached into her and she kept her focus, willing herself to accept this help, remembering that she needed this assistance. She heard a distant echo of another’s memory, of images passing almost too fast to see; white of snow; a heartbeat, blood flowing, visualize the hand, in every detail; view in time, every moment its own; descend below… For a moment—just that moment—she felt the discipline of that meditation, she was caught in it, and she understood what Varan sought, what the ancient art of Tor was and what it meant to him. 
 
    And in that moment she felt certainty. 
 
    “Well done,” said Khoros, a fierce approval in his deep voice. “Very very well done.” 
 
    She realized that she and Raiakafan were both pointing, clearly and unmistakably, at the Tower. 
 
    Khoros had his answer, and theirs. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 44 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I slowly—reluctantly—let that short, brilliant merger fade, but for a few moments I did not even think on what we had accomplished, on what it meant or the answers we sought; instead I wondered at what I had seen in those moments, the mind of an Uralian whose soul had been opened, the fierce yet ice-cool certainty of Vick, and the unswerving dedication and strength of the Eönwyl, and I realized once again how incredibly blessed and fortunate I was to have found such people. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes and looked. “The Tower. He had to make it fall?” 
 
    Khoros shook his head. “Not precisely. The demon sent there had perhaps the most dangerous task of all. 
 
    “Kerlamion, you see, had carefully timed his strike, waiting for the precisely correct moment. It was a terrifically delicate yet masterfully planned maneuver, one that involved more power than entire battle fleets yet the precision of a master surgeon, one made possible by, literally, decades of careful psychological manipulation of my colleague and—once—friend, Yuri, the amassing of tremendous forces of demons, and a ruthless suppression of all rumor of his intent. Yet even then, the entirety of his plan could have been unraveled in an instant had but one particular person been present.” 
 
    “The Eternal King,” I said. 
 
    He inclined his head. “Even so. Thus the assault was only launched when his very few trusted spies reported that Torline had left for a several weeks’ tour of some of the outermost colonies, possibly to even participate in one of the battles on the fringe of our space. 
 
    “But for all their long reign, the Eternal King and Eternal Queen had maintained an ironclad rule, that never were both of them absent from the City. And thus—” 
 
    “Niaadea herself,” I heard myself say in awe. “The Seventh Tower … he had to go there to destroy the Eternal Queen.” 
 
    “And by that fact we now know his name,” Khoros said. “Viedraverion, the Fell Devourer, the Hateful Abyss, Eater of Stars, Depth of Darkness; many are his titles, all whispered in fear on the worlds that know them at all. Only he would have the power to confront our Lady and Queen, the courage to face her in the center of her sanctum. And he, the first and true son of Kerlamion Blackstar himself, would be both trusted enough, and loyal enough, to be left here, in the magic-barren world, to complete the work, wipe away the memory of the past and leave the universe a poorer place.” 
 
    “Sounds like a very unpleasant creature,” the Eönwyl said with a wry smile. “Does this also tell us something of his vulnerabilities, his weaknesses?” 
 
    “Something, yes. Nothing, alas, very good.” Khoros’ face was a study of grimness now, and I winced. “He is, at least, not as powerful as his father, but as you well know that is saying very little. His ability to use magical powers is severely constrained—though undoubtedly he is using every excuse possible to increase the number of interrogations and executions, so that he can consume the souls of those involved and thus gather more power for the coming confrontation. 
 
    “Unfortunately, he, like his father, is a being of vast mental power; you met with him on that field, Sasham Varan, but—as you undoubtedly suspected—he never used his full powers. He is what you would call an ultrapsionic, a master of the rannon powers at the top level in almost any field you can imagine. He is physically tremendously capable, skilled in combat with mind, spell, or weapon, and—beyond doubt—a master manipulator and commander of others.” 
 
    Enough. We know how powerful he is. 
 
    “I do not think you do, actually,” Khoros said candidly. “Not on the level that you must grasp it. Understand this, my R’Thann friend: I can sense the power of your mind, and that of Varan, and through that I can grasp the power of the Master of Minds who tested you; and I say to you that your Master of Minds would not survive a confrontation with Shagrath, even if the demon chose to use nothing more than his psionic capabilities. You have seen the complexity of his power, the ability to fake that which your technology—which is quite advanced—would say is impossible to fake. Understand that his direct and crude power for combat is at least the equal of his subtlety.” 
 
    “Very well,” the Eönwyl said. “Do we know any weaknesses? Can he be killed?” 
 
    “Anything can die,” V’ierna said quietly. “Even the gods can die. But killing such a being … none of your weapons will truly harm him. Admittedly, if you can do sufficient damage to the false form he wears he will either be exposed for what he is, or will be forced to appear to die, and spend some time rebuilding a body to wear.” 
 
    “If he’s wearing a false form,” I said slowly, trying to figure out where I was going with this, “is he just an … energy being, like the Kaital?” 
 
    V’ierna looked questioningly at Khoros; the ancient wizard shook his head. “No, no, my friend; most demons have a true physical form when manifest in this world, or—truth be told—in their own. He is hiding that form; that probably requires a significant amount of his remaining magical capabilities to maintain, as his natural form will be very powerful but undoubtedly inhuman in one manner or another.” 
 
    “I’d think they’d be completely inhuman,” the Eönwyl commented. “The descriptions in the Book of the Fall describe everything from bladed wings to talons of fire, tentacles that consumed the fallen, and things so monstrous that to look on them drove the people mad.” 
 
    “And some would fit all those descriptions,” agreed Khoros. “But some are even beautiful by many standards. Kerlamion himself appears as a generally human figure of pure blackness, so I would expect his son would have a generally human outline. But not at all human, and clearly not of any species your people have ever encountered.” 
 
    This wasn’t getting us very far, and I was feeling the pressure building again. If what the Lady had sensed was true—and I had absolutely no reason to doubt it—then Shagrath knew we had found something important here, might even know or guess at its general nature. That meant he would… I closed my eyes. “Look, we don’t have time for more debate. I’m not sure this whole trip was even a good idea.” 
 
    V’ierna glanced at me with concern. “My friend, you have found out much here; why do you doubt the use of what you have learned?” 
 
    “We’ve spent the better part of a year getting here, and now it turns out that he’s able to see across all that space! I’d guess that it’s really, really hard to do—” 
 
    “Without magic free in the universe? Without something like the Lady to back him? Vastly difficult, yes.” 
 
    “Even so, now he’s been pushed to the point where he will do it. Where he’ll sacrifice however many people it takes to get the power to do it. And now he knows about this place. What do you think he’s going to do if he guesses that your Lady’s alive, that I found a set of real survivors from Atlantaea?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “He’s going to step up his timetable, that’s what. Torline’s Swords! It’s going to take that long to get back, and even then we still—” 
 
    “No, it shall not.” 
 
    I goggled at him. “Wh … what?” 
 
    “I have discussed the matter—in the past few weeks—with the Lady and V’ierna, and with their help I will be able to open a gateway that will send you all the way back to your Empire. I will even, to some extent, be able to target the arrival point.” 
 
    That does change a few things. “Still … we’ll have a lot to do. We don’t have nearly enough to challenge him, unless you happen to be able to come with us yourself? And maybe bring a few dozen Ancient Atlantaean dreadnoughts with you?” 
 
    He laughed ruefully. “I am afraid not, on both counts. I must be the anchor of the gateway, and even if I could come with you, my power would be, at that point, as limited as his, and I doubt you would approve of performing a few thousand sacrifices along the way to make me more formidable.” He rubbed his chin. “Hmm. You are correct, however. We need to provide you with useful—” 
 
    He broke off, staring at V’ierna, who had a slowly spreading expression of revelation. “You have thought of something, old friend?” 
 
    The Sh’ekatha nodded. “I believe I do have a weapon for you, Sasham Varan. Two, in fact.” 
 
    Khoros’ face suddenly lit up with a fierce grin. “I believe I see, and yes, a most appropriate thought, if you are willing.” 
 
    “I … I think I am.” V’ierna walked slowly to the back of his chambers, stopped before a huge cabinet that spanned the far wall, and bowed before opening one of the five sets of doors on the cabinet. He reached in and hesitated, then seemed to decide, withdrew something, and turned back to us cradling it in his arms almost like a baby. He reached me and I saw with a start, and something of a chill, that he held in his arms two vya-shadu, the ritual swords. 
 
    “As the Speaker, the priest, chosen to attend the Royal Family, I was also part of the innermost of the Guardians, sworn to serve and protect the Eternal King and Eternal Queen—although until then there had been little to protect, for who in truth would dare assail either of them? 
 
    “But they had finally had the child they sought, a child they and we had prayed for over millennia, and his teaching and protection were given into my care and direction. As a Guardian, therefore, was I given the lessons and these blades; the swords of the Seven Towers, directly patterned after those of the Eternal King himself, given only to the Family and their Guardians, forged by magic and will and fire on the World of Magic, that there would be no enemy that the Guardians’ weapons could not touch.” 
 
    I was once more awed. “No, sir, I couldn’t take—” 
 
    “Yes, you can. You must. I drew these weapons but once only save in practice, in that black day that I tried to fulfill my charge and … and failed. That I did not lose these swords, that they have stayed here but unused all these thousands of years, this means that they have a purpose. And that purpose … must be to strike at those who did this. I can think of no better destiny for them than to shake off this dust and be placed in the hands of one who will wield them against the destroyers of my home.” He smiled gently at me. “Give me your swords in exchange, if you will; for they are, to me, a great wonder and comfort, that our people were not all destroyed, and still build and dream, far beyond the stars I can see.” 
 
    I hesitated—not because I was unwilling; by the Emperor, the idea of holding in my hands weapons forged in the days of Atlantaea, blades that—almost certainly—must have been once held and presented by Torline himself—filled me with such intense longing that it made almost everything else pale by comparison. I hesitated because I was afraid that I wouldn’t possibly be able to live up to that gift. 
 
    “Swords. How nice,” the Eönwyl said, making me wince. “Sir, I don’t want to give offense, but swords? That means getting within a meter of Shagrath. I’d rather have a weapon that might actually be usable WITHOUT first having to penetrate every defense around him and THEN go straight to hand-to-hand with one of the monsters that brought down the greatest empire the Galaxy has ever seen.” 
 
    V’ierna, instead of taking offense, glanced at Khoros and the two suddenly burst out laughing. They kept on laughing, sagging back into their chairs, until I literally saw tears coming from Khoros’ eyes. The Eönwyl’s expression was … conflicted. 
 
    Finally Khoros managed to bring himself under control. “I … oh, Torline, my ribs … I must apologize for this most unseemly outburst, Eönwyl.” Another weak chuckle. “It was most certainly not directed at you, but was more a recognition of the utter correctness of your observation.” 
 
    “Yes,” V’ierna said, wiping his eyes. “My lady Eönwyl, in the most basic sense you are completely correct. It would be far better to—as Sasham Varan has said—send with you, not some ancient pair of swords, but a fleet of warships, or weapons of vast range and striking power.” His face fell, and a deep regret lay there, one far more profound than simple words would convey. “Yet I fear we have little more to offer than this. We have put a name to your enemy, we know his motivations, we know the role he played in the Fall. But what power we have remaining is here. The Lady is the greatest part of that. Khoros … has his own source, but that, too is limited to this world. Beyond this planet, most of our powers will fail unless re-supplied … and the manner of resupplying them would either be too slow, or be as monstrous as your opponent.” 
 
    “And,” Khoros said, before the Eönwyl could say what was clearly on her mind—that, again, this trip may have been a waste. “And, I must say, we have not yet done with Viedraverion (a name, I must caution you, not to utter outside of such shielded walls as these, or at least not without due consideration of what the consequence might be if you call attention, that attention, to yourselves). In addition to those weapons—which are formidable and, I might add, unbreakable by any force I think you shall ever encounter—you have three other great weapons. A psionic of sufficient power can destroy a demon; though their mystical … core might survive, wipe away the mind and it becomes formless malevolence, dissipating away. The Hunger of the R’Thann, that is a weapon against anything that lives.” Vick grinned humorlessly, teeth bared and a hiss of satisfaction. “And your talent, Eönwyl.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    “If sufficiently trained? It is difficult indeed to win a battle against an opponent who can sense which choice is the correct one to make. You need such overwhelming force, or such inimitable strategy, that there is no correct choice, that the best possible choices merely reduce to a delaying tactic. I would consider well, Eönwyl, learning the true limits of your ability and training to those limits.” 
 
    Thornhair, who had been mostly silent, finally spoke. “He’s right, Eönwyl. You and I have similar talents. If you can master yours … it will make you very dangerous.” 
 
    “I … suppose.” She looked at me and nodded. “All right. I still wish there was more … maybe after seeing so many miracles, I was wishing for one more.” 
 
    “For which,” said V’ierna, “I cannot blame you.” 
 
    I looked at Khoros. “You said we weren’t ‘done’ with Viedraverion. Is there more?” 
 
    “Some, yes. His history, both that which I have been able to derive in my own researches, and that shown in the histories your people have seen and heard of, show that he is a being of immense patience, but the ability to act decisively. His major weakness is, has been, and will continue to be the inability to understand humanity and most other living species. He can imitate one but his understanding is by rote. As a Great Demon, he will be prone to underestimating mortal beings—though Viedraverion will do so far less than many other demons. 
 
    “He is one to take pleasure in destruction, though he controls these impulses well. But because he functions on corruption, fear, greed, these will also drive his perceptions. I have no doubt that someone like yourself, Sasham Varan, is simply not comprehensible to him. And fear of Atlantaea will be a powerful weapon. If he does not know what you have found here, he will fear the worst. Yes, he will move his timetable forward, but he may also begin to make mistakes because of that fear.” 
 
    Something about these conversations nagged at me, but I knew that I simply didn’t have all the pieces yet. “Can you do something about our being spied on? I mean, here you have the Lady’s defenses, but if we’re completely viewable once we leave…?” 
 
    Khoros was thoughtful for a moment. “It may be possible. I will consult with the Lady. Between us … yes, I believe so.” He glanced at me with raised eyebrow. “It will however take a few more weeks to accomplish, if I am correct. You will need a blocking ward built into the very hull of The Eönwyl, and that will not be a matter of a day or two.” 
 
    A quick exchange of glances was all we needed. “More than worth it, if you can do it. We need a private location where we can be sure no one can spy on us. I’d thought that was true anytime we were in Conversion, but apparently not.” 
 
    “Not to a demon or magician who has had access to your person, and who has the power to gaze across space and dimension,” confirmed Khoros. “So be it.” 
 
    Another thought occurred to me—though it was something of a selfish one. “Sir, I also wondered … you, too, knew Torline himself?” 
 
    “Knew him? I do not believe anyone save the Queen could truly claim they knew him. I met him, and spoke with him at length on numerous occasions, yes.” 
 
    Thornhair jumped up. “Yes, Father,” he said to V’ierna, “I mentioned that before, and if this old wizard would help?” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” V’ierna said. “Until Thornhair had mentioned your earlier questions, Sasham, I had not realized just how important the King must be to you. Foolish of me, of course, once I saw what the Book of the Fall had to say, but while we have revered him deeply, we also knew him as a man who walked among us.” He smiled at Thornhair. “And now my foster son suggested that we find a way to let you meet him, in proxy as it were. With Khoros here, I believe it can be done even more quickly and effectively.” 
 
    “Hm. Yes, far more effectively. His soul has touched upon all three of ours,” Khoros said thoughtfully. “Touched upon them, and left its impression. And we three are … not at all ordinary.” He studied me for a moment, and I suddenly was not at all comfortable with the smile that slowly spread across his face. “We shall have other things to do after this meeting, and so … unless there is anything else? … I think now is the best time.” 
 
    What exactly are you planning? Vick’s tone was suspicious; I didn’t think he could read human expressions that well, but Khoros’ mind might have also gone more opaque than usual. 
 
    “To, in essence, introduce Sasham Varan to his hero. Torline is not here now, I am afraid; he left this planet some years ago, when he sent Thornhair into V’ierna’s care. But between us all, the impressions of him give the opportunity for a most convincing and authentic few moments.” 
 
    I blinked. “What do you mean, convincing and authentic? I was thinking … well, that you might be able to show me a few memories of him.” 
 
    “Indeed we could. But if I use magic somewhat similar to that which was used a short time ago to find the truth about your adversary, I believe we could allow you the actual experience, as we felt it, of being in his presence, through the combined impression of his soul upon ours. No remnant of one person’s perceptions, just the essence of who he was.” 
 
    “Pause a moment, please,” the Eönwyl said quickly. “That last trick exhausted you and dropped Sasham to the floor, and you were pretty clear that it was a Towers-damned dangerous ritual. I’m not sure this is worth anything like that risk, no matter how important it is to Sasham.” 
 
    Khoros nodded, and V’ierna spoke. “You are quite correct, but in this case the danger is, I believe, considerably less. Khoros was searching for impressions of something from a single, fleeting, half conscious encounter, and that of something that you did not comprehend, and whose identity Khoros did not know and hoped to discover. In this case, we know precisely what impressions we are seeking, the impressions are deep and numerous—even for Thornhair—and all three of us are … spiritually quite resilient.” 
 
    I took a breath and calmed myself. “I can’t pretend the idea of meeting Torline, even in this manner, isn’t … well, indescribably important to me,” I said, trying not to sound overly eager, “but … I’m with the Eönwyl. I don’t want any of you taking big risks for this.” I tried to smile. “I’d be a poor guest if I got one of my hosts killed trying to just tell me about the old days, so to speak.” 
 
    Thornhair snorted, but then looked at me almost as oddly as Khoros had. “Do not worry about me.” 
 
    I knew that look. I am not comfortable with all these people “feeling” something about my future! One prophet is all I need. 
 
    But with that, it was evidently decided; Khoros had stood. “This ritual is simpler; you merely need stand within the triangle formed by Thornhair, V’ierna, and myself.” 
 
    With what was probably a laughably exaggerated caution I walked slowly into the center of that triangle, feeling the gazes of my two friends following me. “All right … I guess I’m ready.” 
 
    Khoros raised the Staff and brought it down, and the world exploded in a blaze of gold. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 45 
 
    Varan: 
 
    I stood at the edge of a balcony, no, a walkway, that encircled a tower twice as high as that of the Emperor’s on Oro, and gazed out over the magnificence of a city that was so huge that there was no end to it in any direction, so clear and clean and sparkling that it was as though a thousand sculptors and jewelers had worked for a thousand years to construct the greatest work of art ever made. Vehicles of gemstones and silver drifted by, and a bevy of moving dots resolved into a group of people—people, flying on their own. 
 
    Yet I felt my gaze drawn to the side, and looked down at the person standing next to me. 
 
    Torline Valanhavhi looked up, and smiled, and that smile was like the essence of joy. 
 
    I realized I was speaking. “Dazzle me not with your smiles, Majesty, for I am unaccustomed to them,” I heard myself say in a voice deep and resonant, and I realized that this was Khoros’ memory, a memory made real for this moment. 
 
    “Do I smile so little, then?” The voice was very like mine … and yet not at all. There was some element I couldn’t define in his words that made even this casual conversation something with force behind it. 
 
    “You have been known to smile, yes, but this might give cause to define another word,” I could hear Khoros’ own answering smile in that deep voice. “But I suppose you have waited long enough for this moment.” 
 
    “A thousand centuries, Khoros, yes. Long even by my standards.” He could not keep the smile from his face; then it suddenly faded and he glanced up with an intensity that seized my attention, prevented even the possibility of looking away. “There will be no problems with the pregnancy?” 
 
    “Not a baby has been lost in this city for … well, longer than I can easily call to mind. Centuries, at least. And the omens are strong, and I can already sense the child’s soul within the Queen. You need not worry.” 
 
    “I remember when things were far different,” he said, but the smile returned. It was a smile I had seen on fathers-to-be before, but more intense, more powerful. 
 
    The scene shifted. Torline Valanhavhi stood before me in the formal high-shouldered war-coat of a Tor master, a broad gold, silver, and black sash diagonally crossing it. “V’ierna,” he said, and now I knew whose memory this was, “the Lady has chosen you to be her representative in my house. Are you ready to become a teacher, a warrior, a protector?” 
 
    I heard V’ierna’s voice, a much younger and more earnest voice, answer shakily, “Yes, Majesty, I am.” 
 
    A woman’s voice spoke, and I felt V’ierna turn immediately to her; I saw the incomparable black-haired beauty of Niaadea, saw the living face of the Eternal Queen, and the force of that beauty and presence was like an impact and an embrace. “Are you ready to become our son’s friend, his mentor, his support and his shield?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, I am.” 
 
    “Will you guide him into wisdom, advise him in compassion, challenge him in strength, and release him to fall, when he must?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Will you teach him of the Lady, of his father and his mother? Will you tell him of the world that was, and that is, and of what shall be? Will you teach him of war and teach him of peace? And will you swear that so long as he be in your care, your prayers will be his, your sword will be his, your life will be his?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Torline nodded, and from his side took a pair of scabbards, intricately twined together with sparkling ribbons, and I realized with awe that I was seeing the very swords that V’ierna had given me, seeing them in the hands of the Eternal King. “Then take you these swords, the swords of the Guardians of the Seven Towers, and know that the faith and trust of Atlantaea go with you for all time.” 
 
    I felt the aching thrill of joy and the fear of unworthiness and doubt and triumph, all mixed up in the heart of the young priest of Eönae. 
 
    Another shift, and I saw him bowing to a small boy of brown hair and stocky build whose face still somehow echoed the one looking down on him. The boy made a face. “I didn’t win at all, Father! You were just playing!” 
 
    “And would you suggest that I treat you as a deadly enemy? Mikael, your mother and I did not pray for all those millennia for a son, just to have him be killed by his father during training.” 
 
    “But…” Mikael sighed. “Do you ever actually fight? I mean, hard?” 
 
    Torline raised an eyebrow, and I heard a chuckle from the now somewhat older priest. “An interesting question, Majesty. It is said that you have never had an opponent who pressed you.” 
 
    He laughed at that, a long and joyous sound that—again—seemed uniquely special, even though I could hear no particular difference that I could point to. “Oh, I assure you, ‘never’ is quite the exaggeration. Everyone has their limits, Mikael, even I.” 
 
    “So how many people could you beat at once, Father?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It is not a contest of numbers, son. And while I am pleased you wish to learn Tor, we are done for now, because you are focused far too much on how many heads you might break and less upon avoiding the need to break them. Go inside and wash up, now.” 
 
    Mikael opened his mouth to argue—something I had seen in many children—and his father merely glanced at him. The stubborn look was almost instantly wiped away. “Yes, father.” 
 
    We watched as the boy left. “Ah, Majesty, if only I could handle him so easily. I feel like something of a failure.” 
 
    “He has his mother’s spirit; if he were easy to control, he would not be my son, nor hers. I merely have … a few years of experience you lack.” 
 
    “Ha!” V’ierna began to put away the training equipment. “I admit to some curiosity myself, Majesty, as to your claim to limits. How many people could you defeat at once?” 
 
    His eyes were grave. “The Lady grant that I shall never find out, V’ierna.” 
 
    And now I lunged at the tall man before me, knowing I was fast, faster than he should be, but somehow he was gone again, and even my fastest slash with claw-tipped hands failed to touch him, his arms and legs staying just out of reach. How? How does he do that? 
 
    But I wasn’t giving up; I focused the fury within myself, increased heart rate, muscles twitching at an accelerated rate, and burst from the ground, slashing, kicking, snarling. 
 
    It was useless. The calm, passionless face saw my every move before I made it, stepped aside by fractions of a hair and my strikes only ruffled the edges of the tied-back black hair. Finally he moved, turned aside three quick jabs, and struck once. 
 
    It was a short blow, barely a jab, one that should at most snap my head back for a moment; but instead I felt as though one of the trees around us had fallen upon me. I tumbled limply away, slowly pushed myself upright. “What … how…?” 
 
    “I have told you before. Discipline, focus, these are the source of strength. Let us begin again.” 
 
    Thornhair—for I knew from that questioning voice whose body I must be feeling—rose slowly. 
 
    The scene faded slowly, to a white plain stretching in all directions, even the sky fading to white, as though we stood within a sunlit cloud. But Torline still stood there, looking at me with an expression of transcendent calm and utter certainty. “Sasham Varan,” he said. 
 
    A shock of disbelief ripped through me. He could never have known my name! 
 
    “They have touched upon my soul through theirs, and yours as well,” he said, answering my questions though they were unspoken. “And in these few final seconds, with all they could show you done, now all of their memories cease to press in and only I remain, an echo of the truth that is, nonetheless, still connected to that truth.” 
 
    “But they must have…” I began. I had no idea what to say. This wasn’t truly Torline Valanhavhi, yet… 
 
    “Yes, they all knew me, saw me many more times. But the recall is difficult, especially to impress it upon a soul. I can speak but little,” he said, and already I could see that the light was brightening, he was fading. “But I need say little, except,” and his eyes suddenly seemed to impale me, that transcendent look now burning, intense, “except this: save your people, as I could not save mine.” 
 
    He was a shadow against the white and his echoing voice was drawing away, becoming distant. “You have the keys to victory, Sasham Varan,” he said, and though faint that same infinite certainty and discipline engraved his words into my dwindling consciousness. “You have the keys, for within you the Towers truly are still Seven Standing, Never Fallen.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 46 
 
    Taelin: 
 
    “All right, I’m here,” Taelin said impatiently, trying (unsuccessfully) to avoid getting the edges of his fashionable waist-wrap filthy in the oily dust coating much of the tunnel. “You sent out a priority call, Heln-22; this had better be worth it.” 
 
    If there was anything more difficult than playing the part of a playboy, it was playing the part of a member of the Five Families who knew and accepted that the shining ideals were no more than a silvery reflection off the surface of a pool of sludge. And even harder to play such a person trying to play another, kinder soul. If I’m not careful, I’ll lose track of what I’m pretending to be. 
 
    Being down here, in the depths of Fanabulax, with the formless, nameless, sourceless crushing hostility and oppressive aura of the planet, made the entire situation that much worse. Taelin knew that he could not afford mistakes, but this world was designed to force you to make mistakes. 
 
    Heln-22 was a thin woman with a worn, lined face, skin pale, hair mostly gray but touched with remnants of dusty red. Her clothes, too, were mostly gray, with only her Contract number and insignia standing out in their imperishable polished black. The only thing about her that seemed truly alive and not a part of this gray-stone hell were her eyes; they shone a flashing, brilliant, intense blue that compressed the energy of an entire human soul into two piercing sapphire stars. 
 
    There’s something different about her. She’s not at all like most of these Contract workers; by the time they’ve been here a few years they’re either nothing but sullen anger, or broken and resigned. She’s been here a long time, but she’s still all here. A quick check of the database had shown that her name was flagged twice—first as having made a significant find when she was much younger, nearly fifty years ago, and second… Now THAT is interesting! 
 
    Heln was turning. “This way, Observer. It was Zinn that found it, actually. As soon as we had the breakthrough we followed standard procedure, sealed it off for everyone else, had the original person enter for a limited reconnoiter.” 
 
    Zinn-14; that’s her husband. 
 
    The Eönwyl’s parents. 
 
    As of yet there wasn’t much for him to say, so he simply nodded and followed Heln-22. 
 
    As Heln was one of those who had set up the light-curtain barrier there was no alert when she passed through; the automatics of course recognized the current Observer and allowed Taelin to pass through as well. 
 
    Sixty meters down the tunnel, the wall had fallen in, and Taelin peered through to see an extensive, dark set of chambers extending far out of sight. A tall, stooped man with broad shoulders, as gray on the surface as his wife but with grizzled blondish hair and sharp brown eyes, turned from examining something and gave the Six-and-One. “Welcome, Observer.” 
 
    Even the part he was playing would be impressed, and Taelin had no reason to hide it. “Zinn-14. This is indeed a significant find. Although we have yet to determine if anything of true … interest lies within.” 
 
    Zinn’s face suddenly showed the tiniest of smiles. “I would not necessarily say that, Observer.” 
 
    He stepped aside, revealing a flat-topped boulder—part of the cave-in that had provided the entrance to this ruin—and atop the boulder… Taelin found himself standing before the impromptu table, staring at the blaze of gems and precious stones before him. It was a delicate bracelet, a twining arm ornament like an encircling vine, made of gold and platinum and some impossibly, beautifully green metal, set with an almost uncountable number of gems in organic patterns that emphasized the almost living appearance of the bracelet. 
 
    This was why Fanabulax was one of the most important worlds in the Reborn Empire, and why—to those of no pity or conscience—it was more than worth grinding away the lives and sanity and souls of thousands of men and women and even other species to find it. It wasn’t for the beauty of the objects, of course; Imperial artisans could easily match, if not surpass, the ethereal design before him. No, some of the things discovered were almost missed because they seemed no more than oddly shaped lumps of rock; others were plain, or even repellent in shape. 
 
    But within each artifact might be almost anything. Borell had shown him records; the advanced Null-rannai weapons that were now used by most of the star nations had been created based on a device found here, a weapon that could be held in the hand but that could pierce the hull of a starship a thousand light-seconds distant. Modern battle armor—that, too had been derived from an almost indestructible breastplate found in a deserted gallery underground. A hundred other inventions, a thousand other artifacts discovered to the benefit of the Reborn Empire, aiding its defense, supporting its people, opening new vistas of knowledge to its scientists. 
 
    Of course, there were hideous dangers here, too. There was still no consensus on exactly what Fanabulax was. Some thought it had been a cosmic dumping ground for the most dangerous junk in the universe; others that it had been a top-secret research facility; still others that it was the actual homeworld, and the dark pressure swirling about the world was the remnant of the evil done to the world in the moments of the Fall. 
 
    Taelin didn’t believe the latter; what little his sister Mishel’s research had turned up indicated that the true homeworld had been a very long way from them, much farther even than Fanabulax was from Oro. 
 
    Whatever it is, I feel something terrible happened here, long ago. And maybe it never stopped. 
 
    Something seemed to flicker at the edge of his vision; he jumped slightly. “Did you see that?” 
 
    The two looked at him strangely, then shook their heads. “If you see something moving, Observer … best to pay it no mind.” Heln-22’s smile was bitter and not comforting. “Those that pay too much attention to what this world holds, they’re the ones your people have to drag out in chains … or in bags.” 
 
    I’d heard some rumors … but these two are very much sane, I think. And she seems very sure of what she’s saying. Still … I’m here to find things out. I know what the Empire gets out of this … but this place is still a mystery, and one that even Borell didn’t like to pry into. “Perhaps you’re right. But I’ve never been much of a one to fear simple shadows, either. The two of you may go, for now. Wait for me at the barrier.” 
 
    Zinn seemed reluctant to step away from the artifact—oddly so, since it was obvious he could never keep it, and there was no chance to hide it from Taelin. But he did step away, and the two Contract miners left, with Heln casting a single curious glance back at him. 
 
    Taelin waited until the others were well away, and then gestured to the temporary lights nearby. They obediently went dark. 
 
    Flicker. 
 
    He was almost sure he’d seen something move in the dark—something like the merest hint of a lighter shadow against a greater blackness. He turned, trying to follow it. 
 
    Something blinked, barely at the edge of sight. He whirled, but there was nothing. Did I see … eyes? 
 
    Against the black ahead of him, there was a momentary, subliminal sparkle. Floaters. Internal illusions. 
 
    But it looked almost like … a fanged mouth. For just an instant. 
 
    His heart was pounding faster, and he forced it to slow. I am a Mel’Tasne. Fear is not my master. I master my fear, I control my anger, I deny my hate, I dismiss my weaknesses and replace them with peace and tranquility. 
 
    Spark. 
 
    It was a flash, this time, a split-second, tiny, yet unmistakable pulse of light. But he had, a few times, seen such things created by the eye itself—a misfired neuron, pressure, something. 
 
    The heaviness of the atmosphere pressed in on him like the millions of tons of stone above, piled atop him more powerfully than an incoming wave. 
 
    Yet… 
 
    Yet there is … a sense of … urgency? 
 
    He gestured again, and the light blazed out. For just the frozen splinter of a second between the darkness and the light’s full cheerful blaze, he thought he saw something standing, a shadow that did not quite dissipate at the same time as those around it, that faded backwards, pointing a long, taloned finger … at the bracelet. 
 
    He bent down, studying the ornament. He was reluctant to touch it at first, but then he remembered that Zinn-14 must have picked it up and placed it here, so that specific operation was obviously not going to be dangerous. He picked it up to examine. 
 
    The armlet seemed to blaze with beauty; for a moment Taelin felt he was seeing something transcendent, as though he had not truly seen the bracelet until that instant, and now like the sun emerging from stormclouds its true brilliant nature was revealed. 
 
    No, he realized with a chill of dawning awe. It’s not that the bracelet’s more beautiful than it was; it’s that the world is more beautiful than it was, and so is everything in it. 
 
    The heaviness pressing in upon him was gone. The depths of Fanabulax were no longer an abyss of dark, heavy hostility and lurking, undefinable menace; this was simply a dark set of ruined rooms, off the side of a nicely-carved underground tunnel. But after months of the deathly pressure on him, it was as though he had emerged from torturous exile into one of the paradise worlds, stepped from a hovel into the Imperial Palace. 
 
    He put the bracelet down, and as soon as his fingers left the shining surface, the sullen, acid-etched, sour miasma of hatred rushed back in like a tide of bile. But even as that happened, he felt a rising sense of wonder. It shuts out the effects. Could it be…? 
 
    He did not touch it immediately; the darkness seemed to wait. Finally, he spoke. “I understand what you have shown me,” he said slowly. “I … don’t know what you want me to do with it, though.” 
 
    Something was out there, Taelin was certain of it. There were too many coincidences here. The Eönwyl came from here, and in mysterious circumstances her uncle had begun the cycle. Her parents had discovered more than one item. And now they had found something else, when he was present. Something … didn’t exactly live, but existed. Perhaps the source of that unending hatred. But that hatred was, mostly, unfocused. 
 
    Nothing happened after he spoke. He waited, then spoke again. “This isn’t an accident.” He thought a moment, and decided to take a chance; he glanced at his security wristband, which verified that Heln-22 and Zinn-14 were far down the hall near the barrier. “I am not like Borell or the others.” 
 
    A tension suddenly formed in the air, as though pressure were building. He looked around, but saw nothing. 
 
    And then there was the tiniest scraping noise, and he saw the bracelet move. It was the smallest movement—less than a centimeter—but it was unmistakable. Without anyone or anything touching it, the ancient artifact slid directly towards him. 
 
    “You want me to take it. Myself?” 
 
    A sense of a supreme effort, of something exhausted, pained, making one last try. And in answer, the bracelet slid forward once more, saying as clearly as words, Yes. Take it. 
 
    “Then I will. Thank you.” He bowed to the darkness, making the Six-and-One, and then reached out. 
 
    The bracelet fit perfectly, and the air seemed golden even in the darkness. 
 
    He took a breath, and then turned. Other things to do now—continue to play the game. Now how best to handle this…? 
 
    By the time he was nearly to the screen, he had the actions mapped out and the consequences—and advantages—planned. It’s not going to solve the problems we have—nothing short of Torline riding in with an Atlantaean battle fleet would do that by itself—but I think I see numerous possible angles for this. If I could get it to Lukhas… 
 
    “Zinn,” he said quietly, “you picked this up, didn’t you?” 
 
    Looking nervous but trying to hide it, Zinn nodded. 
 
    “And that’s when you had me called down. Interesting. Something like that … you might actually have been able to hide, even try to smuggle out. Hard to do … but then, both of you have been here a very long while, haven’t you?” 
 
    Heln-22 looked up at him slowly, and her eyes narrowed, but there was a cautious spark of curiosity. “We have, Observer. And … to answer your question fully … perhaps we do know ways.” 
 
    “But despite that … you chose to call me immediately.” He studied her for a moment, then nodded, giving the impression of a sudden decision. “Your work for today is done. Both of you, come with me.” 
 
    He called over Gyr-4, the current foreman. “Widen the entryway, put up bracing immediately inside. I’m sending a sorting and catalogue team in. Once the work’s done, your team will have a full day, at least, off.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Observer Taelin!” 
 
    Heln and Zinn followed him all the way back to his office. They seemed only slightly intimidated by the cleanliness and richness of the surroundings, but he’d expected that; this wasn’t, after all, the first time they’d been here, and other times hadn’t always been so pleasant. 
 
    “Come in. Sit down, please.” Taelin looked at a bit of a loss, then suddenly snapped his fingers. “Towers! I hadn’t realized how long we were down there. Time for dinner.” 
 
    He checked his own security devices as he ordered food for the three, noted one very interesting point, but pretended not to notice; if the intruder had missed that particular sensor, that was to Taelin’s advantage, and there was no threat here … yet. 
 
    For the first several minutes of the dinner, neither Heln nor Zinn said anything, with Taelin merely discussing the dishes—most of which, he suspected, the miners had never tasted or even heard of in their lives. But finally Heln, putting down her tines with reluctance, took a breath and said, “No offense, Observer, but … what do you want from us?” 
 
    He smiled. “First I simply want to reward you—not just for luck, and not just for honesty, but for both, and for what appears to be one of the longest records of unbroken service I have yet seen. This,” he displayed the bracelet on his arm, “is undoubtedly one of the most extraordinary finds on record, and for it alone you’d be due some of that most-coveted leave time. I suspect, however, that this is not the only thing to find in that ruin, even if it does turn out to be the single most valuable. 
 
    “But as you undoubtedly know, I checked your records.” 
 
    The two were very still now, unsure whether to relax or prepare to run—not that there was anywhere to run to on Fanabulax. 
 
    “I don’t really know what Borell had against you, but I do know that I hate seeing potential wasted, and it’s been wasted for years here. As of today, I’m changing your designations to reflect appointments to the exploration and categorization divisions. You can of course keep your current apartments—I’m sure you have friends and associates nearby—but we can arrange to have some expansions put in.” 
 
    The two were looking at him as though he had gone mad. “Sir … are you sure about this?” Zinn asked slowly. 
 
    He blinked, looking honestly dumfounded. “Well, now … I thought I’d figured out all the possible reactions, but I’ll admit that wasn’t one of them. Are you seriously questioning my decisionmaking when it’s helping you?” 
 
    Heln gave a panicked look at Zinn. “No, no, sir! It’s just that…” She trailed off. 
 
    Taelin gave her one of his sunniest smiles. “I think I understand. You’re so used to good fortune turning out to have something worse behind it that you’d rather stick with the bad fortune you’ve come to know. But I’m sure. The Sivai Bore collapse, the excavations in Keth section, a dozen smaller events, these all tell me both of you have what we like in Expy and Cat—cool evaluation of circumstances, fast correct decisionmaking, ability to learn new tasks even at your ages. And,” he said, finally touching on one of the most important subjects, “family history has to count for something.” 
 
    Heln bit her lip. “Rall…” 
 
    “Well, certainly him. And your daughter has rather carried on the tradition; extraordinary talent she has.” 
 
    His positive tone convinced her. “Sir … thank you, sir. Could I ask…” she hesitated again. “We’ve heard … rumors. About what’s happened to her. Do you … know anything?” 
 
    Taelin didn’t like this part of it, but he had to play the course as it was laid out. “If you mean, is she in the company of Sasham Varan … it does appear likely. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “But she wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Heln,” he interrupted, gently, “I know from her history that she would not willingly aid someone that dangerous. But she isn’t immune to mindtwisters.” 
 
    Her gaze dropped and her fists clenched. Her shoulders heaved once, and Taelin felt a constriction of his own heart. I’m worried about losing a friend; what must it be like to be worried about losing your child? “Observer Taelin … please … they won’t have to kill her?” It was a forlorn question. 
 
    “I hope not,” he answered reluctantly. “But you have to understand, if half the stories are true Sasham Varan is one of the most powerful and dangerous psis we have ever seen. He won’t go down easily … and he may use those with him as defenses.” At a half-heard sob, he knelt down. “Heln, please, I’m sorry.” 
 
    The kneeling apology shocked Heln out of her sorrow for a moment. “Sir…” 
 
    “I will … send word up the chain. I may not have much influence any more,” and for just a moment he let bitterness touch his smile, “but there are a few people who still listen. I’ll remind them that our job is to save people, and that if Varan’s using innocents, it’s all the more important to save them. But even if we do rescue her … there’s no telling what kind of damage will have been done.” 
 
    “I understand … Observer Taelin.” She bowed. “But it means … a great deal to us, just to know that someone cares enough to try. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He glanced over at the table. “I think appetites are temporarily lost. I’ll have the rest sent over to your apartment. Enjoy the next few days.” 
 
    A few moments after the door closed behind the two, Taelin settled in behind his desk, just as there was a very faint click behind him. 
 
    “Oh, Uncle Borell, come in. Sit down. I didn’t know you were here.” 
 
    Borell Dellitama grunted. “Hmph. You have a better intelligence network than I thought, since that was obviously a lie. If you didn’t know who was coming through that door, you’d have followed proper security procedure.” 
 
    “I didn’t know for sure. And I followed my own procedure.” He made a clear show of clicking the Disarm control on the deadman security cannons before removing his hand from the trigger that he’d activated a moment before. 
 
    “Very well, I won’t have to tell Lukhas you’ve lost the proper touch. At least,” and suddenly his gaze was more a glower, “not in that area.” 
 
    He grinned. “What ever do you mean, Uncle?” 
 
    Borell stabbed a finger at the unoffending door, presumably trying to indicate those who had passed through it. “That, Taelin Ardan—NOT-Mel’Tasne! I have carefully—” 
 
    “—caged and punished them for having the audacity for choosing their relatives poorly, and the refusal to let this world break them, yes, I know. And it’s a useful thing to do on occasion; we don’t want too many of these people getting hopeful.” Taelin leaned forward. “On the other hand, we don’t want them getting too angry, either, and I, particularly, want a lot of work out of them in the time I’m Observer.” 
 
    “I see where you’re going. Playing the Savior, are we?” 
 
    “The young and idealistic reformer who can’t actually change the system, yes. Probably doomed to be removed sooner than expected.” 
 
    Borell granted him a tiny smile. “I suppose that’s not all that far from the truth. But these kind of rewards require—” 
 
    “Something very significant, yes. As well as history. As to significant … I’ve got something very interesting for you, Uncle. Take a look at this.” 
 
    He pulled the twining armlet off and dropped it on the desk in front of Borell, bracing himself for the inrush of pressing gloom. It was slightly weaker, here up above the surface, in the mind-shielded quarters, but still present. 
 
    His uncle’s first reaction was simple raised eyebrows. “A lovely bauble. But I presume there’s more to it than just looks?” 
 
    “Pick it up.” It took all of Taelin’s will to show absolutely no sign of anticipation; no leaning forward, no catch in the breath, no increase of pulse, nothing. 
 
    Borell shrugged and reached out. His fingers closed on the bracelet—and dropped it instantly. 
 
    “Astonishing!” he said, enthusiastically. 
 
    But in that moment—that tiny space of time in which he had touched and released the mysterious arm ornament—Taelin had seen something much different in those black eyes, a look of revulsion, shock, perhaps even fear, and once more Taelin’s control was tested in preventing any sign of his triumphant reaction from reaching the surface. 
 
    “Absolutely astonishing,” continued Borell, looking down at it without once more reaching. “Was I imagining it, or did it absolutely negate the poisonous aura of this accursed place?” 
 
    “It certainly seems to, Uncle.” He deliberately pushed it closer. “Here, why don’t you take it?” 
 
    Borell waved it away. “I will be leaving here soon enough; it strikes me that you need it far more than I. Technically, of course, it’s Imperial property, but unless you feel absolutely desperate to be rid of it, you can keep it on your person—for security, you understand—and bring it to Oro on your next trip, and that will suffice.” He shook his head. “A personal mind-screen. Alas, I suspect this is one of the devices which will remain unique.” 
 
    Almost certainly, Uncle. Even with the stepped-up research we’ve only got them down to temporary-use things the size of formal dresses. And this … whatever it is has been operating ever since the planet was rendered uninhabitable, thousands of years ago. “Well, then, I guess I’ll present it to the Emperor when I get back.” 
 
    “An excellent idea. He can always choose to let you keep it, if he likes.” Borell glanced back at him. “However … why those two?” 
 
    “Because you stuck me with this Demons-damned job as your way of testing me, and if that’s the price I have to pay, I’m going to have some fun with it.” 
 
    Borell tried to glower again, but Taelin’s innocent look defeated him and he managed a grudging chuckle. “So not in spite of me, because of me. This was just a perfect excuse.” 
 
    You’re very good, monster. Whatever you are. That’s exactly how Borell would act. But I know it’s just an act. 
 
    “And it makes me look like your adversary. Since they all hate you here, as long as I do a few things that make you look bad, I could become a tyrant in most other things and they’ll practically cheer me in the tunnels. And people cheering me means people doing more work, better work, and faster work, especially if they have any belief that I’m a soft touch willing to reward them for lucky finds.” 
 
    Borell snorted. “Oh, well played, Taelin … may-be Mel’Tasne. You may be willing to do the job, but you’ve found perfect excuses to make it more palatable. Well, I can’t very well complain if it gets results. That,” he pointed to the bracelet as Taelin put it back on, “is a promising start, as are the other little finds you did send back in the past few months. If this current excavation turns out well, then perhaps you’ve started to prove yourself.” 
 
    “Started is all well and good, but I need something firm and steel-certain. What do I have to achieve for you to commit?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not going to be one decent find, that is for certain, boy.” 
 
    “Then two? Three? And just what do you mean by just barely admitting ‘decent’? This bracelet-shield is utterly unique!” 
 
    “And likely almost useless in the Imperial sense,” Borell countered. 
 
    The two continued the argument, refining the terms of Taelin’s redemption. But this is not the real battle, Taelin realized. Not my reinstatement, not even the deadly sting-and-chase shadow war my brother’s playing with the Prime Monitor. 
 
    The real battle is waiting. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 47 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “I find it utterly incredible that your people haven’t at least developed a rudimentary channeling blade,” Thornhair muttered. “Rannon powers may be the only thing you have, but—” 
 
    I laughed, perhaps not entirely without an edge of bitterness. “Psi powers such as mine are outlawed. I thought you knew that.” 
 
    Then, thinking back, I realized that I actually hadn’t explained that in much detail, just sort of established we didn’t have any and that I’d been painted as a lunatic super-psi. “The Reborn Empire doesn’t work with human psis,” I said, and went on to summarize the situation to an increasingly outraged Thornhair. 
 
    “But that’s … idiotic! Human psionics aren’t any more unstable than any alien race. Atlantaea used them all together—” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I said, sadly. “I think it’s become pretty clear that Shagrath’s been working on this for a long time; it was probably one of his first projects, to eliminate the major group that would make his manipulations difficult. Centuries, maybe a couple thousand years.” I thought about what that must have taken to achieve, the ways in which he must have been prepared to act on literally THOUSANDS of worlds, probably eliminating the genetic predisposition as much as he could, and shuddered. The single-minded, carefully planned efficiency was at least as terrifying as the power it implied. Oh, I could think of various subtle ways you could deal with it, especially as new human-dominated planets entered, but no matter how I—or Vick—looked at it, it was a daring yet frighteningly effective tactic which, once established, created its own self-propagating enforcement policy. 
 
    Thornhair caught my mood and shook his head. “What a waste.” Then he shrugged. “In any case, that does not fix our current problem, which is getting you to use these properly.” 
 
    “If they channel power, what use is one like Dragontooth to you? You don’t have any psi, except a little telempathy and that precognition. Which I thank you for not using when we’re sparring, because it’s too humiliating that way.” 
 
    “Ha! Yes, it would be. Though if you become good enough even my senses will not keep me entirely safe. I concentrate the power of my self through the sword. If you were to reach my level in Tor, or become a priest of the Lady and have her power running through your veins, then those too could become a flow of strength in the blade. Dragontooth was forged in the same days as were yours, in ancient Atlantaea, and Father says they were made to channel any personal strength. So those weapons can channel your psionic capabilities as much as they could magic, or the power of the gods, or those of one’s inner soul. Or all of them at once, I suppose.” 
 
    I shook my head, chuckling. “Until they shattered, maybe.” 
 
    “Not these weapons.” He looked proud, and slightly pensive. “Dragontooth was forged for Prince Mikael. Yours, for his teacher. There’s only a handful of weapons left in the universe that are, maybe, tougher, according to Khoros.” 
 
    I looked at him with increased respect. “Torline gave you the sword meant for his son?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said simply, acknowledging my surprise and the import of that statement. “I did not really understand it at the time—not how important the choice was, just that it made him very sad, but happy at the same time. He said that he had spent so long looking, and that the sword needed someone who would carry it for him. So he put it on my back, and held me by the shoulders, and said that it was mine to keep, as long as I would protect his whole family with it.” He looked up and sighed. “It wasn’t until a long time later I realized he meant protect everyone you can, since the whole human species is his family as far as he’s concerned.” 
 
    He turned back to me. “But you have to feel the flow of the power into the blade without trying to … oh, I don’t know, without trying to shape it first. If you’re going to shape it—make it fire or ice or something else—you’ve got to do that after it’s in the blade.” 
 
    I frowned, staring down at the swords. “I … don’t get it. I project the power by willing it to do something. How do I will it to do nothing?” 
 
    “Grrrg … I’m not a good teacher. Khoros could explain this in ten minutes instead of hours or days. But he can’t be bothered.” 
 
    That wasn’t, strictly speaking, true; Khoros was just busy, and mainly with trying to make The Eönwyl utterly proof against any of Shagrath’s or the Kaital’s probe-attempts. “Well, not quite any; a Kaital could presumably literally eat its way through the shields, but you would definitely be very much alerted to that, and,” he had smiled narrowly, “I have added some elements that will make this a most unpalatable meal.” 
 
    By that he meant there was a lot of silver inlay involved; apparently pure elemental silver interfered with their energy patterns in rather destructive ways. I found it interesting to know that there was a fair proportion of silver in even these ancient weapons. 
 
    “All right,” Thornhair said finally, “Try it this way. You’re not trying to make it do nothing. You’re trying to make it … treat the sword as if it were you.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When you make yourself faster or stronger or whatever using rannon powers, you’re making the power go through your entire body, and then reinforce it in various ways. When you make yourself heal, you first send the power through you and then have it increase your healing. If the sword were a part of you, the energies of … life, of your spirit, of your true mind, would be as much a part of it as of the rest of your body.” He clapped his hands suddenly. “Ah! I have an idea! It goes back to what we share. You have mastered the Mind Center and those before. You remember the exercises of the Hand Center, then?” 
 
    “How could I forget,” I asked wryly. “Literal hours upon end staring at my hands and then trying to visualize them, then realizing I’d forgotten how many hairs I had on the third knuckle.” 
 
    “Ha, you do remember! But that is not the point. You do not know the Swords, Varan. You must know them, as you know your hands, your arms, your body.” 
 
    That did make sense. “You mean as intimately and completely casually at the same time?” 
 
    “Yes! Exactly it. Your body is yourself. You never think about how to reach out with your hand, you simply reach. Your mind, your soul, your will, it is already in the hand, at all times. Take out the swords and meditate upon them as on your hands. Learn them in every position, from all angles, until you can hold them as easily in your mind as your hand holds the air within it.” He showed his hand half-cupped, air eternally within without effort. “When you can do that, then you place yourself in the Centers and Visions, all the way to Mind, and visualize the whole of yourself as it is, but with the swords as much a part of you as the hands, visualize your hands grasping the swords as naturally as you see your arms extending from your hands.” He nodded emphatically. “Yes, I’m sure of it. If you can do that, then you will find the rannon power will flow through the swords and do your will, as my soul flows through Dragontooth.” 
 
    I took out the vya-shadu V’ierna had given me and began my study of them, starting with the parallel swords and towers symbol. “This … will take a while.” 
 
    “There are still a few weeks before they expect to be done. And the meditations will strengthen your other controls. Though we will not just work on this trick,” he assured me. “We will teach you mind-to-mind combat as it is known here, and as your friend Sooovickalassa knows it—and he will teach me.” He grinned fiercely. “I like him! He knows how to fight, especially for someone who claims to be nothing more than a savant!” 
 
    I grinned, continuing my study of the long, leaf-green blades, twined with an elaborate pattern of filigree lines in silver and a single line of pure black winding its way through them. “And he appreciates finding someone who feels that way about it. I know he has said many good things about your sparring matches—along with some curses for your skill that surpasses his.” 
 
    “Well, we both learn from each other. I will miss you both when you have gone. But enough talk, I leave you to study. I will do my own training.” 
 
    “I’ll be here.” 
 
    And there I was, for quite a while. It had taken months for me to learn Hand Center. But having done that once helped me in two ways; first, I’d developed the right habits, the patience and focus that was needed to engrave even the smallest, seemingly utterly trivial details into memory, and second, I had already learned how effective that meditation had been in eventually giving me control—utterly precise, reliable control—over every gesture and movement, when I was focused. I knew for a fact it wasn’t make-work, and I knew how to do it—and I could now use the higher Visions and Centers to make me focus better. 
 
    So I learned; I saw the exact curve of the two blades, the one’s curve just the most minute bit less than the other, the hammer-stroke ripples that remained, shadows within reflective shadow, each a unique and irreproducible pattern of mastery, the tracery that was similar yet utterly different on each blade, the feel and weight and movement of them in my hands in every conceivable pose. I cut and thrust and parried air with them, imagining everything and then opening my eyes to see where my imagination was off, where I had visualized the angle of blade differently than the truth, where they were held just a millimeter farther up or down. I practiced awakening so I knew not merely where they were in general, but so clearly that reaching out and taking one from its holding frame was as simple and automatic as stretching my body. 
 
    And finally, two and a half weeks later, I reached out with Mind Center and Water Vision, felt the power flowing through me, and realized with a start of oh, of course! that the Swords of the Sh’ekatha were me, as well. 
 
    I cut down and across, and a blaze of blue-white flame raged about the twin blades and streaked outward, slashing the boulder before me. Two unbearably bright lines shone from the great rock, and with a hiss of air and vapor from the morning dew the stone fell apart, cut in four pieces in a single pair of strokes. 
 
    “YES! Perfect!” Thornhair did not bother to restrain his jubilation, bounding into the air about four meters. 
 
    I grinned broadly. “By the Lady and the Eternal King, it worked.” 
 
    “Very, very well done,” said the voice of Khoros, making us both jump. The tall and ancient sorcerer was one of the few who could manage to surprise Thornhair. “Thorn, you are becoming a quite good teacher. I am pleased that you figured this rather difficult bit of instruction out on your own. So is your father.” 
 
    “Bah! If you had bothered to try, this could have been finished in half the time,” Thornhair said with a snort. Nonetheless, it was obvious he was very pleased with himself, and doubly so with the compliment from Khoros. 
 
    “Possibly, but then only one of you would have learned from the experience.” He looked at me. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Good. I could do that several more times, I think.” 
 
    “Several,” Khoros repeated with a frown, and then gestured with his staff; a faint golden sparkle washed over me and I felt a nearly subliminal tingle. The frown deepened. “It appears that—unfortunately, in this case—your estimation of your capacity is accurate.” 
 
    I blinked. “Why ‘unfortunately’?” 
 
    “Because if you are to oppose Viedraverion—your Shagrath—you may well end up fighting him by yourself. He certainly will do the best he can to prevent massive numbers of opponents overwhelming him, and—if you are honest with yourself—he will have much of your Empire’s forces at his disposal no matter how good your preparation and even advance propaganda might be. You have the personal power, the personal experience, and the honor-right to pursue him to exclusion of others, but that means you must be prepared to fight him alone. And for that battle, a mere ‘several’ times will not be sufficient.” 
 
    I felt my prior elation draining away. “You mean I’d have to hit him with that a lot of times?” 
 
    “You will have to be able to channel your energies into the blades to strike through his defenses, and to block his own assaults, while also pouring it through your body to match his speed and strength—which I will add will be vastly greater than even that which the Kaital you knew as Frankel exhibited—and shielding your mind from psychic assaults from both the demonlord and, almost certainly, his Kaital allies.” 
 
    Okay, elation all gone now. The threat now loomed larger than it had before I had done this Towers-damned training! “I thought I was powerful already—nearing Ultra level, maybe into that region with all the stuff I can do!” 
 
    “You are,” Khoros said, matter-of-factly. “I do not in any way mean to belittle your capabilities—or those of the genius who made you this way. You have progressed in a matter of a few years from an ordinary man to a T’ramnonalan, a wielder of great mindpower indeed. And your skill at Tor, won over forty years of your life and more, that is also very much to be respected. 
 
    “Unfortunately, my friend, you are not going to be facing something that even an … ordinarily extraordinary hero, if you might excuse the term, can overcome. This is the son of the King of All Hells, his chosen son, a being that has faced down lesser gods on Zarathan and emerged the victor. This is an opponent the Dragon King might hesitate to face, that V’ierna or even myself would consider a most deadly opponent. And I,” he continued, “am—to avail myself of no false modesty—quite possibly the most formidably armed and educated opponent of demonkind that has ever lived.” 
 
    I dropped to the ground. “You do realize this makes you quite possibly the most formidably depressing conversationalist that has ever lived?” 
 
    He laughed, not unsympathetically. “I would rather you were depressed than overconfident. And I wish I had an easy solution. Had we some years—say, twenty or so—I could teach you, train you, as we would have trained a true Master of Minds in Atlantaea. But we do not have that much time, perhaps no more than a tenth of that. And to bring out that power—which, to lighten your heart somewhat, does in fact exist in both you and your R’Thann companion, at least in potential—will require something … extraordinary. All I can advise is that both you and your ally train yourselves well and hard throughout your travels, and be prepared with many strategies and subterfuges.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said, thinking to myself that while it was nice to know the potential existed, it still was not much help if even a millennia-old wizard didn’t know how to bring it out in time. “So if you’re wasting time talking to us, does that mean you’re done?” 
 
    “Very nearly, very nearly. Currently the Lady is performing her last rituals and bonding of power and materials throughout the hull; after that I will finalize my own work, and it will be done. Another week or two.” 
 
    I stood again. “All right. Then I might as well keep going and get as much as I can done here, while I can.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    A week or two. 
 
    Then what? 
 
    I had no answer to that yet, and that worried me, even as Thornhair drew his sword and we prepared to spar in earnest. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 48 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    “Lady,” the Eönwyl said slowly, “may I ask you something?” 
 
    As always when she was in private with the High Priestess, it was not entirely Kaylarea, but also the Lady Eönae, who spoke with her; and the Eönwyl found that most disturbing. 
 
    But not as disturbing as the thoughts she was currently following. 
 
    “Of course you may, Eönwyl. You may have little enough opportunity later, as your departure is finally close at hand.” 
 
    “Then I ask you, simply: what game is it you are playing with me?” 
 
    The dark-brown gaze flickered up to her face, and the young face smiled innocently. But there was a moment of something else in that look… “What makes you see a game, Eönwyl?” 
 
    “It was … difficult to see,” she said, trying to finish putting the pieces together. “When we first met, after you drove that … thing out of me … you said, ‘we have much to discuss, you and I’.” 
 
    “And we have talked quite a bit over the last few months, have we not?” Kaylarea-Eönae brushed her fingers over a row of plants that were smaller than the others in this wide, sunlit field; their color brightened, they seemed stronger and even taller in that moment. 
 
    The Eönwyl’s lips tightened. “We have … though perhaps it is more accurate to say I have talked, and you have said little. I didn’t really think about it—and that scares me, to be honest. But in virtually all the time we’ve spent together, I’ve been the one talking. You ask questions, and the questions are always about me—my parents, my uncle, where I came from, what I think of the future, what my first trading journey was, how I survived being marooned on my own in my third journey…” As she continued, she heard her voice shaking with shock and rising anger and confusion. “…I haven’t talked with Sasham this much, and I … I don’t feel anything like the same way about you.” 
 
    Kaylarea straightened slowly, and behind the eyes was a green glow visible even in the golden sunshine, a green glow that sent a chill down the Eönwyl’s spine. “You see clearly now, child,” Eönae said, for there was now no trace of the very young High Priestess in evidence. 
 
    “Then answer me, so-called goddess. Why? I have spilled out half my life to you, told you stories I haven’t yet told the man who … who I care about more than anyone else. Why?” 
 
    “Because I needed to know you, Eönwyl. I know all who set foot upon me in one sense, yes; but you are unique, oh, in ways you do not even begin to understand yet. That poor creature that sent you here, without even knowing the way, it knew something special existed within you.” 
 
    “You mean my … precognition? I thought it—” 
 
    “No,” Eönae said gently, “it did not create that ability. Only found a way to … bring it forward, perhaps. But it is more than that ability, precious and unique though it is. You are a child unbroken, of unbroken spirits who dwell on a world calculated to break any who come there, a world whose entire history has collapsed to the essence of despair. An imperishable, unbreakable adamant, a diamond forged in the pressure and heat that would destroy any other. Like a diamond, you do need a bit of polishing,” and the smile was gentle, though still no less disquieting for the power that lay, somehow, hidden behind even that friendly expression, “but that is the job of you, your friends, and time.” 
 
    She looked suddenly off to the horizon, where the others often looked when they spoke of danger. “But you are right; it is time I spoke of myself, of what I seek from you, and why. It is rather simple, in essence,” she said, “and yet it is asking a great deal, as well.” 
 
    The Eönwyl waited, saying nothing. 
 
    Eönae sighed. “I cannot entirely see the future myself. That is a rare gift indeed. But Thornhair—Raiakafan—that child of my heart can, and he has occasionally spoken of visions that trouble me greatly. I fear that—though my Sh’ekatha struggles against it mightily—the Fall must be completed, this world go into the darkness for a time before it emerges into the light. 
 
    “The demons have hunted my people, hunted them long and well; and most of those that remain are gathered here. If the true ending comes, most of these, too, will be destroyed, in some manner I cannot foresee. 
 
    “Even if they are not, the hunt has focused on those with many of the ancient talents. True power has become rarer here, even leaving aside the Great Seal and what it has done to me and mine.” 
 
    “So what do you want?” the Eönwyl asked. 
 
    “I want you to return,” Eönae said. “If possible, you, yourself, and Sasham Varan, who is, perhaps, as extraordinary as you. But if not, to bring to me others, people of your worlds, people who might find this one worth living in, far though it is from your homes.” 
 
    The Eönwyl stared. “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because if they fall, Eönwyl … if they fall, if these my children fall to whatever evil the demons, or poor self-damned Yurimekistos, sends unto them … if that happens, Eönwyl … there may be not one woman, not one man, of true humanity left on the world of their birth. And if that happens, if the world from whence you all came is empty, the world where first was born Torline Valanhavhi and all of you, his children, descended from … if that comes to pass then I, too, will fade.” 
 
    The words hurt, partly because that inner eye, that sense of what was to come, could feel that there was truth in what this goddess-figure said. But the Eönwyl hated being manipulated, and emotional appeal alone she knew how to resist. “That is a sad thing to hear, if true—and I don’t think you’re lying about what you believe. But … not to be offensive, but so what? It’s not as though we’ll leave a nice livable world unsettled forever, and we’re not going extinct out there.” 
 
    “‘So what’?” Eönae repeated quietly. After a moment she laughed, looking away into the distance still, and there were equal parts cold bitterness and gentle amusement that sent another chill through the Eönwyl in defiance of the warming sun. “Of course, it would be hard to understand, for you to see why it would matter; especially one born to that world, to whom worlds are but places to stop, to buy and sell a few things and travel on, while the shining vessel becomes your home. Even harder to understand, I see, why it would matter that a world be empty of its people for a time, since of course in time, a thousand years or ten or a hundred thousand, others will come and settle it.” 
 
    She whirled on the Eönwyl, and now though Kaylarea was in truth much the smaller woman, it seemed to the Eönwyl that Eönae towered over her. And though she did not shout, did not even raise her voice, the words she spoke shook the very ground. “But this is not a stopping-place, Eönwyl; this is not some colony dug from the dirt by travelers, some virgin globe found deserted around a never-explored sun, to be built up into a new and shining world of cities which will collapse back to ruins in a thousand years or three. This is Earth, this is the birthworld, this is Zahralandar, the World of Wisdom, twin and opposite pole to Zahr-a-thana, Zarathan, the World of Magic, the Mystery and the Answer in two pieces. If one fails completely, the other is adrift, never to be found, perhaps to fail in its turn and leave the universe a dying shell of what it once was. 
 
    “One day—a thousand years from this, or a million—one day the Great Seal must be broken, and on that day this world must be waiting, must be ready for the return of that which was lost. And that means that there must be people, the people who opened that gateway in the beginning, his people, human women, human men, walking this world, ever and always, until the day has come.” 
 
    The Eönwyl tried to speak, but Eönae had not finished, and the words carried with them urgency, desperation, all the more eerie because the necessity simply could not be fully conveyed. “And those people must be strong, must carry with them not just the remnants of blood that were left when the Blackstar crushed me under his will, those V’ierna has gathered but from whom were culled the brightest and best, but the strength of those that travelled the stars and returned, strength of will and power that the Demons have not and cannot erase; for all through the ages of waiting they will be trying to destroy that which remains, and only those of true will and spirit will survive to the end.” 
 
    As suddenly as that titanic force had manifested, it faded, and Kaylarea sank to the ground. “I … am sorry. I cannot explain it, not fully,” Eönae said, quietly, sadly. “What I see, what I say … words are weak. Even thoughts cannot convey it. I … am a part of this world, of more than one world, and I simply know what is needed, and I do it. I have, sometimes, difficulty remembering that others have not that blessing, or curse.” 
 
    The Eönwyl looked down at the goddess-priestess, and—for a moment—she saw something of what was truly there. A spirit, a soul of power that had bound itself, or been bound, to the essence of a world, had become the world … and which was yet somehow a person. “Eönae … I don’t argue that you feel this is somehow important. And I suppose it’s flattering that you pick me as the person who must return, or must guide others. But I don’t even know I’ll live through this.” She shrugged. “I’m not really sure what to think about your … request. It sounds very strange to me, and I’m Towers-damned sure I don’t truly get the urgency. But,” she raised her hand before the woman could speak, “I’ll promise you this—and only this. I will think very seriously on your words, and what I’ve seen while we’ve been here. And if we all come through this alive, I promise I’ll at least come back to give you an answer.” 
 
    Eönae rose and her smile was once more the benediction of a mother. “I know the value of your word, Eönwyl. And you offer me hope where before I had little, and that is enough.” 
 
    … and so he taught us, and so we believe, that always there is hope, she remembered, and wondered if that was enough for a world. 
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    Chapter 49 
 
    Shagrath: 
 
    The stunned, horrified realization by a spirit that the physical torture that it was fleeing was nothing—that all its worst nightmares were true, and but a pale shadow of the true horror that waited—salved his nerves, calmed him, as he felt the strength leaving the Chakron, the soul flowing into him to replenish power used—wasted!—earlier. 
 
    “And so another execution is finished.” He sighed heavily and shook his head, walking past those who had pushed the button. It serves to keep my image confused in the minds of all. It rebukes them for violating their own principles, even as I command them to do so, in concert with their other masters, in more and more blatant ways. 
 
    But even those thoughts could not truly drive the anger away. 
 
    Cut off. 
 
    Sasham Varan was still, psychologically and strategically, his most useful tool and constant bogeyman for the fear he worked to build. Oh, the Zchorada and their Chakron connection, the implication of engineered human psionic time-bombs, and—most recently—the questioning of the Ptial’s role in all these things were becoming more useful, but the grand, tragic, terrifying figure of the hero become mad god was such a perfect and easily used source of uncertainty and panic. Disasters not even caused by Shagrath’s arrangements were now sometimes blamed on Sasham Varan, whose powers had been inflated by public propaganda and rumor. Now he was a sinister fiend capable of teleporting across half a galaxy in an instant, gathering his own fleet of conquest somewhere in the stars at the edge of the Empire. 
 
    And to some extent that might be—almost certainly was—true. Varan knew, now. He had to know at least something of what really drove this corruption, even if it was virtually impossible he would understand the precise identity of what he faced, nor grasp the true extent of the power that could be brought to bear. Knowing even a little of the truth—and possibly much more of the nature of his allies—that would give him a much clearer idea of what had to be done. Shagrath had a great respect for Varan’s capabilities now; he had known how capable the human was when he worked with him, but he had to admit, grudgingly, that his own demonic arrogance worked against him constantly. Sasham Varan was a dangerous man when he had a clear goal and a target, and now he had both, and knowledge besides. 
 
    And now he has secrecy. 
 
    He had sent out his vision again, as he had every week since the thrice-damned ship The Eönwyl had made its landing on Earth, through the impenetrable barrier; but this time he had not seen the tiny white-silver shape of the vessel. Immediately he had drawn out the hair of Sasham Varan that he had previously used as a focus, knowing that if they had left, now they would no longer be screened from his senses. 
 
    But there had been no racing outward, no sense of direction, merely the empty, lost feeling of trying to locate something which no longer existed. Since he did not believe for one instant that he had been so fortunate as to have something beyond his control wipe Sasham Varan and his companions from the Galaxy, this meant only one thing. 
 
    A wizard and the Sh’ekatha, and perhaps the accursed Lady herself, had found a way to do the nigh-impossible; they had warded that vessel, made The Eönwyl an impenetrable and untraceable haven. The only way he would now discover them was through one of his Kaital allies on the many worlds either seeing or hearing of them, or in some other even more mundane fashion. And if it came not from the immediate observation of a Kaital, it could literally be months out of date. 
 
    He reached his office and slapped the irritating psi-shields into activity. At least I have nine months before they reach here. And some more before— 
 
    He caught himself this time, and just to remind himself of the stupidity he had been about to commit, stabbed a knife directly through his hand, forcing himself to focus THROUGH the shield—which was currently in full-coverage rather than shell mode—to heal the damage. Less punishment than Father would have given me for such idiocy. 
 
    A wizard? There was only one wizard of consequence walking that world, one whom he now knew had killed Gulorgig and Neizeras, and likely the others as well. And Konstantin Khoros had been seen on Zahr-a-thana as well in the eighteen millennia since the Fall. He had found a way to cross even past the Great Seal. 
 
    Convinced of the urgency of the cause? Working with a Sh’ekatha who should not have been there, who had provided an anchor for Eönae herself to remain and keep some semblance of Power in the world? Working with the Goddess of the Earth herself? With these things in his hands, what would that soul-mage do? Would he limit himself? Of course not. If he even suspected that one of the Great Demons were behind Varan’s problems—and given what Varan could tell him of the circumstances, of his encounter with a living Kaital, he would most certainly suspect it—he would do whatever he could to assist. 
 
    Even open a gateway halfway across a Galaxy and more. 
 
    He is already here. Varan is not thirty thousand lightyears and more away, not nine months of travel distant, he is already in the Empire, already planning his moves, with much more information and advice. 
 
    The Thovians and the R’Thann were clearly his allies already—and with the R’Thann came all the people of their small star nation, the R’Thann Meritocracy, which included several dozen star systems, most notably the difficult-to-read Mydrwyll. Thovia was one star system, true, but now that he knew their trick, he did not doubt that they could field a vastly larger force than any one world ought to possess, and one whose individual units would be terrifyingly superior to even the best that the Reborn Empire had to offer. Other than of course the few Atlantaean warships that remained, but he had to be honest with himself and concede that, while unlikely, it was also possible that in one of their damned Cycles they had found an Atlantaean vessel of their own, or even two. More than that was vanishingly unlikely, but he would be a true fool if he ignored the possibility. 
 
    Even if that was not the case, the Thovian forces would be a formidable core for any would-be revolutionary. With the R’Thann, Varan also had many more forces, and those not merely psionic but perhaps the single most powerful psionic species in the Galaxy—and a direct and most elegant counter to his hidden weapon, the Kaital. 
 
    Still, it would not be enough. Varan would know this. His options were similar to those he had before; there was simply much less time for Shagrath to prepare for those options, and while he had done much in the last few months, it was far less than he would have liked. 
 
    The thoughts were now ordered enough for him to proceed, however, and he decided he would let the problem sit for a few days. He shared with humans—and, he believed, most thinking beings—the tendency to find clearer solutions to a problem if he let the issue rest, and then returned to it in a day or so. 
 
    And as long as I remain the Prime Monitor, I still must carry out my duties. He called up the action items, winced inwardly at the accumulation of material all marked Most Urgent even as he smiled at the thought of why it was all so urgent, and began working his way through the backlog, at a speed that would have startled, and perhaps terrified, any ordinary human. Even one of the Five. 
 
    After two hours, however, he stopped, staring at one particular entry, puzzled. By itself it wasn’t anything, but he seemed to remember… He tapped a sequence on the D-comm unit. The screen immediately lit with one of his primary subordinates, Dekkan Noivos. He was of course a Kaital, but it would be foolish to even attempt communication mind-to-mind here. “Prime Monitor! How can I serve you?” 
 
    “I was examining these records and I noticed that there seem to be more quiet periods in Monitor Mandinas’ reporting than usual. I know that statistically this happens, but it seems to me that I’ve seen such things in several other Monitors’ records lately. Could you check and see if there’s an anomaly?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” He saw Noivos touch the Full Security control, making sure that the end-to-end was at top security level and setting a privacy screen around his own station; no one could hear or—without truly awe-inspiring feats of technological trickery beyond even most of the Five and their engineers—intercept any communications, or make sense of them if they did. “Mandinas is not one of Us, as I recall.” 
 
    “No, you have not yet converted him. We move at a proper timetable, though,” he felt it appropriate to give a small reward, and the remark would be one of those unreasonably well appreciated rewards that in truth meant nothing, “I believe the timetable may need to be advanced soon.” 
 
    The human face hiding a Kaital looked up, an expression of gratified surprise showing. “Really, sir?” 
 
    “Really. And you may tell that to the rest of the Kaital when you reach a safe location. For now, my query?” 
 
    “Examining, sir…” A few minutes passed. “I think we do have an anomaly, sir. No fewer than five Monitors in Silan-Luria and immediate surroundings in the Capital have such departures from norm, and all within the last six months. One would be within bounds, but five? I get a 99.996% probability of some form of directed action.” 
 
    “None were Kaital, I trust?” 
 
    “No, they were all base-level Monitors, inducted within the last three years. They of course have all the proper conditioning with our own … enhancements, but they remain human for now.” 
 
    Interesting. “Thank you, Noivos. This is absolute secrecy until I say otherwise—not even to the members of the Nexus will you divulge this information, is that understood?” 
 
    Noivos raised an eyebrow, but nodded. “Understood completely, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. Then what I’d like you to do is pick whichever one is due for a performance review—with five, it’s virtually certain one’s up for it—and do the review yourself. Alert me so that I can perform a more … direct examination while you do the review.” 
 
    “Of course, Prime Monitor. A very effective yet subtle way of determining if anything is truly amiss. One moment… Yes, actually, two of them are due. Monitor Hayess is also on-base at this time. If you like, I could send out the notification and the interview could take place within the hour?” 
 
    “Do it. Signal when he—” he glanced at the readout, corrected himself, “she arrives, and I will inactivate internal screening with my override. Do not under any circumstances use any of your own abilities to scan. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Understood. I will signal.” 
 
    It was not long—less than an hour—before Shagrath’s comm signaled with Noivos’ alert. In that time, Shagrath had dealt with most of the other urgent matters, and felt at least reasonably calm and properly focused on the matter at hand. 
 
    As planned, he inactivated the internal screening without setting off alerts; this was naturally not an ability shown in the standard blueprints, but it did help to be able to select critical-path engineers and ensure their loyalty directly. Mishira Hayess was seated in front of White Monitor Noivos, obviously somewhat uncomfortable at the fact that she’d been picked for examination by a Monitor just one step from the Prime himself, but not appearing abnormally nervous. 
 
    Carefully now. As the best general line of defense against psionics, Monitors were of course trained to be alert to their minds at all times. Moreover, the conditioning laid upon them throughout training gave them a noticeable, if far from unbreakable, resistance to mental invasion and control, when alerted. And alerting Monitor Hayess to mental invasion inside Silan-Luria Base did have potentially dangerous consequences. Oh, in all vast probability she would end up dead moments after her unfortunate discovery … but then, in all vast probability, Sasham Varan would have been dead three times already, and that had not worked out entirely as he would have liked thus far. 
 
    Slowly, slowly—by a psi’s standards—he insinuated his mind into the young Monitor’s. He had no intent of controlling her; he didn’t want to change anything, just see what was going on in the excess “quiet” times, periods when—statistically—she should have seen something worth reporting. 
 
    At first, he was severely disappointed. It seemed that, in fact, she had seen nothing of interest. Just continued the patrol, talked with a few people, had her dinner, finished her shift, and gone home. Another period, settled a dispute that wasn’t reportable (private matter, no security implications, just helping as a disinterested official), advised someone thinking of entering the Corps… He almost missed it entirely. It was a minor detail—one that he suspected a Kaital would, in fact, have missed entirely even had it done multiple scans. But the same personal impression showed up in several of the “dead times”. Not a personal impression he recognized—being filtered of course through her own perceptions the impression might not match his own—but the same one. Looking more closely, he reached the conclusion that there were a wide, but quite finite, number of … well, character types available in these times. How extremely interesting. I may be seeing something very useful indeed. 
 
    To confirm his impression, he studied the non-quiet times and found that this was not just a result of the Monitor “pigeonholing” people. In the non-quiet periods the cast of characters, so to speak, was much more broad; there were repetitions, but the total number of people and events seen per hour were greater and far more diverse. 
 
    In other words, precisely what one expects from mechanically implanted memories. 
 
    He checked real-time passage, was relieved to find that there was still considerable time left in the interview, which would last an hour. His next step would itself need more time than the first, because he had to both confirm his deduction and discover, if he was correct, what was being hidden. 
 
    The only thing I know of personally which can do this, and which might be available… He smiled coldly as he sank back into Monitor Hayess’ mind. 
 
    Now he had to be triply careful. Implanted memories nearly always meant something to hide, something very important to hide, and often important hidden things had the equivalent of tripwires and bombs within them. In an active psionic, those could be devastating in every sense of the word; in the case of a trained and fully augmented Monitor, they could also be fairly dangerous. 
 
    I think some additional subtlety of my own is called for. Since he was already within her mind, the power expenditure would be minimal even in his currently limited state. You will not be prepared, I think, for magic, no matter how careful you have been, my suspected enemy. 
 
    Slowly he began to … edge around the memories, as he thought of it, stepping behind the surface to see what supported it. Every memory was a structure, built of impressions, of the essence of an experience, of the elements used to evoke the entirety of what had been and what it meant to the one experiencing it. Few indeed were the memories which were the simple truth of the event; in Shagrath’s experience, “few” was near enough to “none” as not to matter most of the time. 
 
    As he suspected, behind the quiet-time memories was the merest and most regular of structures, the sure telltale of a constructed memory, going deep into the mind. The mind would hold to these simple structures well and dislodging them would be difficult unless you knew how. Shagrath knew, but had no interest in attempting it at this time, especially as those perils he had already decided to evade would be most likely precipitated by anything tampering with those memories. 
 
    He did, however, intend to find out what placed the memories there, and for what purpose. He followed the implanted structures deep, deep into the mind, to a depth that only true Conditioning could reach in reasonable time … and there found something startling. 
 
    Trapped these memories certainly were, and trapped well. The Conditioning had been repeated, layered, focused, and designed with an elegance and precision vastly outstripping that of most of the Monitors he had set to making the core Monitor training program. More, it was interwoven, not with an additional instruction set, but to the most basic and core essential conditioning of the Monitor—the obedience and loyalty arcs. 
 
    I was right to use magical mind analysis. Had I tried this with mere psionics, I would almost certainly have triggered this. 
 
    He studied the network for what seemed like hours, what would have been several minutes even in the outside world. Finally he understood its function, and could not restrain a rare appreciative chuckle. A work of perfect art. It is genius, and I will one day tell its creator exactly that, before I kill him. I will also remember this trick, this design, so that I may use it myself one day soon. 
 
    It was elegance and simplicity itself: upon the impact of any attempt to control the user, including the direct triggering of the Monitor loyalty impulse, one of two things would happen, depending on precise contingencies: either the Monitor would go completely berserk, seeking to destroy the source of control regardless of location, identity of target, or anything else, using their full Monitor capacities … or their Conditioned loyalties and obedience would instantaneously polarize to a different pattern. One not accessible by the Monitors. 
 
    Part of the elegance lay in the fact that the ultimate control and loyalty impulse it used was secret; it wasn’t supposed to be known to anyone outside of Shagrath and the White Monitors who were his subordinates. Oh, they were known to be utterly loyal to the Empire, but as Shagrath had taken over control of the Monitor Corps he had added this additional override for loyalty to the Monitors even above the rest of the Empire. 
 
    Since it was supposed to be secret, there would be of course no way to directly question anyone tampering with something that didn’t exist. 
 
    Now the most dangerous part. He added contingency magic to prevent the trigger of that impulse; as there was no magic and no evidence of direct psi involvement he felt fairly safe in assuming this would work, and in fact he felt no adverse effects as he locked the trigger down. Such an operation would have required at least a real-world hour if he attempted it psionically, and he had no more than another fifteen minutes. So he had to hurry, and that meant cheating the laws of the universe a little more. I’ll need yet another interrogation and execution today! The annoyance wasn’t at the thought of a torture and execution, which was always a calming and pleasant end to a day, but the time needed to do so. He had to waste time in sleep and eating, and thus time was always short. 
 
    But now he was coming to the heart of the changes, the truth hidden behind every snare and tripwire and false memory, and it was there, at the very beginning of the first quiet moment: a flicker of movement, a flash that startled even a trained Monitor, and blackness. 
 
    But a trained Monitor, unlike an ordinary human being, was also much more than mere flesh, and with full training and Conditioning, was much more an accurate recording machine in moments of stress. And so Shagrath could see detail in that flicker of movement from obscurity. A hand. 
 
    A hand that Shagrath, Prime Monitor, recognized very well indeed. 
 
    All I needed to see. 
 
    He withdrew with speed and efficiency, erasing every trace of his presence, even releasing the magical lock. He sat up, stretching his stiffened body and re-establishing the screening throughout the section of Silan-Luria he had covertly disabled. 
 
    Lukhas Kaje Mel’Tasne. 
 
    The name brought an actual smile, a broad smile of hearty amusement, to Shagrath’s face. So this was your reason. I had thought you simply intended to make your own department more … tractable, as any good administrator would, especially with the warning signs of coming instability. Consolidate your base of power. And there was the small possibility that you were suspicious that psionics were working within the Monitors, perhaps even myself. 
 
    But no, no, you are much more ambitious. And much more dangerously clever. You have studied the Conditioning I have given you and reached the correct conclusions of potential on minimal data. The smile faded slightly at that. The Five still have some who meet their ancient standards, I see. At least in intellect and capability. 
 
    So the White Controller, head of Imperial Security, was quietly, carefully, and quite implacably undermining the Monitor Corps in preparation for his undoubtedly well-planned coup. Someone as bright as Mel’Tasne was undoubtedly already reading the signs well ahead—although he could hardly imagine what the actual plans for the dénouement were. The potential fragmentation, or at least immense internal turmoil, in the Reborn Empire would be clear to him … and the opportunities for a man near the top who chose his actions well must be even clearer. 
 
    The only threat to Mel’Tasne’s power in the event of real destabilization would of course be the Prime Monitor. But if Lukhas Mel’Tasne could take control of the Monitor Corps… An utterly brilliant strategy, and one that had very nearly evaded Shagrath’s notice. He considered his options. He could simply negate the control efforts … but perhaps not so simple as that, after all. Technology was multiplicative. That was one of its greatest strengths when compared with magic or psionics. Discover a technology to do something, it could be replicated comparatively freely, with vastly less effort than it took to replicate a magical technique without an equally large supply of mages. 
 
    That meant that what Mel’Tasne could … no, would be doing, if he was attempting such an audacious plan, would be to condition his own people to the proper level of loyalty, provide them with the templates and instructions, replicate the Conditioning equipment, and send them out to the other planets. Probably was already doing so—that would explain the minor flaw of repetition. You had to standardize your program if you wanted everyone to follow the instructions, and random computing variations of the templates would only go so far. Shagrath could not in any fashion cover the twenty thousand and more major worlds, let alone the minor worlds, even with the Kaital to help, unless he was willing to sacrifice everything else they were doing, and he was not. 
 
    He could confront Mel’Tasne in public or in private. Neither of those seemed likely to be useful; public would reveal far too much that neither side wanted known yet, and private would gain him nothing unless he wanted to take steps he was not yet quite prepared for … and Mel’Tasne would have taken precautions. After this latest discovery, Shagrath was not quite sanguine about the chances that such precautions would prove entirely harmless to him. Even with his formidable powers, the weapons of the Reborn Empire could prove considerably annoying, even sufficient to disperse him, if used in the proper fashion or in sufficient volume. 
 
    And the White Controller, head of one of the Five Families, could afford both proper fashion and sufficient volume. 
 
    But if I just let things go as they are… He dropped his shield. Kaital. 
 
    The screaming replied instantly. We listen. 
 
    Lukhas Mel’Tasne has found a way to exploit the Conditioning I gave him. He instantly conveyed the entire situation to the waiting telepaths. I intend to let him continue. Let him believe he succeeds. 
 
    What of those many of Us who are your Monitors? 
 
    Allow the process to function. Withdraw your power, allow the shielding to damp you, become as humans for the operation. I do not require, or desire, you to show any possible sign that you are any different. In fact, you must not. There is a small, but still significant, chance that he is also using this approach to see if some unknown type of spy—such as yourselves—does indeed exist. Neither medical nor their nascent psi-tech must be allowed to detect the slightest hint of your presence until we are ready to move. 
 
    A quick babel of screaming thought coalesced into decision. The Nexus concurs. There is much advantage to this if we allow it to progress through the timetable. 
 
    He smiled. It was good when your allies understood without bullying, and they’d become much brighter as the Nexus increased. Yes. More of exactly the sort of chaos we will need, with the few Monitors that would have supplied a stabilizing force suddenly becoming unpredictable turncoats. 
 
    Lukhas Mel’Tasne, perhaps you shall even win a little Empire for yourself, before the other fragments hunt yours down and tear it to pieces. I think that would be … very amusing. 
 
    Very amusing indeed. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 50 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    The Eönwyl finished her daily check of the bridge systems and headed for the small dining area. With The Eönwyl in TC drive again, there was no need for internal seals to be kept locked down, and sound carried well through any open corridors. Because of this, she heard a low, cheerful rumble of indistinct conversation from an impossibly deep-throated voice she had not realized, until they finally had returned to Thovia, just how much she had missed. It sounded like Guvthor and Sooovickalassa were having some sort of scientific discussion. 
 
    She didn’t hear Varan’s voice, but that didn’t surprise her; since they’d just done another jump-and-grab to get the news they’d missed, he’d be going over the digests now. 
 
    She found him looking at the projections over the table; the plate in front of him was only half-finished, and given his usual appetite that didn’t bode well. “News not good?” 
 
    Varan looked up and tried to smile. The expression was not convincing. “Well, we expected it. We’ve been gone more than a year, after all.” 
 
    She sat down and poured herself a cup of samahei which Varan had obviously just made, and then took his hand and squeezed it gently. It was a small gesture, but his return grip showed he appreciated it. “I suppose I’d better take a look.” 
 
    She felt her own face tightening with distress and anger as she skimmed the summaries. Chak … under secure edict. Other Chakron colonies, the same. Chakrons being tracked separately from other citizens. War thought imminent with Zchoradan Meld. Other nonhumanoid species suspected of being spies? Despite her own cynicism and distrust of the Reborn Empire, she found herself shaking her head in disbelief. Break with Ptial. Announcement that two other species—by the indirect descriptions, obviously the R’Thann and Thovians—are allying themselves with enemies of the Empire… What must this look like to someone inside the Empire, someone who doesn’t know what we do? 
 
    The delays in reporting—caused by the limit by how fast news traveled—would also make this worse. Since any individual piece of news might take months to filter to the more remote regions, you’d have more and more disorganization and confusion as the situation changed rapidly. To anyone watching without the knowledge that they’d gained about their true adversary, it would make no sense; the response of something like the Reborn Empire to any crisis had to be carefully timed, measured, and scheduled. The current approach could only lead to chaos. 
 
    Which is of course the … she found her mind hesitating before using the word, then forced herself to accept it, … the Demon’s intent. He’s not trying to conquer. He’s trying to destroy, and has no desire to leave one stone atop another when he’s done. Which, as they’d discussed before, made the whole plot harder to discern, since virtually all revolutionaries and traitors had a positive goal; they wanted to get something out of what they did, be it the rulership of the nation for themselves, the freedom of their people, et cetera. But Shagrath and his allies didn’t want anything except the ending of things. 
 
    Not quite true—the Kaital have their own goals. But probably Shagrath has plans for them, too. 
 
    “Huh. Look at that. Taelin won the Meletta Ultimate Freestyle!” 
 
    She winced. “Unlimited class racing? Sounds like he’s gotten riskier since the last time.” 
 
    Sasham’s face was bleak. She knew he understood the implications; his old friend’s self-destructive course had taken a turn for the worse, and she couldn’t offer much comfort; there was no denying that the news of Varan’s apparent insanity and betrayal had caused that. 
 
    Suddenly Sasham sat up, a new expression on his face. “Wait. Listen to this.” He touched the controls, and the 3-D image of Taelin Ardan appeared, standing in front of the crowd. “…And I will always believe in that Sasham Varan, even after they kill the monster that’s carrying his name.” 
 
    She was glad to see animation returning to Sasham’s face, the light coming back to those cloud-grey eyes, but she wasn’t sure why he seemed to be leaning forward in anticipation, keying in another search. “Well … it’s good that he’s trying to come to terms with—” 
 
    Sasham cut her off with a slashing gesture, then glanced at her quickly in apology. “Sorry, but … just a minute, please.” 
 
    He’s … seen something? 
 
    “Ah-HA. Here it is, an actual interview, not just a news report. ‘Ultimate Memories, an Interview with Taelin Ardan by Aluris Trilyin’.” 
 
    She sat quietly, waiting. She didn’t know exactly what Sasham was looking for, or expecting, but it was clear this wasn’t just an ordinary emotional reaction, but something much bigger. Minutes went by, then more. An hour, and her samahei was cold, but she couldn’t leave. She skimmed other stories, seeing the dark blot of Shagrath’s plan spreading, and no hope of victory. 
 
    And then he sagged down, and there were tears running down his face, and for a moment she thought her heart would break, that something even worse had happened—and then she saw the smile, a smile that was first tremulous and then spread, wider, wider, lighting up the face she had come to love and trust like no other, lighting it up as though a sun were rising, bringing light into the room like a window opening to the dawn of Oro itself, and changing, the smile becoming a laugh, a deep and joyful laugh of triumph that was like a trumpet calling her to her feet. 
 
    “What is it, Sasham? What?” 
 
    He still couldn’t speak for a few moments—whatever joyous emotion had gripped him would not release him to speak quite yet. She looked at the display, saw cryptic annotations he’d added to what seemed a long but straightforward interview of what Taelin had done, what he thought about his old friend-turned-madman, how the racing had healed him, how his family had turned away… Finally Sasham wiped away the tears and sighed. “Thank Niaadea and Torline, blessed are we in the name of the Towers, the Six and One, oh blessed are we.” He looked at her and suddenly hugged her, lifting her from her chair. “He knows, Eönwyl! He knows!” 
 
    “What? What do you mean, he knows?” 
 
    “This! This whole sinking interview, the whole thing, oh, may the Eternal King bless his damn brilliant idiotic risk-taking heart, it was all a stunt to do one thing: get me a message, let me know what he was doing, send me a secret message right out in plain sight in front of Shagrath and the whole sinking Empire!” 
 
    She could see he was shaking slightly with the joy and shock. “A … message? But how? Sasham, I can’t believe Shagrath and his people wouldn’t be analyzing everything someone like Taelin—one of your best friends—said from every direction. If he put in some kind of cipher, they’d—” 
 
    “Not cipher. Code. Associative code.” The smile was now sharp, dangerous, confident. “Hardest form of code to do, and pretty much impossible to break, because it’s based on how you know the other person, and how well he or she knows you.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, a simple example…” he thought for a moment. “If I had a way of signaling that I was sending such a message, you might then read through it and I mention meeting over dinner. You, remembering the one time we DID meet over dinner, correctly deduce that I’m talking about something having to do with Contract Work corruption in the message.” 
 
    He gestured to the interview. “Since he granted that interview, he put a Families’ seal on it—Lesser Family, but still important—which meant that it had to be transmitted exactly as he gave it. That’s crucial, because the wording, the precise wording, is the key to the associations.” 
 
    She stared at him. “You can convey accurate messages that way?” 
 
    “If you know the person well enough, and if you’ve practiced it with them so they know the cues. Since it’s unique to each set of individuals, and based on personal association, it’s like you have a built in and really hard to even describe codebook.” He shook his head. “I’m not saying it’s easy, and in fact it’s damn difficult, and kinda clumsy for ordinary work. To make sure the message gets through you usually have to be fairly redundant, in case one association chain gets dropped, and crafting an interview…” Varan shook his head in admiration and grinned again. “Anyway, in those several pages of interview, he was able to send a few clear words. Only a couple of sentences, but it’s enough.” 
 
    “And … those are?” 
 
    He touched the screen, which switched to another view. She read: 
 
    We trust you. Monitor, Emperor enemy. Preparing, need help. Contact me. Taelin, Trey, Lukh. 
 
    The principle on which it worked she could understand … but to be able to send clear, direct messages like this was … impressive. To use an understatement. “And you can do this?” 
 
    He laughed, nodding. “With only a couple people, of course. I sent Taelin one message like that right when I left Oro.” The smile turned to one of wonder. “And he understood. They must have understood it almost right away. Taelin never despaired. Oh, Eönwyl!” He hugged her again. “The Five are still the Five, and some of them are still themselves. They never saw what I did, never learned any of the things we do, but still with just one hint they figured out that it was the Prime Monitor, they must have guessed it had to do with psionics as soon as the issue was raised, and they’re playing him.” He suddenly looked grim. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the problem, isn’t it?” she said gently. 
 
    “Torline’s Swords. Yes. They’ve obviously made the best guesses they could possibly have made, but they can’t know what they’re really dealing with, or exactly what its goals are.” 
 
    “So you need to get that information to them.” 
 
    “More than that. ‘Need help’. They know it’s coming to a revolution, and open war. We need forces. They need intelligence, but also enough force to make a credible threat.” 
 
    This is a council of strategy that should include us all, Vick’s mindvoice said—but with an edge of a sharp-toothed smile rather than the irritated reproof that might have been his instinctive reaction. 
 
    Varan looked over at the little R’Thann. “How’d you—” 
 
    My most respected idiot Hunt-brother, you were radiating enough joy to practically be sensed by that head-blind Guvthor. 
 
    “The echoes of your laughter carry well, my friend,” came the booming voice of the Thovian. “But as my colleague and ally says, why not join us below, that we can have a proper conference?” 
 
    He grinned, and she answered it, taking his hand again. “Why not?” he said. “We’ve just discovered that we’re not alone in the Empire, and that may just change everything.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 51 
 
    Varan: 
 
    “As I see it,” Guvthor began, settling back into the huge chair which had been installed for him in his cargo-bay residence, “there are three major problems we face within the overall challenge of defeating our adversary. 
 
    “The first is sheer physical resources. The Reborn Empire, as I understand it, is comprised of over twenty thousand major worlds and between five and ten times that many minor worlds—with ‘world’, in this case, usually meaning ‘solar systems with at least one habitable world’.” He shook his head. “By comparison, I am afraid that we are … somewhat lacking. The R’Thann Meritocracy is roughly a thousandth of that size, although,” he nodded to Vick, “on any individual measure they are vastly more formidable than the numbers might indicate. The latter is of course true of my own people as well.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, that’s one. Second?” 
 
    Communications and coordination, Vick said promptly. The Kaital and Shagrath can use the standard means, but also have psionic communication to coordinate their actions. This means that we must assume that once we act, there will be no significant delay between what we do, and the central command learning of it—although if they wish to continue their masquerade they will not be able to directly reveal this knowledge to others. Moreover, because Shagrath controls the Monitors—and, we must assume, key individuals in other services—we must presume that any communications to important persons, such as your friend Taelin, will be intercepted and analyzed. This gives our opponents all the advantages in arranging events. 
 
    “I can’t argue that one, either. Let’s have the third.” 
 
    “Credibility and goals,” said Guvthor. “With what we have learned, we now know that our opposition’s ultimate goal is not at all what anyone else would expect. They do not intend conquest, they are not toppling the Reborn Empire for the sake of some other star faction, and in fact the Reborn Empire is only part of their plan. Shagrath intends to shatter all of the civilizations currently functioning in this section of the Galaxy—the Empire, the Zchoradan Meld, the Ptial, and even the smaller players such as the Tanakar, Lillaliti, and of course now the R’Thann and Thovian systems. 
 
    “Yet his position and power are such that any observer will have only one of two—equally incorrect—conclusions to draw: either that he is sincerely a force of stability, trying to keep his Empire together while it tears itself apart, or that he is trying to take over the Empire himself. You, on the other hand…” 
 
    I couldn’t keep a bitter edge off my smile. “I am the beneficiary of his centuries of well-designed propaganda, yes. Everyone knows that human psis go insane, and he’s made me into a villain-figure that makes the Black Dragon look like a petty crook. He’s undermined the confidence in any of the resident species who might have any grasp of psionics at all, shot down any chance of reasonable peace or truce with Zchorada, begun the separation from Ptial despite our alliance against Uralia only twenty or so years ago, and of course he’s already started the talk which will make your people look like enemies of the Empire.” 
 
    And your actual goals are—in cold fact—the much more believable and pedestrian revolution and takeover, Vick said with such heavy bluntness that I had to bite back an instinctive defense. The fact that you do so from utterly altruistic and patriotic reasons does not change the fact that you will be forced to take actions which will simply confirm the suspicions of your goals—and which will play directly into his plans of chaos. 
 
    I nodded. The elation of discovering Taelin, Trey, and Lukh understood and were working on our side was now somewhat damped. 
 
    But only somewhat, because the realization that I wouldn’t be fighting Taelin along the way was a relief I couldn’t put into words. “Okay, you’ve set up the problems, so what are the solutions?” 
 
    Really, do you expect us to do all the work for you? Vick’s mindvoice was both sharp and gently humorous, a marked change from the first alliance of necessity we had shared. I suppose we could, at that. 
 
    “Mel’Tasne says to contact him,” the Eönwyl said after a moment. “They need to know what we know, and what we’re doing about it. So even if that’s not the first thing we’re doing, it’s definitely something we need to figure out.” 
 
    Why not do precisely the same thing he did? asked Vick. We could certainly find a world where you could put in an appearance and make some sort of speech. 
 
    I shook my head. “Wouldn’t work for at least two reasons. The most important is that in giving the speech, I’d have only two courses of action: one of them, telling the truth as much as I dare, the other, playing the psychotic psi to the hilt.” 
 
    And? 
 
    “Alas, I see the problem all too clearly,” Guvthor said, nodding slowly. “If you were to play the assumed role, Shagrath would know that you were somehow trying to communicate, since he—unlike the rest of the Empire—is quite aware that you are no more insane now than you were when you first met him, and thus the only reason to pretend you were would be to get your interview transmitted. If, on the other hand, you attempted to tell the truth, he has every reason to try to squelch that information.” He sighed. “In neither case could you rely upon the interview being transmitted verbatim, which—as I understand it—is key to making your clever associative code work.” 
 
    “Pretty much. Since we need to convey some unusual and precise information, yes, in this case it’d have to be completely accurately sent.” 
 
    The Eönwyl looked distantly at nothing, obviously thinking. “Unfortunately, now they are looking for me, though—for whatever reason—they seem to be painting me as more an unfortunate victim or dupe than as a willing accomplice. But that means that I can’t easily land and make contacts. And given what’s happened with Thovia revealing its nature, obviously the Imperials we had befriended there are stuck working with Thovia.” 
 
    What about Veshdar Morno? 
 
    “That’s a thought. I made sure to get a status download on him, and he’s still running his task force, so he may have dodged that rannai bolt through the circumstances of the Ptial being the driving force. The problem would be contacting him without being obvious.” 
 
    Vick hissed contemplatively. If you will refrain from your usual self-deprecation, you will recall that you have played the hero multiple times in your prior life. I would expect that a number of the people involved in those incidents would be willing, if approached properly, to give you enough benefit of the doubt to at least convey a message. 
 
    “Definitely,” the Eönwyl said. “I spoke with some of your old comrades on Tangia back … before I got involved, and you were very much admired and loved.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But I’m a—” 
 
    “Psi, yes, and I won’t argue that’ll shut a lot of doors right off, especially with the publicity. But we managed to convince people who’d never met you before, and I’m sure that Morno—who as I understand it was the nearest thing to an enemy you had before all this started—isn’t convinced at all that you’re the monster Shagrath’s making you look.” 
 
    I thought about it, though that kind of thinking always made me embarrassed. “I … suppose you’re right. And some of my real old friends … Canta, especially. But the problem there is that they’ll be watched carefully. I’m sure of it. And…” I hated to even think this, but it had to be said, “…and … some of them might not be who I think they are, any more.” 
 
    Guvthor growled. “Yes, there is that. When one has bodiless adversaries capable of taking over others, how does one know when the person they are speaking to is, in fact, who they seem to be?” 
 
    “At least the increase in psi-paranoia must make it a little harder for them to spread,” pointed out the Eönwyl. 
 
    Undoubtedly, Vick agreed. But not sufficiently for any reliance of safety. They are difficult to detect, obviously capable of surviving within such screens—although I am certain they find such things very uncomfortable—and your technology has no way of proving their existence unless they manifest their particular powers. 
 
    I nodded, then shrugged. “Let’s table that for a while. Yes, we have to get a message to Taelin, Trey, or Lukhas somehow. Maybe we could arrange for something to be intercepted by ImpSec?” 
 
    “Ah, now, that might be more fruitful. It wouldn’t do to have it happen more than once, but as his brother is now White Controller, such high-priority intercepts would, I assume, be sent directly to him.” A flash of extremely large teeth. “Given the nature of this associative code, I presume that even if copies were sent to Shagrath, they would do him no good.” 
 
    “Not unless he understands me and Taelin a lot better than I think he does. Lukh must know I can do the coding, but I don’t know him well enough. Lukh would have to get the message forwarded to Taelin somehow, but that’d be the least of the problems, I think. He’s worked out a method…” I suddenly laughed. “Oh, of course he has. All that gossip-transmission stuff on Taelin and Trey!” 
 
    Bold, yet quite devious. I think I will like this Lukhas. 
 
    “I’m sure you would. All right, I think we might have an answer. But we don’t want to do that before we’ve got some answers for the other problems, so we can tell Taelin and the others what we’re planning on doing.” 
 
    “The next step seems obvious,” Guvthor said, and I felt my optimism already fading. I knew—had known all along—where we’d have to end up, and the more I delayed, the more I realized just how much I had not yet dealt with in my own past. 
 
    “In the end,” the Thovian continued, “it shall come down to at least some level of a contest of arms—a war, short or long-drawn-out, against if not the entirety of your Empire, at minimum a very significant fraction of it, while other pieces and factions strike out at many others around them.” 
 
    Yes. Which means that we need sufficient force of arms to oppose them. Vick’s mental sensation conveyed grimness. Proud though I am of my people—and respectful of yours, Thovian—there is no way that our current alliances are sufficient. 
 
    “What about Ptial?” the Eönwyl asked. 
 
    I really wanted that to be the answer. “They’re a lot bigger than the R’Thann, that’s for sure, and they’ve got a lot of psionic capabilities, which we’ll need up against the Kaital. Some of their ships may even be more advanced than the Empire’s.” 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    I sighed. “But having been ‘on the inside’, so to speak, I know that they’ve only got maybe a thousand worlds to their name. Probably only a few hundred that count. The Empire might not laugh, but…” 
 
    Then there is only one possible objective for us, Vick said coldly. We must travel to the Zchoradan Meld, show them the truth, and gain the alliance of the only other star nation which has anything like the might of your Empire. 
 
    “You realize I’m a wanted criminal there too?” I said, but the argument was weak, very weak. Vick was right; the Zchoradan Meld included at least fifteen thousand major worlds and several times as many lesser; it was smaller than the Reborn Empire, but not by much, and was more concentrated, capable of shifting its strength more quickly and efficiently. 
 
    Because of your battles against them. I would be surprised if they would not consider the advantages of recruiting you, assuming they, too, have not come to believe the propaganda. 
 
    There was that. The Zchoradans would have no reason not to believe that human psis went insane, and I was already depicted as going beyond merely ‘insane’. 
 
    But the more I forced myself to think about it, the more I saw no alternative, and on the Eönwyl’s face I saw a conviction growing, along with worry. “You’re right, Vick,” I said finally, and turned to the Eönwyl. 
 
    “We have a destination,” I said. “And we need to speak to the very top leadership—the Vmee Zschorza themselves. So set our course for Zchorada.” 
 
    And hope I can keep my sanity when we arrive. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 52 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    She glanced over at Sasham, sitting in the navigation control position as usual. The white knuckles on his hands, gripping the armrests, are not so usual. 
 
    She hadn’t realized just how bad his phobia remained; somehow, with all the time that had passed, she had assumed that he’d found some way to deal with it, that he’d had enough therapy to get past the event. Now that she thought about it, of course, it was clear he’d hardly had the chance. He’d been taken directly into the experiment that had made him what he was, and then escaped by a clever ruse—and immediately had to devote his efforts to figuring out a way to escape that was more permanent. 
 
    But we really don’t have any choice. 
 
    To Sasham’s credit, he hadn’t even mentioned his phobia to the other two, although she found it ludicrous to think that Vick wasn’t fully aware of the problem. But he had tried to figure out alternatives, any alternatives. Unfortunately, there simply weren’t any reasonable alternatives. All the other star nations they knew, banded together, didn’t hold more than a tenth of the resources of the Reborn Empire. Only the Zchoradan Meld was large enough to present a clear and present danger to the entirety of the Empire. And without allies at least close to that level, they couldn’t expect to get any significant support within the Empire. 
 
    The latter was the only other feasible alternative—to break up the massive Empire and use pieces of it against each other. However, Varan’s reputation as a destroying psi would make it virtually impossible for him to convince others who didn’t already know him to talk with him, let alone join him, and even if they knew the right factions of people who might be amenable to turn against what the Empire was becoming, and the proper way to divide the Empire against itself, this was the opposite of Varan’s ultimate goal. He wanted to behead the monster but preserve what it was trying to destroy, and while she was increasingly worried that this would turn out to be impossible, she knew that he simply couldn’t bring himself to do more than contact a few friends for some vital services. 
 
    And so we must begin. She sighed and turned to him. “Are you ready … Sasham?” 
 
    He released his grip in a convulsive movement. “I … no. But yes, I am. As ready as I can be.” The sickly smile brought an ache to her chest, somewhere near her heart. 
 
    “Attention,” she said into the shipwide intercom. “Prepare for Downbreak into the Zchorada system.” 
 
    A few seconds passed in silence, and then the whining screech of Downbreak echoed through The Eönwyl. 
 
    Instantly the screens came alive with data. This was the homeworld of the Zchoradan Meld, their equivalent of Oro, and their pickets had undoubtedly picked up the approach of her vessel at least a few minutes before Downbreak. There were literally thousands of warships on her screen already. 
 
    Without waiting for contact, she immediately began transmitting. “This is Free Trader Eönwyl, requesting contact with the Vmee Zschorza. This is a peaceful contact. All shields are down. No weapons are active. This is Free Trader Eönwyl…” 
 
    Despite the completely unexpected nature of her arrival and transmission, it became clear that the Zchorada were either prepared for even this eventuality, or were extremely fast decisionmakers. She’d repeated the message no more than six times when a response came through. “This is Meld Warship Zikhikaz, commanding the Home Fleet by the directives of the Vmee Zschorza. Bring your vessel to an immediate halt with respect to Zikhikaz or be destroyed.” 
 
    She complied immediately; there was really no point in even contemplating doing anything else. 
 
    As soon as she had stopped The Eönwyl, the transmission resumed. “Your compliance is noted. This is Fleet-Commander Karrazat. The Vmee Zschorza is in session for Seventh Nest, and so your request is possible. However, many questions exist. Confirm, please, this information. Is there currently on-board your vessel an Imperial officer named Sasham Varan?” 
 
    Sasham took a shaky breath but answered while facing the image that terrified him, his face white but otherwise seeming normal. “I am no longer an Imperial officer, but I am Sasham Varan, former Captain of Teraikon in the service of the Emperor and the Reborn Empire.” 
 
    A rattling hiss. “I inform you, then, that my Nestmate First Hazarazi died at Tangia Station.” 
 
    The Eönwyl cursed inwardly. “Nestmate First” was a relationship that was most closely equivalent to husband or wife. 
 
    Varan swallowed. “I regret all the deaths that day. My … Nestmate First died as well, in the same battle. Though all deaths are unique, and all pains are our own, may we agree that for our speaking this day there is no need to dwell on those deaths which lie in our past?” 
 
    He knows the formalities. That just might get us somewhere. 
 
    This time there was a pause of several seconds before the D-Comm spoke again. “For the speaking that is to be, we shall agree. Then we speak of what is. The Empire says you are insane, a destroyer, a power-of-mind with no Nest and no thought of Nests-to-be. Why should Zikhikaz not remove you from space? Why should the Vmee Zschorza risk exposure to madness, to speak with one already enemy of Zchorada?” 
 
    “Because the madness is within the Empire,” Varan answered. He looked steadily at the Zchoradan commander, and though sweat beaded his face showed no other sign of the tension he was under. “You cannot have failed to see its madness, turning-inward hatred as you call it, the Nest that coils in upon itself. Our Chakron now suffer, those others about us are suspected, feared, your own Meld provoked ever and again, and you must see the war is coming.” 
 
    Fleet-Commander Karrazat said nothing, simply looking at Varan for several very long minutes. “You will drop the mind-shields on your vessel,” he said finally, “and though you may defend your minds for now, there will be no activity of the mind’s power from any of you, or Zikhikaz will obliterate your Eönwyl. Will you comply?” 
 
    “We will,” the Eönwyl answered. “Dr. Sooovickalassa…” 
 
    Lowering. 
 
    She felt the shields drop—for now that she knew, now that she acknowledged the power she was born with, she could understand these sensations she had never before recognized. And she saw Varan tense. This is the moment we find out if we are too late. 
 
    She opened her mind, but knew the real key was what the open, though passive, minds of both Sasham Varan and Sooovickalassa sensed. Moments passed, and she felt a faint touch, a tickling almost, as a distant psionic brushed her mind. Varan went even paler than he had been, but at the same time a slow smile crossed his face. “No screaming. None.” 
 
    “Good,” came Guvthor’s deep voice. “Then we have reason to hope that the Kaital have not found a way—yet—to infiltrate the Vmee Zschorza.” 
 
    Karrazat spoke again. “The Vmee Zschorza is considering your request. You have spoken truly of things which have concerned the Meld, and it is true that you may have information that we lack. The decision will be given in one of your hours. Do not move, nor activate any defenses or weaponry, nor use active mind-abilities, for that period of time. Any violation of these commands will instantly result in the destruction of your vessel. Are these directives understood and accepted?” 
 
    “Understood and accepted,” the Eönwyl said. 
 
    Vick grumbled in his usual mangled Oron that this meant he must resort to clumsy spoken language until the Zchorada came to their senses. 
 
    Sasham wiped his brow shakily, then gave her a weak smile. “So far … better than we might have thought. And Vick, they are being sensible. Very sensible.” 
 
    The R’Thann grudgingly agreed, and Guvthor concurred. “If a small fraction of the tales circulated about you were true, they would have every reason to fear you, or hate you sufficiently to kill you sight unseen. This in some ways has been our most perilous choice, yet one without, I am afraid, any usable alternative.” 
 
    She noticed that both Sasham and Vick sealed their personal mind-shields tight—probably to keep them focused on not using any psi powers. She could still occasionally feel the feather-light touch of the distant Zchoradan psis, obviously continuously watching them to make sure there was no violation of their rules. “I suppose the fact that they have so many psis would make it a lot harder for the Kaital to invade.” 
 
    “One would hope,” Guvthor said. 
 
    “That simple not it is,” Vick said. He pointed out that the Kaital, according to the records, gained considerably more strength from psionic hosts, and were often able to hide themselves from their targets. “Unusual the sensing is by Varan of the screaming.” 
 
    “I’d missed some of that in the Master’s descriptions,” Varan admitted. “So it might be that not all psis can hear that … screaming-voices thing that we do?” 
 
    “Process unique,” Vick affirmed; he went on, mentioning that both his and Varan’s abilities were still increasing and that it was quite possible that a psionic awakened by that process could have some abilities, scope of senses, or other differences which made it harder for the Kaital to hide their nature from them. Still, he finished, the Kaital would be expected to have a generally more difficult time hiding around a large number of psionics than those who were “head-blind”. 
 
    They continued to discuss minor aspects of the problem, but the Eönwyl could sense that it was really no more than time-wasting, trying to ignore the passage of time until a decision—potentially a fatal decision—would be made by the rulers of the Zchoradan Meld. 
 
    Suddenly the screen lit again, the Fleet Commander looking out. He clicked his mandibles twice, then spoke. “The Vmee Zschorza has agreed to meet you, on the following conditions: 
 
    “First, that you accept full mind-screens being placed upon you for the duration of your presence on Zchorada. 
 
    “Second, that you will exit your vessel in orbit, to be brought to the surface by one of our vessels.” The Eönwyl couldn’t quite restrain a wry smile at that. They’re obviously less arrogantly confident that they could keep me from blowing up half their city with my ship than the R’Thann were. 
 
    “Third, that Captain Sasham Varan submit to physical restraints as well for the duration of his stay. 
 
    “And fourth, that all manner of weapons shall be removed from your persons and none shall be brought with you.” Karrazat tilted his head slightly. “Do you accept these terms of the Vmee Zschorza?” 
 
    She glanced at Varan, who was once more pale as the dead, then shrugged. We came here to talk to them, we’re pretty much stuck. “We accept these terms.” 
 
    And I hope to all the powers there may be that I haven’t just made the last mistake of my life. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 53 
 
    Varan: 
 
    The mind-screens settled over me like a compressing leaden blanket, but this time it was almost comforting; I didn’t have to be distracted by the worry of what I might sense, of what minds I might contact, as we left the safety of The Eönwyl and boarded a Zchoradan vessel. 
 
    I was in Mind Center, as high and deep into meditation as I could go, and—for now—it was holding, holding as I saw, almost as though from another’s viewpoint, myself stepping through the doorway into the transfer lock, the transfer lock opening, and beyond a mass of armored, mandible-waving nightmares. 
 
    The Eönwyl gripped my arm and stayed close; Sooovickalassa moved ahead, and Guvthor brought up the rear. A part of me felt both terror and shame, knowing that my friends were doing this to shield me, to keep me from being placed face-to-face with the Zchorada, and knowing that I was pathetically grateful for it, yet ashamed for even wanting or needing such help. 
 
    “Far enough,” rapped out one of the armored monstrosities. No. I must not allow those thoughts, I told myself, forcing the discipline of the Mind upon my panic. I must focus. I must not panic. I must not in any way insult them. They are truly our only hope in this war—I can’t hide from that truth—and somehow I have to convince them! 
 
    “We are unarmed,” the Eönwyl said calmly as we halted. The interior of the Zchoradan vessel was low compared to many vessels, and darker, a rippled gray pattern of ridged arches that looked unpleasantly organic to me but that was, Zakhla had once explained, very reminiscent of the natural patterns in the tunnels that the Chakron and Zchorada dug in their primitive stage. It might disquiet me, but undoubtedly felt very comforting to them. 
 
    I distracted myself with such analytical thoughts, and with watching my companions. Poor Guvthor was crouched, and would have to crawl in order to move anywhere else. 
 
    “You will permit us to verify this?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    One Zchoradan separated from the group, and I took a stronger grip on my control; if my brain had hands, they’d have been white-knuckled now. The jewel-inset pattern on the approaching Zchoradan’s armor showed he was a Nest-Shield First, roughly the equivalent of a White Sergeant. As he approached I spread my arms but raised them, a pose that imitated the submissive posture of a Zchoradan—open mandibles that were raised to the sky, unable to strike. The Eönwyl and Vick imitated the pose; Guvthor was obviously unable to. 
 
    The Nest-Shield scanned us carefully, but never touched me or any of the others except Guvthor, whose size and thickness of fur probably made it necessary in order to make sure the scan ran deep enough. 
 
    “Satisfactory,” the Zchoradan officer in charge said. “No weapons found, and mind-screens hold steady.” 
 
    I twitched, felt a rush of swelling horror as the Nest-Shield returned with bindings. The inside of my uniform was already damp with sour sweat and I shivered while the Zchoradan soldier carefully locked me into restraints which would allow me to walk, but not to run. 
 
    Fleet Commander Karrazat’s voice answered. “Detach from alien vessel and proceed to destination.” 
 
    I could feel the vibration as we undocked from The Eönwyl, and smothered yet another nausea-inducing spark of fear. We were now truly cut off, isolated and vulnerable, utterly in the power of the Zchorada. I took the Eönwyl’s hand and squeezed, breathed deeply—trying to ignore the sharp, spicy-cold smell that the Zchorada carried with them—and sunk into Tor mediations. Must be as calm as possible. 
 
    I was not really aware of the passage of time, as we descended from deep space through the atmosphere of Zhiraz, the capital of the Zchoradan Meld (or, as they called it, the Linking of the Twelve Great Nests. We called them Zchorada because that was the homeworld of the Nest we had first encountered, and we had no particular reason to change it). 
 
    I moved forward with the pressure of the Eönwyl’s hand as the shuttle had landed and we were now on the ground. I closed my eyes and let myself follow, not seeing, maintaining discipline through Tor and pure willpower. 
 
    Finally we stopped, and I heard a huge set of doors opening. As I opened my eyes I could see these were ancient doors, doors built of metal and wood thousands of years before, and I knew we had arrived. 
 
    The Heart of All Nests was more than large enough for Guvthor to stand in, nearly large enough in fact to hold a meeting of the Thov Hok Shu. But this was underground, as were any important constructions of the Zchorada, and though the ceiling rose fifteen meters above us, it still seemed to press in upon us, with the dim and reddish lighting glinting faintly from the ribbed walls and roof. We had entered in the lowest portion of the room, an entryway that put us in a central space surrounded by a higher tier of stone. 
 
    It put me very uncomfortably in mind of a combat arena. 
 
    Coiled each within its own bowl of stone carven from the rock of the higher tier were thirteen Zchorada; six to each side, and one in a higher bowl, somewhat in front of the others, directly facing us as we entered. Each glittered even in the gloom with hundreds of inlay gems. 
 
    The Zchorada who had led us in lowered themselves to the ground, raised their mandibles, and scuttled out, backwards, leaving us alone in the center of that room. 
 
    Alone with the Vmee Zschorza. 
 
    “Captain Sasham Varan of the Reborn Empire, step forward.” 
 
    I made my hand release its grip, took three shaky strides towards the high seat, passing Vick, then halting. 
 
    “You have inflicted grave damage upon the Meld. You have directed raids against our Nests. Now you come before us seeking, so you claim, our aid, even as your own people call you traitor, murderer, madman, monster.” The speaker was the Vmee Zschorhaza, leader of the Nest of Nests, the Zchorada in the high thirteenth bowl. “You are most wanted criminals of all your people, and one of the least desired here, in our space. Tell us, then, why we should listen and not send you back to your people, as a peace offering and a demonstration of goodwill?” 
 
    “Because,” I began, and my voice cracked. I felt the shakes trying to start, and I knew that if I let that happen it was all over, over for me, over for my friends, over for the Empire, and somehow I got a final grip on myself, swallowed, began again, and this time my voice was clear, if strained. “Because the charges you lay against me are merely the duty of a soldier. I did as I was commanded, and as any of your warriors would have done in my place. At Tangia I fought to protect my nest, my people, and did so alone, against all you could send, after they had taken … my Nestmate First in the attack. At Ghazzi, I was commanded to perform the raid after yours on Nona. If I am a criminal, so are all of your warriors who have ever fought one of ours. 
 
    “And because no offering of peace will be enough. The forces against you do not wish peace, except perhaps the peace that follows when the Nest is empty and the eggs do not hatch.” 
 
    The Vmee Zschorza were silent for a moment, then gestures, buzzes, and clicks showed they were conversing. The dialect of Zchoradan they used was not familiar to me, so I could not make out much. From the Eönwyl’s expression, I saw as I looked over my shoulder, she probably couldn’t make it out either. 
 
    Finally the Vmee Zschorhaza spoke again. “We are in agreement that your argument is correct. You have committed no crimes, only injuries expected of war, and while this is regrettable, such is true of all war and it cannot be counted against you. 
 
    “For your other statement, we say that this is assertion but lacking in evidence, save perhaps in the insanity of your people that we observe.” 
 
    “But you’ve been on the Empire’s border for almost a thousand years,” the Eönwyl pointed out. “You must have seen that things are changing.” 
 
    “You we have not yet called forward, Eönwyl,” said another of the Vmee, with red-enameled mandibles that looked bathed in blood. I restrained another shudder, felt exhaustion already rising within me. The emotional toll was immense. “We will hear you when the time has come.” 
 
    “Her question stands,” I said. “You’ve seen us for centuries. I can’t believe your own people don’t see that things have changed, and not for the better.” 
 
    Chittering and rustling that sent cold chills up my spine. “Tentatively we agree. This is a dangerous time. But we have seen such movements happen in many other worlds.” The Zschorhaza bobbed its mandibles towards me threateningly. “If you have come here merely for asylum, even to defect, we do not see enough advantage. Both the Reborn Empire and the Zchoradan Meld wait, build their forces, prepare, and hope for the other to move first so that they might strike against whatever weakness that reveals. Even if you are not insane, one defector is not worth the chance of triggering the war before we are fully prepared. They may even know you have already arrived and to then withhold you would be a just cause for war.” 
 
    I managed a small laugh. “No, they don’t know I am here, that much I can be sure of. And I’m not here to defect, exactly.” 
 
    “Then,” buzzed the blood-mandibled one, “What are you here for, Sasham Varan?” 
 
    “Alliance.” 
 
    Now they went silent, all staring at me, glittering eyes and tearing mandibles and great bladed legs all still. At last the leader spoke again. “Alliance. You mean an alliance of war? One former Imperial and three friends seek an ‘alliance’ with the Meld itself?” 
 
    “Permission to speak?” Guvthor rumbled. 
 
    The Vmee Zschorhaza studied him for a moment, then gave a buzz-click of assent. 
 
    “Thank you. You, I am afraid, somewhat misconstrue the situation. In this, I am the representative of all of my people, who have already agreed to join in this cause.” He gestured to Vick. “Doctor Sooovickalassa’s people, and their entire star nation, have allied with us already.” 
 
    “And,” I finished, “I have excellent reason to believe I can convince Ptial to join.” 
 
    The last clearly impressed them. Unsurprisingly, they didn’t yet understand how terribly important it was that I had Thovia and the R’Thann Meritocracy on our side, but they knew Ptial and how powerful and dangerous its warriors were. After a conference which lasted considerably longer, the leader spoke again. “If we accept this claim, then we are more impressed by your position. Yet still, even all together these allies are vastly smaller than the Zchorada. You need us to be a credible threat. We do not truly need you, although we would not turn down alliances made on our terms. But you are not offering this on our terms, are you?” 
 
    “No. This will be like no war you have ever fought before, and I will have to direct it in one way or another,” I said slowly, realizing as I spoke that this was precisely true. 
 
    “Clarify, then. What is so unusual about this war, this threat?” 
 
    It’s time. “Your opponents, Vmee Zschorza. You believe your enemy is the Reborn Empire, but in truth, the Reborn Empire is just the tool of your true enemies—and mine.” I looked around, forcing myself to meet the blank faceted gazes. “It is ironic that your assault on Tangia led to my discovering this fact and becoming an enemy of the state, on the run for my life and, to be honest, my soul. As you have let me come here, I beg you to listen to my story, and to let me reach its end, no matter your questions or even belief.” 
 
    The Zchoradan leader considered, then flicked open mandibles skyward for a moment. “Very well. Speak freely, and none shall stop you before the end.” 
 
    At least I’d thought this one out many times while on the way. I didn’t have to focus on forming the words, just on keeping myself calm and focused, and the passing of time as I travelled my own path again, from Tangia to Oro to Hykath and beyond, relaxed me, brought me a short respite to regain my reserves. True to their word, the Vmee Zschorza sat and listened attentively to the whole story, even though it must have taken over an hour to tell; my throat hurt and my voice was hoarse by the end. 
 
    “And that is why we are here,” I finished. 
 
    I was unsurprised that there were several minutes of sometimes-acrimonious argument in incomprehensible Zchoradan after my story. I might even have managed a slight smile despite the fact that the sight before me was still a nightmare come to life. 
 
    With a screeching, rattling snarl, the Zschorhaza silenced the others and turned back to us. “You realize that your story itself borders on the insane.” 
 
    “I realize it only too well.” 
 
    “Have you any evidence of what you say? You have not captured one of these Kaital; these purported Demons hide themselves as your own people. The changing of a peaceful civilization to paranoid and warlike is not unheard of. What do you offer besides stories?” 
 
    Vick rattled his crest dangerously. “R’Thann alliance stories gained not alone by!” 
 
    “Perhaps not. But we know not your people, R’Thann, and have no way to trace the lineage of your Nest, know how fared your broods in battle, how they survived and what tales they returned to the Nest. The same is true of your people, Guvthor Hok Guvthor.” 
 
    “Truly, any more than my people know much of yours, save that which has reached us indirectly through the Empire—and, naturally, what I have seen this day,” Guvthor answered, cheerfully. “Yet we have some small evidence to present. Firstly, there is myself. I can at least present to you a memory of what has passed here, and your people may verify that I have been neither controlled nor tricked by mental means—in short, that I am at the least here of my own free will, and that the stories of Captain Varan’s madness are lies.” 
 
    The Vmee Zschorza conferred momentarily, then the red mandibled one spoke. “I am Rizzivor, and a Master of Minds. I will take your measure, Thovian. You may advance to my station and the mind-screens there will be deactivated.” 
 
    Guvthor strode forward with a relaxed confidence I wished I could borrow, especially here. He seemed to almost prepare for a nap standing up, closing his eyes and leaning against the wall surrounding us just below Rizzivor’s location. 
 
    Rizzivor stared down; I thought for a moment that, despite the shields, I could sense a faint wave of psi power wash outward, but that was probably just my imagination. For several minutes the two figures, one massive and fur-covered, the other sinuous and armored, were nearly motionless. 
 
    Suddenly Rizzivor rose up a third his length and turned to the Zschorhaza. “There are no signs of mind control, and his natural mental defenses are superior.” He added some Zchoradan words which I guessed described the level of resistance of a Thovian such as Guvthor. “The journeys they have taken are as he has described.” 
 
    The Vmee Zschorza all gazed down at us, but in their postures—similar to those of Chakron—I could see there was now at least some more honest interest and curiosity … and worry. “Captain Varan, we now accept that you have indeed come here with companions who believe your story. You may believe it yourself. We admit that it may even possibly be true. 
 
    “You may now show us the sensations you experienced from both the one you call Shagrath, and the so-called Kaital you encountered and destroyed with the help of Guvthor Hok Guvthor.” 
 
    I felt the shield around me recede; excellent area control of shields, but, like the R’Thann expertise in such areas, not terribly surprising. The Zchorada used a lot of psionics. I reached deep into myself, once more forced my mind to encompass the entirety of that black-corrosive hatred and of the thousand-voiced screaming of hunger, and hurled those outward into the minds of the Vmee Zschorza. 
 
    There were screeches of horror, bodies coiled tightly inward, defensive postures against monstrosities too terrifying to confront. Even realizing it was merely a projection, the Vmee Zschorza took several seconds to recover and begin a furious debate. The heavy dullness of the mind-screen settled back over me as the centipedal creatures argued for what seemed like hours, and which was probably nearer to fifteen minutes. 
 
    There were still side arguments continuing when the Zschorhaza turned back to us. “Captain Varan,” it said, and the voice held more respect than previously, though no warmth, “this is a decision not to be made lightly. We must call the Zschorza of all Twelve together, for what you ask—what you, in truth, must ask—is for us to commit a vast percentage of our forces to your own mission.” 
 
    The Zschorza were the councils that governed the individual Nests—which were of course no longer actual literal nests of one family, but were something like major factions, states, internal divisions—with the Vmee Zschorza being the overarching commanding and conflict resolving force. “You need all the Zschorza?” 
 
    “Yes. In effect this is a decision to bring us actively to war, and—unless attacked in force—this decision and power are not granted to the Vmee Zschorza acting alone. So all twelve Zschorza must be gathered.” 
 
    “Fortunately for us all,” Rizzivor added, “the homeworlds are no more than two Nexus jumps away. Your wait will not be overly long.” 
 
    “Return these petitioners to their vessel,” the Zschorhaza directed. “Their shields may be raised, now that we have confirmed they are no direct threat, that they may have privacy of mind and time. They will remain there until the Twelve Zschorza have conferred and a decision rendered, then they shall be brought here to hear the decision.” 
 
    A part of me wanted to be angry and frustrated that we would need to wait, but by far the greater part was merely relieved that we would soon be safe inside The Eönwyl. 
 
    I’ve survived this long. Just one more meeting and we will be done, one way or another. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 54 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    As they stepped from the shuttle through the lock, into The Eönwyl’s landing bay, Sasham Varan sagged against her, clinging to her, shaking like a child woken from nightmare. Though she’d known this terrified him, she had never imagined it would affect him so badly, and she felt a piercing ache in her heart, a stinging in her eyes, as she looked down at Sasham’s face, seeming lined now beyond its years, deathly pallor only partially hidden by the darkness of his skin. Here in her own ship she could smell the sharp, sour odor of fear-sweat soaking his clothing. This is as bad for him as it was for me to face the truth about what happened beyond the Door. Perhaps worse. She said nothing immediately, just put her arms around him and let him lean against her, not moving, just standing still in this refuge of safety within the home system of his nightmares. 
 
    “Sasham, are you all right?” Guvthor inquired, concern obvious even on the furred face. She sensed a similar, if less obviously emotional, query from Vick. 
 
    With an effort, Varan straightened up—but his hand did not leave hers. He looked at the Thovian’s concerned face, glanced at Sooovickalassa, whose crest was half-up, half-down. “I … No, I suppose I’m not. But I’m getting better now.” 
 
    A quick wash of psionic power. The damage from that time was far greater than I had imagined. Had you made this clear before, I might possibly have been able to fix— 
 
    “No!” His voice was shaky and weak, but there was panicked iron in that denial. He took another breath and let it out. “Sorry, Vick. I appreciate the concept, but never. I wouldn’t allow anyone to do anything to change my mind just to fix some perceived problem of my own.” He shuddered, and she picked up the resonance that showed that the thought of having his mind “fixed” was the same as the attack he had suffered at the hands of the Zchorada. 
 
    Apparently Vick did as well; he went slowly rigid in realization, his crest went flat, and he bowed so deeply his chin touched the deck. I had not grasped the full extent of your courage, even then. So you permitted my desperate plan despite all of this. Your Test was even more severe than I had imagined, and you passed it, and I had not even known. 
 
    “Don’t.” He waved a hand and then stumbled to one of the nearby benches set into the wall. “I did that for the Empire, for my friends, for my people. Against that my own fear counts for nothing. That’s … that’s what I have to remember, here. And I’m much better than I was,” he said, trying to sound confident and succeeding, to her ears, in only sounding wishful. “I got through the entire conference and back here. Just one more, and one way or another it’s done. I won’t have to do that again. Either they’ll agree, and then we can do the communications ship-to-ship or send one of you down as ambassador or whatever, or they won’t, and we’ll be out on our own.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Guvthor did not sound entirely convinced. “On our own? Are you certain that we will live to regret it, if they decide against you?” 
 
    With the questions now of strategy and not of facing the Zchorada in person, Sasham’s face grew slightly brighter, less gray and more the warmer dark tones she knew best. “Certain? As Vick says, certainty is for fools. But I’m pretty sure. They’re honorable types, and they could have just either blasted The Eönwyl to dust or captured us and sent us back to the Empire without taking any risks at all. The fact they’ve shown us this much courtesy, and that they’re taking our story seriously now…” He smiled for the first time since they’d left her ship for Zhiraz. “I don’t think they’ll stop us from leaving in the worst case. They just won’t give us help, and they might tip off the Empire to the fact we’re passing through their space. Maybe.” 
 
    That would still be quite bad. 
 
    “But not nearly as bad as it could be,” she pointed out, relaxing somewhat. Even if the Zchorada joined them, things would be far from solved. Without them… Guvthor seemed to be reading her mind. “As you mention the worst case, let us contemplate that. If, that is, you are up to it? You still do not look quite yourself, Captain Varan.” 
 
    “I’m not quite myself, but if you’ll let me just sit here for a bit and maybe get something to eat and drink, I’d much rather talk for a while. If I just go off by myself, I’ll probably fall asleep from exhaustion…” 
 
    She understood immediately. And if the last thing on his mind when he falls asleep is being surrounded by Zchorada, he’s not going to get much sleep at all. 
 
    To her surprise, Vick seemed to understand as well. In that case, why not begin the conversation while I go fetch you something, Hunt-Brother? I can participate from anywhere in the ship. 
 
    Varan’s head came up at that with surprised gratification; the instantaneous R’Thann reaction of hardness was equally instantly squelched, and she sensed a mental smile of startling gentleness. Nightmares of fear are not for warriors or brothers, but only for prey, and we are not now, nor ever to be, prey again. 
 
    The thoughts were savage, in some ways, yet the feelings were not, and she could not repress a much fonder, and more grateful, smile at the retreating R’Thann as he disappeared up the service tunnel. 
 
    “He’s a good friend.” Sasham said quietly. 
 
    “We learn more about how very good the more we know him, yes,” agreed Guvthor, nodding. “His people are savage and dangerous—and we are most fortunate to have them as allies. A study in contradictions, the R’Thann.” He bared his own teeth in a smile, then sat down somewhat more heavily than his bulk usually required. “For myself, I am most relieved not only that our negotiations went as well as could be expected, but also that I am at last able to stand and sit in some comfort. I am afraid our hopefully-to-be allies prefer much less headroom than even you are comfortable with, and for me…” He stretched arms over his head luxuriously. 
 
    “But no matter. Let us return to the matter at hand. What if the worst does happen and the Zchorada throw us to the windwailers, as you might say?” 
 
    “Well,” Varan said, slowly leaning back against the ship’s wall with growing relaxation, “like I said, I don’t think they’ll literally throw us to the ’wailers; they just might let them get the scent. It would be pretty dishonorable for them to negotiate like this and then package us for delivery to Shagrath. So worst case, we’re back on the run.” He thought. 
 
    Ptial would seem our only reasonable destination at that point, Vick’s thought came through. 
 
    “I can’t argue that. There’s a few other minor star kingdoms along the way, but none that I’ve got any special ‘in’ with, and none that amount to even as much as Thovia. A lot less than Thovia, actually, given that Thovia’s got stuff that even the Empire mostly doesn’t. Ptial’s not nearly on the Empire’s level, but they’re still not small at all, and they’re sinking death to fight, ship for ship and troop for troop.” 
 
    Varan rubbed his chin, thinking, and the Eönwyl was inexpressibly relieved to see that his skin was back to its normal deep brown and the extra lines were starting to fade as his tension drained away. “Ptial itself, yeah. That’s the only destination we can set—and even if things turn out perfect here, we’ll still have to head there at some point.” 
 
    How sure are you that they will in fact ally with us? It is one thing for one member of their people to, in essence, give you personally a fighting chance, entirely another for them to commit the entirety of a thousand worlds and more to warfare against a greater enemy. Vick dropped back through the service chute as he completed the thought, a carefully prepared rolled meal in one claw, drink in the other. 
 
    Varan took the roll of bread, greens, and meat gratefully and took a large bite. “Torline’s … Vick, you don’t even have the same taste sensors I do, how could you make something this good?” 
 
    What is the point of your surprise? A trivial matter to sense what your preferences are and compare them with what is available! She could sense, nonetheless, a considerable pride and gratification behind the R’Thann’s sharp retort. 
 
    So could Varan. “Thank you for that ‘trivial’ effort, Vick.” He chewed for a moment. “I’m very sure, really. You people haven’t been among the Ptial, I have. They have a … pretty peculiar way of doing a lot of things, but that means it’s easy to guess which way they’ll jump if you present them with a particular type of problem. This is their kind of problem. The Hyarale has given me citizenship, so they’d listen to me even if I wasn’t a respected former ally. I could certainly argue for…” He suddenly stopped, and she saw his complexion darken. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. Remembering the way in which he’d interacted with Kilarren’tian, she had a suspicion of what it might be, especially since she was familiar with the general mores and assumptions on Varan’s homeworld of Korealis. 
 
    “Well … there are certain traditions of making and sealing alliances…” 
 
    Why do you hesitate? 
 
    “Sash,” she said before he could respond, and she restrained a smile, “my guess is that their culture uses sexual interaction as diplomatic negotiations.” 
 
    He seemed to choke on his lunch. “Er … well, yes. In some cases. Especially for … certain types of negotiations or bargains, involving warriors and … hm. Yes. So I turned down the Hyarale but she didn’t get too terribly offended, but if I go there asking for an actual alliance…” 
 
    She realized that, despite her personal beliefs, the thought of anyone else being intimate with Sasham Varan (other than the safely-dead Diorre Jearsen) did in fact bother her. It bothered her a lot, and she was suddenly furious at herself. What? What is wrong with you? There are planets that you had to tapdance around that negotiation yourself, and you never held it against them. 
 
    It seemed slow in coming—though, given that it was in the midst of discussion, it could not have taken more than moments—but understanding penetrated. Because I didn’t avoid that with him. Because I let him get close, more close than I ever imagined I’d let anyone, and … and I want to keep that ours. 
 
    “Is…” she started slowly, and then feeling her own cheeks darkening, she continued resolutely, “is there any other way to make sure they agree? I mean…” she took a deep breath, looked around, and forced herself to go on, “if that’s the only way, then I guess you’ll have to. I understand political … interaction.” 
 
    Varan’s own glance was a combination of mingled embarrassment and gratitude. Guvthor, who had been following the dialogue, chuckled, but the sound was not mocking or unkind. “Ahh, indeed that can be a complicating factor for many species. I will confess that it would be most complicating for one of my species. I sense it is less so for our friend Sooovickalassa?” 
 
    I cannot envision such interaction with a species such as the Ptial, Vick said, and she could sense genuine humor in the comment. Yet you are correct; while we tend to pair in order to better protect the offspring, pairings are neither exclusive nor usually terribly possessive. If such a pairing is necessary because one side or another finds one of the negotiators particularly attractive, or—more commonly—the negotiator’s lineage desirable to combine with their own, then the conclusion of the bargain may well include what you might call a marriage of convenience and political necessity. None of the participants find it distasteful as a general rule; the fact that the bargain is concluded shows that both sides value each other highly, and that is enough. 
 
    She could tell that Vick could sense their emotional reactions. We do have strong emotional attachments with the opposite sex partners we choose, in our own way. So in that sense I can understand the conflict you feel, I suppose, but not exactly what triggers it. 
 
    “Yes, it would be a very complicating factor,” Varan said quickly, cheeks still considerably darker than normal and his gray eyes having a hard time meeting hers. “And thanks, Vick, for trying to understand. But I think—I hope—that we can avoid that particular necessity. As I am a citizen, worst comes to worst I’ll challenge the Hyarale or her champion, and I think I’d have a good chance of winning now that I’m a major-class psionic. If I did win, then I get to tell them what to do, and they’ll do it. Yes, it really does work that way. I’ve seen it.” 
 
    An interesting method, though it seems less organized than the R’Thann way, and allows, if I understand you correctly, one who is simply physically strong enough to defeat you and take command, as long as they are also mentally strong enough to reach you. We do not recognize such … crude methods. 
 
    “As long as it works for them.” Varan smiled faintly, then his face grew serious. “But after Ptial…” 
 
    “Indeed. After is when things must be settled. And news must be gotten to your allies within the Empire.” 
 
    “There’s a sinking lot to be done, no matter what happens here. And in the end, we’ve got to take out Shagrath and his allies.” 
 
    “Presumably that will mean an assault on your capital. Which you will lead,” Guvthor said, studying Varan. “You understand this?” 
 
    “I understand it may be more than that,” Varan said, and she realized there was a part of him that even she could not see within. 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    “Never mind,” he said. “The important thing is that one way or the other, we aren’t alone. That we have some allies, and—maybe—we’ll have the ones we really need soon enough. Deciding on any other strategies will have to wait until we know whether the Zchoradan Meld stands with us … or apart from us.” 
 
    He stood, and took her hand. “Eönwyl … I’m ready to rest now, I think. But not alone.” 
 
    She nodded. “Then we’ll talk more later.” 
 
    It was only a short walk to her cabin. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 55 
 
    Varan: 
 
    Last time. 
 
    That thought helped focus my meditations, kept the fear at bay. True to their word, it had only been a few days before the Zchorada had summoned us back to Zhiraz. Now the four of us—not quite as bound and constrained, but still without weapons and within psi shielding, were once more led to the Heart of All Nests. 
 
    As soon as we entered, I felt a tension rising within me, even through the meditations of Tor, and saw the Eönwyl looking around uneasily. Something was wrong. 
 
    Then I looked up, and I knew. Many humans might not have been able to tell, but the Zchoradan in the central bowl, the Vmee Zschorhaza, was not the same as the one we had spoken to. They must have had some serious arguments. There’s been a shift in the power of the Nests, some sort of exchange of eggs in their terms. 
 
    “Captain Sasham Varan and companions, you have been summoned as promised to hear the decision of the Vmee Zschorza and the assembled Zschorza of all the Great Nests,” the new Zschorhaza said. 
 
    “I thank you,” I said, only a trace of hoarseness in my voice—at least for now. “I see there has been a transition, and the Voice of the Nests has passed to another.” 
 
    The buzzing voice held a note of respect. “Your eyes are sharp and your scenting subtle. You are correct. I am the Vmee Zschorhaza, Kharrirak.” I could tell, looking very closely at the edges of the exoskeleton, that Kharrirak came from the Bzentiz Nest line of descent; if he was really Bzentiz, he’d been raised almost certainly as a warrior. That could be good or bad from our point of view. 
 
    A flick of the mandibles indicated Rizzivor; the red-mandibled Master of Minds had stayed in the same location—not surprising, as ousting a true Master of Minds from the Vmee Zschorza would take even more doing than changing the Zschorhaza. Rizzivor raised his own mandibles in salute to us. “The Vmee Zschorza’s debate with the other Nests was involved and intense,” he began, and I felt another chill. He’s trying to explain how they reached a decision, and that cannot possibly be good. 
 
    I reached out, found the Eönwyl already reaching for me. Our hands clasped, and I found some small comfort, another anchor, in that contact. 
 
    “Speaking as a Master of Minds, and only for myself and not for a Nest: I found your case overtly tenuous, but the evidence of mental sensation weighs strongly with me. I believe in your overall description of your adversaries, and thus in the dangers you describe. However, it is not for any one of us to decide for the Nests. Questions were raised, scenarios outlined, alternatives weighed.” 
 
    “You’re saying you’re not going to ally with us,” I said with an effort. “You don’t need to explain any more.” 
 
    “It is not … that straight a route to travel, Captain Varan,” the Vmee Zschorhaza said. “You are an engineer as well as a warrior. You must be familiar with Teaches’ Recollections?” 
 
    Teaches … one of their famous scientists, the Recollections are a compendium of his learning … Oh. “The dictum that, in our words, the most extraordinary claims demand the most extraordinary evidence.” 
 
    “Your own recollection serves you well. Would you deny that your story is … extraordinary?” 
 
    “No.” I could hardly do so when I wouldn’t believe it myself had I not lived through it. 
 
    “So. We also find it extraordinarily hard to believe, as it speaks more to ancient legends than known facts. In addition, the only evidence you have to present besides hearsay are the sensations you provided to the Vmee Zschorza in your prior visit.” 
 
    I tried to smile. “A number of people have found those pretty convincing.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. And as a sensation, I find it convincing. However, the Nests perceive a flaw which deprives this evidence of its needed extraordinary nature: the fact that it may be fabricated.” 
 
    “WHAT?” I couldn’t prevent the outraged word from escaping, my voice cracking as it rose in anger. 
 
    “You are an admitted psionic, a human psionic. Human psionics are universally known to become insane with time, and more powerful as their insanity grows. As we understand human psychology—and we have consulted with many of our experts—a common form of insanity is that which you call paranoia, and combined with the usual megalomania seen in your psionics, it does not seem at all unlikely to us that your insanity might take the form of believing your own people are controlled by, or under threat from, monsters of your legends and tales made real.” 
 
    “You people are the ones who are crazy!” The Eönwyl was standing in front of me, as though to shield me. 
 
    “Our mental state is checked and re-checked by the Masters of Minds, and not by the mandibles of one alone.” The Vmee Zschorhaza’s reply was not humorous. “You, R’Thann. Can you state that it would be impossible to falsify the sensations he projected?” 
 
    I could see Vick just barely restraining himself. “Impossible, not,” he snarled. “But know truth I would!” 
 
    “Not if his mind had already entered yours.” The statement was flat and not to be argued—and in cold, hard honesty it was inarguable. If I was a crazed and powerful psi, even a powerful psionic like Vick was now could have been taken unawares. Oh, there was lots of other evidence against it … but we didn’t have any of that evidence to hand. “There is therefore but one path remaining before us,” Kharrirak continued. “Captain Varan, you will open your mind fully and our Masters of Minds will seek the truth there.” 
 
    Terror slowly receded and I became aware I was being held firmly by hands so huge they covered my entire arms. I was shaking, there was pain from my hands and ribs, and I had no clear memory of what had happened—save only that utter panic had finally taken over for a moment. “What…?” 
 
    But the Eönwyl was speaking, no, shouting at the Vmee Zschorza, holding off what looked like a guard detachment through sheer force of personality. “…even look at one of his closest friends, he was in a coma for days from that assault! Do you have any idea what you’re asking?” 
 
    My eyes focused upward again, though the shakes threatened to overwhelm me, and I saw the Zschorhaza raise his mandibles in a bow, though his pose was no less resolute. “Now only do we comprehend the difficulty. The hrizz-zamiza, the unthinking fear. There are those that suffer from it among the Zchorada as well. 
 
    “But that brings us to the worst of all cases, then. We cannot scan his mind, cannot determine the truth behind what he has seen and sensed. Even if our Masters of Minds forced their way in—or if he, in a misguided sense of nest-duty, attempted to open the way—the result would be a mind completely shattered, a spirit destroyed. Just the sensations he has radiated to us now tells us this; he can barely stand here and speak within our chambers, there is no possibility that he could abide the touch of our minds in so complete and encompassing a fashion.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Guvthor rumbled, only very slowly relaxing his grip on me. “So we leave, I suppose, without alliance.” 
 
    Dread settled even more heavily upon me as they hesitated. They’ve reached a decision that many of them don’t like. One they’re actually reluctant to tell us within their own chambers! 
 
    Rizzivor spoke finally. “As we said, this is a tunnel of many branchings, and the way through is not the straight way.” He nodded mandibles to the Zschorhaza, and after a quick buzzing exchange, was allowed to continue. “We cannot necessarily believe your story. Yet can we afford to simply ignore it? To send you on your way, and pretend we have not heard? 
 
    “We require evidence, one way or the other. We need something to prove this story, proof that is not based on your hearsay, but that is something more. The truth of the witness … is not available, for the original source we cannot probe.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, feeling nausea roil in my gut as I tried to regain control of my own body, “then we’ll have to search for some evidence. But to do that you’ll have to let us go.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Rizzivor, and then, “…and no.” 
 
    “Contradicting phrase not am I liking,” Vick said, eyes narrowed. 
 
    A flicking of mandibles, a buzz, and I saw the old Zschorhaza, at the back of the Heart of Nests. He came forward at Kharrirak’s gesture, and I swallowed as I saw that he was to be permitted to speak. 
 
    “I first offer my contrition that I am no longer the one to speak for the Vmee Zschorza,” he said slowly. “For were I still the speaker, another course would be chosen. 
 
    “But I speak now of what is. The fact is, Captain Sasham Varan, there are many in the Nests who fear the Reborn Empire, and in my estimation there is reason for this fear. But there is no reason in their fear.” A quick set of harsh clicks and buzzes did not stop him from speaking. “And yet there is logic in their decision, if you accept that the fear of danger is worthy of considering. Some do.” 
 
    “Explain,” I forced myself to say. A small part of me was already screaming, already knew what he was going to say. 
 
    “The question is whether you are a source of truth or lies, Captain. You are the key, the target, either the instigator or the worst victim of what is happening in this Galaxy. 
 
    “Thus, if you travel on the search, any evidence gathered may be suspect, suspect by your very presence. We can scan your companions and see that they are not bound, that they have no triggers hidden within their minds, so they will seek true evidence. But we cannot see this within you. 
 
    “And there are those who point out that you are a most desperately wanted man by the Empire.” 
 
    I could no longer stand. I sank to my knees, the shaking of horror so great that I could not speak as the former Zschorhaza completed the thought. 
 
    “And so it is the decision of the Vmee Zschorza and the assembled Zschorza of all the Nests that you, Captain Sasham Varan, will remain here, held as a prisoner of war from your Empire, while your companions are allowed to leave. If they are truly your companions, if your story has truth, they will seek that truth. You will be the guarantee of their return, if you are who you claim to be. You are also, I regret to say, a potential bargaining device in this war, a way to divert the Empire if needed. So your companions must seek the answers swiftly and well … before it becomes more convenient to offer you to the Empire.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 56 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    “You incredible treacherous tzil!” The curse burst from her before she could restrain it, and in truth she didn’t want to. “We came here openly, we told you everything we knew, we demanded nothing except that you listen! We gave you every concession you demanded, and this is what you give us?” She pointed at the Vmee Zschorhaza. “Where is the honor of the Nests? This man…” she momentarily could not speak, then forced herself to continue, “in our travels, he has become Nestmate-First to me, and now you would separate us without even a promise that one day I will ever see him again?” 
 
    “This we had suspected, from behavior seen here,” Rizzivor said quietly. “And from side images seen in the minds of those scanned—though not images sought for.” 
 
    She took hold of her emotions, forced them into line. Nothing to gain from uncontrolled anger. They are still speaking. I must listen. 
 
    “We will not deny there is little honor for any in this,” Kharrirak said, and his buzzing tone was more sympathetic than she had expected. “There is rarely honor in compromises made in fear. But our first duty is to the Nest of Nests, and to each of the Nests themselves. The decision is made, Eönwyl. Go and seek allies, and seek evidence.” 
 
    “Just one more piece of evidence,” Rizzivor said, as though that made it easier. “Something which we know is not brought to us by Sasham Varan.” 
 
    She stared up at them, then at Guvthor and at Vick. Her companions’ faces were as stunned and furious as her own, and she realized she no longer knew what to do. 
 
    Then an iron-hard grip caught her by the arm. “Go,” said the shaking voice of Sasham Varan. 
 
    “What?” She looked at his face, gray with unreasoning terror barely held in check by his Tor disciplines. “Sasham, I can’t just—” 
 
    “You can. You must. You’re the only one who can, Eönwyl. The only one who knows what’s right.” 
 
    And that was it, the final breaking limit, because that sense in her head and heart agreed with him. She went to her knees and threw her arms around him, feeling him somehow small and vulnerable here. “I … I have to go.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, sounding for a moment stronger, more himself, as he was held by her and saw nothing but her face, her body, her hair, as she screened out the nightmare waiting for him. He reached out and touched her face. “You appeared from nowhere and saved us once before, Eönwyl. I know you’ll do it again. Find that evidence, bring it back.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you here!” she said, though that hateful feeling of hers told her emphatically otherwise. “How can you survive this? You’re barely yourself now, Sasham! What will you be like in a week, a month, a year?” 
 
    “I will survive it,” he said, and stood. He shivered, and he sweated, but he looked up, straight at the Vmee Zschorhaza. “Promise me only this, and I will stay without argument: you will promise them time.” 
 
    The Zschorhaza raised his mandibles respectfully. “We shall not tell the Empire of your presence immediately. Though there are factions that seek to bargain with you, that bargaining is forbidden for now.” Chitterings and hisses were cut off by a shriek. “This directive is not to be questioned! We have already violated one of the principles of negotiation by taking him, we shall violate no more. We have placed upon his companions certain demands. We shall give them the time to fulfill those demands. The Galaxy is large and they seek proof, if what they say is true, of beings that are subtle, dangerous, and well-hidden. I say then that we shall speak not to the Empire for at least one standard Imperial year.” He looked down at Varan. “Does this suffice?” 
 
    He raised his arms as mandibles, then bowed. “It does, Kharrirak.” 
 
    “No…” she said, but the word was weak and none heard it save, perhaps, Vick. “All right,” she made herself say. “You … you survive, Sasham Varan.” 
 
    A spark of the old smile appeared. “It’s what I’ve done pretty well so far.” 
 
    You will survive. Vick hammered the thought through the psi-screens, causing a ripple of surprise among the Zchorada. You are my Hunt-Brother, you allowed the unthinkable and survived, you have taken us through the destroying vortex to emerge alive on the other side. I will accept no thought but that you will survive to see us again. A flick of a thought she barely caught, directed at the Vmee Zschorza. And if he does not, you will have destroyed one of your greatest allies, and your Nests will burn—if you are fortunate. 
 
    “Fare thee well, Captain Varan,” Guvthor said gently. “This is a terrible trial indeed for you—far worse than I might have imagined. Yet you have endured much, and the Thov Hok Shu has entrusted you with our secrets and our alliance. I do not believe such a man will be easily broken.” 
 
    She suddenly thought of something, raised her arms and lowered herself. “May I beg one favor of you?” 
 
    “When asked with proper courtesy, we are inclined to grant what is within reason, for we recognize we have demanded much of you. Speak.” 
 
    “As you know from our story, Sasham Varan is a Seeker, and faith can bring one strength and comfort. I ask that you allow him his swords—honor blades, and part of the ritual—and his books, if you give him nothing else to comfort him in this place.” 
 
    There was a quick discussion, then Kharrirak spoke. “To allow a prisoner any weapon is generally foolishness. Yet we will extend our trust this much: before you depart, leave these things with us. He may have the books at once. Once we have assured ourselves that his cell is secure, he shall have his swords of ritual. We seek not to torment him, and he shall be kept in comfort, in a secured place designed for your people. Swords are weapons, yet they are small enough comfort for one imprisoned within the heart of the Meld. I deem the threat … acceptable in view of all else. But ask no more, for this was a great concession.” 
 
    It was. And I appreciate it more than you can imagine. “We recognize your generosity, Vmee Zschorhaza, and thank you.” Her heart was hardening now, retreating to its old comfortable shelter, and she was going to allow that. She needed that comfort. “Then we had best be started.” 
 
    Zchorada came forward, and Varan shivered but turned, following them. Another door opened in the arena-like audience hall, one that lay beneath the Vmee Zschorhaza’s bowl-like seat, and as they moved Varan in that direction, others began to direct her and her two companions back the way they had entered. 
 
    Then, just as he was about to pass from sight, Varan stiffened, with that straight, motionless pose she’d seen before when he thought of something. He tried to turn, to shout, but when he hesitated there was a shriek and chittering of the Zchorada; no words could be heard now, so far were they separated. 
 
    She sensed a desperate effort, and then—just for a single fraction of a second—she felt the touch of his mind, pained, confused, but trying with supreme focus to tell her something. It was blurred, indistinct, and the details she could not make out—but at its core she registered one idea, one word, one possibility that gave her direction. 
 
    She turned and strode ahead, leading rather than following. “Come on, Guvthor, Vick—we have work to do.” 
 
    As they rose in the shuttle, travelled the silent millions of kilometers back to The Eönwyl, she felt anger slowly rising again. This time the anger was not toward the Zchorada, but towards Shagrath. He’d be incredibly amused by this, I’m sure, she realized. Neutralized by fear and politics, when he wasn’t even present. He’s manipulated events so that even when someone’s warned they won’t be able to act. 
 
    They left the shuttle, which waited as she ran to Varan’s cabin. The Book of the Fall … the Swords that V’ierna gave him … the book of Tor meditations … She gathered them all, plus his uniforms and clothing that seemed reasonable. 
 
    And on the desk near his bed … an imagecube. She saw her face, and his friend Taelin, and Diorre Jearsen. She grabbed that and put it in the bundle. I don’t think they’ll have a problem with that. 
 
    The Zchoradan who scanned the bundle waggled his mandibles. “Peculiar metal alloy,” he said after a moment, looking at the swords. “But no sign of energy weapons, no sign of tools other than these. This is satisfactory.” He then raised his mandibles to her. “I wish you luck.” 
 
    “I thank you.” 
 
    The shuttle detached, and the last connection was gone. Sasham Varan was on his own. 
 
    And so was she. 
 
    Feeling the cold fury rise again, she strode to the bridge, strapped in. “Strap down, both of you. We are leaving.” 
 
    “Might I inquire as to where we are going?” 
 
    “I have one clue,” she said. “One hint Sash gave me, just before we left, and I have no idea what it means, but I know we Towers-damned well have to find out. And to do that, we’re going back to the Empire itself.” 
 
    And that hint is…? 
 
    The Eönwyl came around, accelerated under her direction, and then screamed forward towards Conversion. As the blaze of light enfolded them, she answered. 
 
    “Teraikon,” she said. “The answer is Teraikon.” 
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    Dramatis Personae 
 
    Sasham Varan: 
 
    One of the main characters and the only one with a first-person viewpoint. Varan comes from a long line of Navy officers and was an unquestioning idealistic patriot of the Reborn Empire. He is also devoutly religious, following the Book of the Fall as one of the "Seekers", and sincerely believes in the legendary galaxy-spanning empire of Atlantaea as described in the Book. When he finds himself on the run, in possession of lethal secrets, he doesn't lose his patriotism; just realizes that sometimes a patriot has to remain true to the concept of their nation, rather than to the temporal rulers. Varan is a shade under six feet tall, well-built, and quite dark of complexion in the fashion of the modern Middle-East. His most striking features are his large, steel-grey eyes. He is a skilled combatant with power armor and firearms of most sorts, and is an accomplished martial artist in the discipline of Tor. 
 
    The Eönwyl: 
 
    The second main character, The Eönwyl is an independent trader whose origins are clouded in mystery. She and her ship share the same name – an obviously assumed one, as " Eönwyl" is the name of a legendary creature, emissaries of the Atlantaean goddess Eönae. She is known as a fair and shrewd trader who will complete any mission she accepts despite any difficulty, to the point that the Empire will occasionally use her as a courier; however, she is apparently no fan of the Empire itself. Having seen Varan's actions in defense of Outpost Tangia, however, the Eönwyl has gained considerable respect for that specific Imperial officer. Tall (6"3"), The Eönwyl is muscular though slender, a crack shot with her rannai pistol, significantly paler of skin than Varan, and with a stunningly spectacular head of hair that rises up to six inches or so above her scalp and is a starburst of color – white just at the center of her forehead, shading to yellow, orange, and finally to red in concentric circular arcs outward. Her other striking feature is her ship, The Eönwyl, which appears to be a small Atlantaean vessel based on her exterior. 
 
    Taelin Ardan Mel'Tasne: 
 
    The third main character, Taelin is the youngest child of the Mel'Tasne family, one of the Five Families that guide and watch over the Empire (see later). Taelin is usually cheerful, fun-loving, a bit mischevious, but is also highly observant, analytical, and competent in a wide variety of areas ranging from the martial art zairaka to cooking, small-unit tactics, disguise, and starship piloting. He is one of Sasham Varan's closest friends, partly because Varan once saved Taelin's life at great risk to his own and partly because he finds Varan to be one of the nicest and most reliable people he's ever known. When Varan becomes a fugitive, it is almost impossible for Taelin to believe what people say about him. Diminutive – about 5'4" tall – delicate of build, with huge blue eyes and golden hair, Taelin looks almost completely harmless. Those who make that mistake always regret it. 
 
    Prime Monitor Kerlamin Shagrath: 
 
    The final point-of-view character, Shagrath is the head of the Monitor Corps, the intelligence agency that watches the other intelligence agencies. Shagrath's public persona is that of a friendly, dedicated public servant who takes his job as a protector of the empire extremely seriously. Very tall (6'6"), Shagrath is very powerfully built, a perfect picture of a soldier. His hair is black, his skin about as dark as Varan's, and his uniform is always perfect. His most striking feature is the reflective sensevisor that he almost never takes off, to the point that almost no one knows what his eyes look like. 
 
    Sooovickalassa ("Vick"): 
 
    A member of the little-known species called the R'Thann, "Vick" is a highly accomplished scientist-engineer whose specialty is the study and manipulation of psionic forces. He is forced early on to decide whether he will trust and aid Varan when danger threatens them both. Vick is about the same height as Taelin (5'4"),  but this is deceptive as he is not humanoid; instead he can be thought of as something like a velociraptor with fully-usable hands and a golden, crystal-tipped crest that chimes as he moves and adds almost a foot to his height. Despite being a scientist, Vick is also a very formidable combatant. 
 
    Guvthor Hok Guvthor: 
 
    An astrophysicist par excellence, Guvthor gives Varan's new command Teraikon one of its most interesting missions. Though his profession is scientific, he is far from a cloistered academic; he comes on board wearing the massive Makthu Hok Guvthor, the giant two-bitted axe of his clan. Cheerful and loquacious, Guvthor is a being of great presence both in personality and in sheer physical might: his people, the Thovians, are best thought of as giant Kodiak bears built to walk upright and given dextrous hands. Guvthor's fur is a deep, rich brown, and emphasizes his heroic build; at full height Guvthor may reach sixteen feet. This is something of an inconvenience in ships built for puny humans, but Guvthor manages. 
 
    Treyuusei Dellitama Mel'Tasne: 
 
    Trey is Taelin's wife and the youngest child of the Dellitama family – another of the Five Families. The union of the two represents one of the most powerful political units currently in existence among the Five, and was regarded as most auspicious and fortunate. As a member of the Five, Treyuusei is as dangerously multi-talented as her love Taelin; she is particularly adroit in the political arena, but she is a formidable combatant whether in hand-to-hand or armed fighting, almost as good a pilot as Taelin, an expert engineer, and a dabbler in several sciences. Treyuusei is slightly taller than Taelin, but built similarly; otherwise, she appears to be his opposite, darker of skin and raven-black of hair and eye. 
 
    Lukhas Mel'Tasne: 
 
    Near to, and later at, the very top of Imperial Security, Lukhas is Taelin's big brother. He is a master of espionage and intrigue, better at it than anyone else in his highly-skilled family. He is generally soft-spoken, and in conversation one usually finds that Lukhas was five steps ahead of you. Big brother in the literal as well as age sense, Lukhas is a couple inches over six feet tall, strongly built, and has the darker skin and black hair of his father, though his eyes glint with green rather than being black. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Star Nations 
 
    The Reborn Empire: 
 
    The Reborn Empire is a roughly circular star nation several thousand lightyears across, comprised of tens of thousands of planets with hundreds of intelligent species as members; the majority of its population is human or humanoid, however (approximately 70-75%). It is the most powerful star nation in its section of the galaxy, with the Zchoradan Meld (see later) its only serious rival. The Empire is ostensibly ruled by the Emperor and their subordinates, but is in fact run with more complexity than that, with at least three major powerful branches: the Imperial (the Emperor, Imperial Security, the military), the Families, and the Monitor Corps. The three branches serve as checks and balances on each other, with each having specific duties and powers. The "Reborn" refers to the fact that the Empire was founded by a group of people following the faith of the Book of the Fall, and they view themselves as spiritual descendants of Atlantaea, bringing about a rebirth of that ancient realm.  Individual planets within the Empire have their own governments for the most part, with the Empire usually interfering minimally with their day-to-day operations. Psionics are outlawed within the Empire (with specific exceptions for inherent abilities of species like the Chakron), primarily because it is well-known that human psionics inevitably go dangerously insane. 
 
    Key organizations/groups within the Empire include: 
 
    The Families. The Families oversee much of the business and civil operations of the Empire, mediating disputes, observing activities across the various planets of the realm, and provide input for the other branches on the issues that are relevant to the peoples of the Empire. They are organized into the Five, the Greater, and the Lesser Families. The Five Families, in addition to being the highest in rank, also have a unique capability: a set of codes (for each Family) which can be used to force openness in communication (including transmissions or secured data). This provides a mechanism for the exposure of secret dealings within any section of government. 
 
    The Monitor Corps. The Monitors are the major security oversight for the Empire's own people. All members of the Monitor Corps undergo extensive voluntary conditioning, amounting to programming in some areas, to ensure that they are loyal to the Empire and are essentially incorruptible, executing their duty with careful, considered impartiality. 
 
    Imperial Security (ImpSec). ImpSec is primarily concerned with threats outside the governing bodies of the Empire. As such they are usually separate from the operations of the Monitors, although they are naturally always under Monitor scrutiny. 
 
    Imperial Line of Command: This includes both direct agents of the Emperor, and the military itself. The military is divided into two sections: the Mada, or Navy, and the Guardsmen. By tradition the Guardsman are more ground-based and the Navy is space-based, although both often have operations in both spheres. 
 
    The Zchoradan Meld: 
 
    Nearly as large as the Reborn Empire, the Zchoradan Meld is also composed of tens of thousands of member solar systems; unlike the Reborn Empire, their population is almost exclusively Zchorada and related species. The Zchorada and the Reborn Empire have been in an increasingly tense face-off over the last couple of decades. Partly this can be explained by their broad intersection and the pressures of expansion, but at least part of it is fear and mistrust of a species that is openly and inherently psionic as well as frighteningly inhuman in its physical aspect, as Zchorada resemble gigantic armored centipedes with warrior-ant heads. 
 
    Ptial: 
 
    A smaller star nation primarily populated and ruled by the semi-felinoids of the same name, Ptial is probably the most powerful of the second-tier star nations near to the Reborn Empire. A society with a strange blend of what appears to be primitive with extremely advanced, Ptial also has a large number of psionics within its population, which does not help relations with the Reborn Empire. They did, however, cooperate with the Empire in the two recent conflicts called the Uralian Pacification and the Ghek'Nan Extermination, so relations are closer with Ptial than with Zchorada. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Key Technologies 
 
    Note: 
 
    The major power source for almost all major installations and vessels is the Dimensional Tap (DT), which punches a controlled hole from normal space to a higher-order space (theorized to be a universe in the process of its "Big Bang"), bringing in concentrated energy from that space. The Empire also uses all other means of energy generation on occasion, but DT, combined with superconductor storage media, accounts for most significant power. 
 
      
 
    Drive Systems 
 
    Dimensional Distortion (DD) Drive: Works by literally distorting space around the vessel, stretching or shrinking the distance. Mostly sublight and dangerous over about 80% c. 
 
    Imbalance Drive: Generates an artificial dimensional/gravitic incline so that the vessel essentially "falls" constantly forward. Sublight. 
 
    Tachyon Tunneling (TT) Drive: Generates an enclosure (tunnel) in Tachyon Space (T-Space) through which the vessel moves. Standard TT drive goes only in the direction of the drive axis (although it can be turned on or off at any time; TT+ drive includes an ability to interact with the "walls" of the tunnel and thus change direction. FTL drive. 
 
    Tachyon Conversion (TC) Drive: Performs a literal conversion of the vessel and all its contents into their tachyonic equivalents; generally a point-to-point drive unless forced out of conversion. Several times faster than the TT. FTL drive. 
 
    Nexus Drive: Takes advantage of existing dimensional channels between various solar systems to make extremely high-speed jumps from one to the other. Only usable in systems with Nexus connections, but much higher speed than TC or TT drives. FTL drive. 
 
    Atlantaean Drive: Combines the best of all worlds – as fast or faster than Nexus, allows the observation of the normal-space world like the sublight drives, as directable and controllable as TT drive. Unfortunately only exists on the few remaining Atlantaean vessels and no one knows how it works. 
 
      
 
    Defense Systems 
 
    Point defense: As with many other stories and in real life, you can protect a ship by being able to shoot down missiles or other physical threats. 
 
    Longshot Barrier: A defensive version of the DD Drive, the Longshot Barrier effectively creates "more space" around you, so that even though you're only X distance away from the enemy, their attacks have to cross 10X distance to reach you. Tends to defocus energy weapons, throw off aim, use up missile maneuver reserves, etc. 
 
    Gradient Shield: defensive modification of the Imbalance Drive, the Gradient Shield basically creates a narrow sphere of extremely high, multi-vectored gravitic force (a "high gravitic gradient", thus the name) which defocuses and scatters energy weapons and tears physical projectiles apart. Both Longshot and Gradient shields also interfere with, and are also destructively interfered with by, dimensionally-driven phenomena. 
 
    Armor. In the end, having a lot of really tough material between you and things trying to hurt you always helps. 
 
    Weapon Systems 
 
    Rannai. Rannai are focused and controlled energy beam weapons. "Null-rannai" are FTL versions of this weapon. 
 
    Skip-laser. Usually handheld weapons, although there are larger variants, a skip-laser is an energy weapon that uses a focused dimensional field similar to that of the DD-Drive to select the distance at which the projected beam emerges. This is a challenging operation and only works over a relatively short distance (in hand weapon terms, a few hundred meters), but has very interesting potential applications, such as shooting people on the other side of a barrier without having to break the barrier. 
 
    Slugthrowers. Use all the fancy weapons you like, but sometimes just throwing chunks of metal at very high velocity is STILL one of the better ways to kill people. May be chemical, electromagnetic, or use other means of propulsion. 
 
    Morranad. A sort of explosive round gatling, throwing a storm of explosive, semi-smart projectiles at a target. The "Null-morranad" combines a miniature TT drive with the shells, allowing them to do a quick FTL jump through the space to the target 
 
    Missiles. Equipped with DD, Imbalance, or sometimes limited-burn TT drives, missiles are excellent attack weapons. Many different warhead types; one major one is a dimensional warhead, that detonates a powerful, uncontrolled DD field within the defensive shields of another vessel, damaging the shields; another is the Dimensional Tap warhead, a weaponized version of the primary power generation method which momentarily opens a connection to higher spaces and drops a vast amount of energy into this universe. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Psionics 
 
    "Psionics" is a catch-all term for "powers of the mind that involve interacting with the universe through means other than mundane physical methods"; people with these powers are generally just called "psis". The Atlantaean word for these powers was apparently rannon. During the time of Demons of the Past, very few humans have psionic powers because it is believed that they automatically go insane after a short time. (In the first volume, Revelation, Varan discovered that this wasn't true; it was a lie conceived and perpetuated by Shagrath and his alien allies). 
 
    Normal psis have some set of inborn powers, and develop no new ones – although they may learn how to better use the ones they were born with. That is, a psi who has telepathy but not telekinesis may learn to use their telepathy better, but they're never going to become a telekinetic. Power levels can range from barely noticeable to, well, epic; the fact that one of the well-known renegade psionics was known as "Maldron the Earthshaker" gets the idea across. Sasham Varan and Vick have been subjected to a unique process to bring out latent psi abilities; this seems to be behaving rather differently than standard psionic development. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Intelligent Species 
 
    Humans: 
 
    Some humans in the Empire are very much like those of today, but there are numerous subspecies who have evolved on other planets; their adaptations may be mostly cosmetic or may have some notable function, but anything that looks reasonably humanoid is most likely actually a human offshoot; the Atlantaean Empire endured for over a hundred thousand years, populated the galaxy, and disappeared over 18,000 years ago, so there's a LOT of planets that were settled by Earth's humanity that aren't exactly that any more. 
 
    Zchorada: 
 
    Take a really large centipede, scale it up to about 10-15 feet in length, and give it some manipulative appendages near the front and the head of a warrior ant. Very strong, tough creatures, but with a cooperative society and not actually terribly prejudiced against non-Zchorada. Both high-tech and commonly psionic. 
 
    Ptial: 
 
    Cover a human with very fine, soft fur (of a wide range of colors, depending on the individual), give them catlike eyes, retractable claws, a prehensile tail, and a few other minor changes, and you have a Ptial. The similarity between them and humans has led to a lot of debates; human scientists mainly insist that the Ptial have to be an offshoot of humanity, while the Ptial maintain that they were a completely separate species when they first encountered Atlantaea eighteen thousand years ago. Divided into two primary groups, warriors and priests, with a technology that seems heavily crystal-based, the Ptial also have an overtly simple governmental system that apparently includes direct challenges in combat of superiors, as well as sexual interaction as a negotiating tactic. Commonly psionic. 
 
    Uralian: 
 
    A mostly-extinct species that is visually nearly identical to Ptial (although the two can apparently tell each other apart on sight), the Uralians were a warlike species that exploded into the Galactic stage perhaps a century or less ago, and ended up requiring the military might of both Ptial and the Reborn Empire to stop. They had the peculiar and ultimately self-destructive characteristic that they were almost incapable of retreat from combat. 
 
    Thovian: 
 
    Take a large Kodiak bear, make it a bit bigger, then make it a tool-using biped, and you've got a Thovian. Massive, powerful, and highly intelligent, the Thovians have a clan-and-family based society, but may not be as primitive as they seem. 
 
    R'Thann: 
 
    Primarily green-and-gold colored reptilians who average about six feet tall (not counting the very high crest running from head to the tail), the R'Thann are a highly advanced, almost universally psionic species who believe that the universe is a sort of Darwinian arena where all are "Tested", and enthusiastically seek out Tests of their own… and seek to Test other species as well. Vick is a dwarfed specimen of his people who was also born without their psionic powers. In addition, they have a power they call the Hunger which apparently gives them the ability to consume life-force and other powers. Their small star nation is still quite powerful. 
 
    Mydrwyll: 
 
    Large (8' high) somewhat octopoidal creatures, purple-skinned with a single luminous eye encircling their body, the Mydrwyll are inherently individualistic and isolationist; they work with others from a philosophy based on what they call "Rational Debt" and have a difficult time understanding emotional empathy in a social context. 
 
    Myrandaa: 
 
    A silicon or possibly other mineral-based species of life, on the top surface mostly resembling colorful agglomerations of crystal and stone, with manipulative and crawling members hidden beneath. Generally peaceful but not creatures to annoy casually. 
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