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What Has Gone Before

In Demons of the Past: REVELATION…

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.

In Demons of the Past: REVOLUTION…

Taelin and his wife Treyuusei are en route
 to Osea, where she is to lead a Greater Families meeting and he, disregarding his Family duties, will be entering a race. Once in Conversion space, Treyuusei confronts him with a full-strength blow that almost knocks him unconscious. She's furious that he and Lukhas are obviously doing something
 and didn't trust her enough to let her in. Taelin apologizes, and tells her what is going on. They both recognize what has to happen: that Taelin must continue on his path of apparent depression and rebellion, to be thrown out of the Five, so that he can work his way closer to the heart of many secrets. But now Treyuusei will also be a backup and a contact that will be easily excused… and so Taelin is not, quite, alone.

Meanwhile, the Eonwyl and Varan discuss the other two members of their odd crew, and also something of each others' pasts, finding there are similarities behind their differences; a fascination with ships, with the technology that defines much of both their lives, and with even some popular culture that they shared. Varan also learns how very different
 they are when he discovers that the Eonwyl was a third-generation Contract worker – meaning that the "Contract" which was supposed to be a time-limited general service, like a civilian military enlistment has become effective slavery – and from one of the most restricted and frightening worlds Varan knows of. The world, Fanabulax, is a place of ancient ruins of perhaps Atlantaean origin, where wonders and dangers have been unearthed… and a place which feels hostile and brooding at all times. The Eonwyl only escaped by a stroke of luck – her uncle had been freed years back, and when he died, she inherited his freedom and his ship. Varan realizes he now has something else to fight for, and the two of them share a momentary glance that confuses them both.

Shagrath expresses displeasure that the Kaital
 have lost The Eonwyl
 and her passengers, but after discussion guesses that one likely destination for them is Thovia; he sends emissaries there to be ready just in case, especially as he and the Kaital
 do not like Thovia; there is something odd about that seemingly-primitive world.

But other parts of his plan proceed apace, as he presents evidence that the Zchorada have been infiltrating the Reborn Empire disguised as the physically very similar Chakron. He leads the conversation towards how this might be addressed, and is gratified to find Lukhas Mel'Tasne the one who first proposes arranging some sort of special security and monitoring for the entire Chakron species. Perhaps we can indeed reach an accord, Lukhas Mel'Tasne
 , he thinks. Perhaps we can.


Making a brief stop in an outer Imperial system to pick up the latest news, Varan and his allies make a very disturbing discovery: that the story the Empire has released about Varan's murderous revolt and escape from Teraikon
 is backed up by official recordings from Teraikon
 itself… recordings that appear to be genuine, even though as far as any of them know it would be impossible
 to fake such recordings. They also see the new anti-Chakron laws and see falsified reports of more of Varan's crimes, with Vick and Guvthor as his lieutenants – though there is no mention of The Eonwyl
 .

On a more personal note, Varan finds that his friend Taelin has fallen far, been declared katassi
 and thrown out of the Five, now reduced to racing what used to be the family yacht. The realization that his friend has apparently broken beneath the shock and loss hurts Varan badly… but also hardens his resolve to find a way to defeat Shagrath.

They arrive at Thovia, and the Eonwyl detects Guvthor attempting to send a message in secret ahead of them. When they arrive, they discover that most of the Imperial outpost on Thovia was just wiped out by a landslide, and the survivors desperately need their help… a coincidence that lends a somewhat sinister air to Guvthor's secret transmission.

Taelin, meanwhile, is contacted by a Lesser Family member who offers to help him with his money issues… if he'll throw a race occasionally. This helps Taelin's cover, though it hurts him personally. I really need to convince myself that this is me. I'm not sure how many more victories like this I can take.


Varan and company successfully rescue the survivors in the wreckage, Varan nearly getting killed in the process. This far out, they have managed to beat the news, so the only knowledge any of the Imperial survivors have of Varan is of some of the more heroic things he had done in his career.

A day or so later, the four of them awaken… elsewhere, surrounded by Thovians in some sort of outdoor meeting place. Guvthor and his people get into an increasingly heated (and incomprehensible) argument, until Varan uses his powers to create a shockwave that focuses attention on him and gets the Thovians to talk in their common language.

The argument was about Guvthor exceeding his authority – by ordering the landslide – and possibly causing Thovia to come into direct conflict with the Reborn Empire. Varan notes they seem less worried
 by this than he would have expected… which is reinforced by the other Thovians mentioning that they had devised "several" means to remove the Imperials from their world if it were necessary.

After much discussion, the Thovians ask Varan to tell them a story, something that defines who he
 is, what he believes. He recounts part of the Book of the Fall
 , in which the hero-figure Torline travels to Hell to avenge the death of his Eternal Queen, but finally turns back, knowing his Queen would not want him to die for her, and sees that despite loss there is still something to live for. "And so he taught, and so we pray, that always there is hope."

Meanwhile, Shagrath hears of the loss of his Kaital
 agents on Thovia to an avalanche… and pushes his plans forward, including the Kaital
 taking the Emperor himself as one of their own.

At last, traveling with the Thov Hok Shu
 , the leading council of Thovia, Varan and the others learn an incredible truth: that through a combination of coincidence, religious belief, and stern logical conviction, the Thovians have deliberately engineered
 their own cycle of civilization and fall… but a controlled
 fall, with a hidden fortress Thalam Hok Shuvan
 , the Shield of Knowledge, providing them a chance to rise swiftly if ever they were to discover the secret enemy they have deduced exists – the secret enemy that they now know must be Shagrath. Their primitive allies are not so primitive after all.

Taelin and Treyuusei make an apparently-coincidental rendezvous and exchange key information, which shows that not only has something changed the Emperor, but that whoever's behind this – who must be the Prime Monitor, Shagrath – has to be a psionic themselves because the response to Varan's arrival on Meletta only makes sense if they assume instantaneous communication between the mastermind and forces on Meletta; that's only
 possible with psionic powers. Taelin decides that Meletta is the next possible the link in the chain… and there's a race there in a few months.

Heading towards Thann'ta from Thovia, the Eonwyl suddenly finds herself running to the control room, to be confronted by Imperial warships that have forced
 a Downbreak to normal space. They are then captured by the main ship, Kukanaro
 , which is commanded by Varan's training-era nemesis Veshdar Morno. Morno also informs them that he was able to ambush them because the R'Thann
 told him that they were coming along that course.

Varan discovers that Kukanaro
 carries a small contingent of Ptial, who know Varan's reputation and honor among their people, and uses this, and the importance of Ptial politically, to trick Morno into insulting Varan in a way that necessitates, by Ptial law, an honor combat. Varan barely wins, but both the combat and certain conversations he and Morno had during his incarceration have left both Varan and Morno with a different view of each other, and Morno carries through on the combat's implication and lets Varan and crew escape.

They arrive at Thann'ta without incident, and when the Imperial warships in-system at the R'Thann homeworld attempt to take The Eonwyl
 into custody, the R'Thann make it clear that they will destroy the Imperial vessels who attempt it. The group lands, and learns a bit more about the R'Thann and their philosophy that the universe is a series of Tests… and the fact that as an Exile, Vick has not even enough position here to call a taxi, any more than they do.

There they find that the center of R'Thann government has none of the security of the Empire… because it is assumed that the rulers are strong enough to protect themselves. And there they meet the one who will decide whether any of them will leave Thann'Ta: 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.


The Master of Final Light performs a Test on each of them to evaluate their dedication, their strength of purpose, their true selves; the Eonwyl's Test is short and quiet; she reveals that she simply showed the Master that she had rigged her ship to explode under any circumstances that led to her being dead or mind-controlled. She would rather die than be enslaved. Vick's is more than that, and shows both that the Master's Testing is multi-layered, since Varan's true ending of Test was to show that he would not let Vick
 be tested to destruction, because Vick is his friend, and Vick's
 true end of Test was what the Master saw in their minds – that Sooovickalassa had remained true to his homeworld despite his exile. For Vick was sent out as a spy
 on the Empire, and it is well known that spies sometimes change sides.

It emerges that while even the Master of Final Light does not know anything of what Shagrath is, he does know Shagrath's allies, the Kaital
 , and reveals what they are – bodiless psionic parasites who form nests or nexuses from which they can breed and consume uncounted numbers. He also reveals that the Kaital
 and the R'Thann both came from the same origin, difficult though that is to believe, and it is one of their remaining points of commonality, their "Hunger", that was given to Varan and allowed him to defend himself against the Kaital
 within his friend Frankel. In a sense, the Master says, Varan is no longer human
 , because Sooovickalassa's "templates" are nothing less than a part of an R'Thann soul grafted to Varan's own.

Varan, after a moment of shock, dismisses this. Perhaps he was given part of an R'Thann soul, but it has become his
 , and as far as he's concerned, he's still human.

Elsewhere, Taelin Mel'Tasne wins the Meletta Freestyle with a hair-raising finish that almost wrecks Valabacal
 , and wins him great attention with the press for when he finally speaks in public about Sasham Varan – a speech he has carefully planned.

In discussion with the Master of the Final Light, Varan and his allies come to the conclusion that Shagrath must be a Demon – one of the beings mentioned in the Book of the Fall. But what that means
 , no one knows, and perhaps only Atlantaea would have known. Records of the original homeworld might explain what "demons" truly are and what they can do, but no one knows where the homeworld is – or so Varan says.

Guvthor points out that it is possible that Thovia
 knows where the ancient homeworld of Atlantaea is, because Thovia was in contact with Atlantaea at the time of the Fall (and suffered their own first collapse at the same time). When they discuss whether this is a worthwhile venture, to seek out this half-mythical homeworld, the Master of Final Light asks the Eonwyl what she thinks… revealing the true
 reason that she passed her Test: the Master detected many secrets within her, including that she is herself psionic, with one of the rarest abilities: precognition, the knowledge of the right and wrong actions for the future. She refuses to recognize the abilities because of something in her past, but the abilities are there, and the Master warns that she cannot long hide from them.

Returning to Thovia, they find an Imperial warship waiting for them – a warship that is suddenly chased off by the appearance of a gigantic battlecruiser calling itself Hoorai'Gon Bal: a Thovian
 starship. The Thovians, now sure that the enemy they have been waiting for is known, are starting to rouse themselves to action.

And Thovia, it turns out, does
 know where the ancient homeworld is… though it is more than a year away even at The Eonwyl'
 s speed. But Varan and his friends agree that without some
 understanding of what Shagrath is they are probably doomed to failure, so this is the only place they can go; the Eonwyl's mysterious precognition agrees, giving her the gut feeling that this is the right choice.

Shagrath is disconcerted to discover that the Thovians have deceived him, to say the least, about their nature, but finds much more amusement in Lukhas Mel'Tasne, who requests access to the Monitors' conditioning protocols in order to "assure loyalty" of his Security people. This presents wonderful opportunities for Shagrath and his allies, and shows that even the Five are corruptible.

Taelin continues his investigation undercover, and learns of the corruption of the Contract Work industry. This, combined with knowing the Eonwyl was the one who took Varan safely from Meletta, points Taelin straight towards the Eonwyl's homeworld, Fanabulax… which is under the direct control of Borell Dellitama, uncle of Treyuusei and head of one of the Five Families. After a conference with Treyuusei and an understanding, now, that they're dealing with some kind of infiltrating psionics that have probably affected Borell himself, Taelin determines that his next step is Fanabulax itself.


The Eonwyl
 sets out for the lost homeworld minus one crewmember; Guvthor stays behind because he and his supplies for such a long journey would be an unsupportable burden on himself and the crew.

Once on their way, the Eonwyl fulfills her promise and tells Varan the secrets she has been hiding: that on Fanabulax she encountered something
 , a being of madness and perhaps malevolence that had drawn her there, done something to
 her, terrified her so much that she had locked the experience away. But she now thinks whatever was done to her had given her the precognitive power, and she is still afraid of what purpose
 lay behind that torturous gift.

Still en route
 to the homeworld, Varan finds himself awakening from a nightmare about Jearsen, and finally understands that it was his subconscious telling him that he had lost one person he had loved because he had waited too long… and that there was now someone else just as precious to him. He goes and admits his feelings to the Eonwyl, who overcomes her own terror of personal connections to admit that she shares those feelings.

In the moment they kiss, they sense something
 watching them.

The something
 is Shagrath, who has become uneasy at the utter lack of sightings of Varan and finally risks using the limited magic that remains to him to trace Varan's location – and sees him with the Eonwyl in their ship, heading for a world that should be unknown to them. He reaches out and makes contact with his only surviving resource on that world and requests that this being – who once assisted in the Fall of Atlantaea – notify Shagrath if and when The Eonwyl
 arrives on that world.

Taelin, playing the part of the disillusioned and cynical fallen-from-favor who wants to return to his former position, blackmails Borell Dellitama, threatening him with the reveal about the corruption of the Contract and the role Borell and others have played in it. In exchange for Taelin's silence, Borell lets him become Observer of Fanabulax, which is a sufficiently challenging and important position that success may justify Taelin's re-admission to the Families… and will of course make him directly party to the abuse of the Contract, so that the blackmail is no longer useful afterward.

Varan's group arrives at the fabled homeworld… and finally finds a single city standing. There they are greeted by warriors led by what Varan recognizes as an Uralian – a species that never
 works with others, yet here appears to be the leader of their guardsmen. The Uralian leads them to a temple that is eerily familiar, with statues of Torline and Niaadea, and within the temple a hidden room, a inner temple of growing things, trees and grasses within a cavern that never sees the sun, and a simple pool of water with an altar before it, and they are greeted by one who calls himself V'ierna Dhomienka, the Sh'ekatha
 of the Lady Eonae, leader of Atla'A'Alandar: the Memory of Atlantaea.

The Eonwyl finds herself unaccountably nervous and afraid at this manifestation of the legends being truth. But she hides this fear, and the three of them are brought to the Sh'ekatha's private rooms to tell him why they have come. After recounting their travels, V'ierna agrees that Shagrath must indeed be a demon, and when questioned by the Eonwyl as to what the word "demon" really means, the Sh'ekatha tells them the truth: that the Book of the Fall, poetic though it may be, is an accurate
 accounting; once their world, Earth, was connected with another, the World and Source of Magic, Zarathan, and Atlantaea grew with that magic as part of its essence. Too, Atlantaea survived for a hundred thousand years because the Eternal King and Eternal Queen were also as real as the rest of the Book, and they kept their nation as they had envisioned it.

But the Demons were beings of darker and magical nature, and their ruler Kerlamion feared the power of Atlantaea, and eventually found a way to seal the conduit between the World of Magic and Earth, the homeworld of Atlantaea. By sealing the conduit, all but the smallest traces of magic would be eradicated from the rest of the universe… and since Atlantaea's technology had combined in equal measure magic, science, and psionics, this caused the collapse of the entirety of the civilization.

Shagrath must therefore be one of the few Demons, servants of Kerlamion, left behind to ensure that all traces of Atlantaea were eventually wiped out.

In the ensuing discussion, another item is verified: Sasham Varan does, in fact, look astonishingly like Torline Valanhavhi, the Eternal King, and that Torline was the founder of the martial art Tor
 itself… and that its purity, and that of the Book of the Fall, indicates that Torline still wanders the universe, ensuring that not all is forgotten.

The Eonwyl is summoned to meet with Eonae in the person of her  priestess, Kaylarea. Her panic ascends to something that almost blurs out her sight, until suddenly she is overwhelmed by the need to attack the Priestess – by a fragment of the Thing she met on Fanabulax all those years ago. The Lady was what it sought.

But the Lady also dissipates the fragment, for she knows what the thing was, and what Fanabulax
 was – a secret laboratory of Atlantea, and the creator of many nightmares as well as miracles. With Eonae's action, the Eonwyl is finally free of its influence.

Shagrath is notified of The Eonwyl
 's arrival on Earth by his contact… and then discovers that the city they have landed at is, impossibly, blocked from his scrying, telling him there are formidable, and even mystical
 , powers still active. But still, he now knows where they are, and can watch…

Varan trains in Tor
 with Thornhair, the Uralian guard, who apparently was trained by Torline himself. This helps him start to learn how to integrate his psionic power with his combat skill, something he will need, as he is warned that Shagrath is vastly more powerful than they yet grasp.

Konstantin Khoros, an advisor, soul-mage, and friend of the Sh'ekatha's, arrives, and with his help they can finally identify Shagrath: a demon by the name of Viedraverion, first son of Kerlamion, and the assassin who defeated the Eternal Queen herself.  In discussion of what this being is, Varan realizes that if Shagrath's already figured out they are here, he has probably recognized that they've found real traces of Atlantaean power – and that would make Shagrath push up his timetable.

Khoros agrees this is true, but that they need not panic yet
 , for with the assistance of the Sh'ekatha and the Lady they can create a temporary gateway and send The Eonwyl
 back to the Empire instantly, rather than over another year. The Sh'ekatha gifts Varan with his own vya-shadu
 blades, weapons given to him personally by Torline when the Sh'ekatha was Torline's house priest. Khoros, with the assistance of the Sh'ekatha and Thornhair, is also able to grant Varan one request: they show him the Eternal King Torline as they knew him. And at the end of this demonstration, the resonance of all the spirits who knew him somehow makes – for a fleeting moment – a connection between Sasham Varan and Torline Himself. "I can speak but little," he says. "But I need say little, except this: save your people, as I could not save mine."

Taelin, as Observer, is alerted to a unique discovery in the tunnels of Fanabulax: a strange complex in which a jeweled armband is found. Putting the armband on, Taelin finds it entirely blocks out the oppressive atmosphere of Fanabulax, shielding his mind somehow.. and a mysterious shadowy Something
 manifests, using what is clearly the last of its power to insist to Taelin that he take it. Taelin later offers the bracelet to a visiting Borell… and sees pain and fear in Borell Dellitama's eyes at the slightest touch of the thing.

Khoros, the Lady, and the Sh'ekatha accomplish one more task: they place protections on The Eonwyl
 so that Shagrath/Viedraverion can neither follow it nor scry within it. With that completed, Varan, the Eonwyl, and Sooovickalassa are once more ready to return to their sector of the galaxy.

Prior to their departure, the Eonwyl confronts the Lady with the fact that all of the Lady's conversations have focused on the Eonwyl, and none at all on the Lady or who and what she is. The Lady Eonae reveals that Earth, the homeworld, requires fresh, new settlers, for the Demons did their best to purge the strongest bloodlines. She wishes the Eonwyl to she will return, hopefully with others, for humanity must not die out from its homeworld. The Eonwyl makes no promise… other than to think on it.

Shagrath discovers that Varan has departed Earth… and cannot be followed. But he quickly deduces that the powers on Earth would have done all they could, and thus Varan must be already
 in the Empire or nearby, not traveling for another year just to get home. He also discovers that Lukhas Mel'Tasne has made use of the Monitor-based procedures to suborn some of his own Monitors and, presumably, give protections to some of his Imperial Security personnel. Momentarily discomfited, he realizes this doesn't matter, and may assist in the ultimate chaos when Lukhas makes his move against the Monitor. He instructs the Kaital
 to play along with Lukhas' game and not reveal their existence, if any of their puppets are targeted.

Arriving in an Imperial system and once more picking up the most recent news, Varan finds an account of Taelin's big racing victory… and the speech following. He realizes that Taelin has used associative code to send him a message
 – that

Taelin, Trey, and Lukh are all aware that Shagrath is the enemy, that Varan is their friend, and Varan finally sees that there is hope of saving the Empire after all.

But to do so will also require confronting the Empire directly, sooner or later, with Shagrath having such a grasp of the Empire's media and propaganda. So they need allies beyond the ones they have, and only one other star nation has the military power to even attempt to face the Reborn Empire: the Zchoradan Meld.

Though his phobia of the Zchorada has not been addressed,Varan travels to Zhiraz, the capital of the Meld, and he and his allies make contact with the Vmee Zschorza, the leading body of the Zchorada. The Vmee sees them, and after meeting and conferring, invites the crew to their decision.

The Zchorada cannot take their story as true on their word alone; elements are too fantastical to support belief. Yet they dare not entirely ignore the story. They decree a compromise that almost shatters Sasham on the spot:

"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."

And so the Eonwyl, Guvthor, and Sooovickalassa must search for proof of Shagrath and the Kaital
 's existence, while Sasham Varan is left in the hands of the Zchorada – the beings whose very sight
 sends him into a cowering panic.


Section One: The Shadowed Hand


Chapter 1

Varan:



I

 stumbled forward through the door, still somehow clinging to Tor
 's Mind Center like a man maintaining a precarious grip on the edge of a precipice. I turned, seeing the portal slide shut slowly, locking shut with a ringing clang of finality.

It was a measure of how much was still wrong
 with me that I found being locked in my prison cell a relief
 . At least this way I did not have to face the Zchorada.

It's been years. Are you so weak, so incapable, that you can't –

I cut that thought off as best I could, though the feeling of failure remained. I knew perfectly well that phobias don't go away by themselves, and that the events of the past few years had pretty much minimized any chance of my getting therapy. The initial therapy work had done enough to make it possible
 for me to control the reaction, but the rest had been cut off when Taelin came and dragged me back to Oro for Prime Monitor Shagrath's secret project.

I suppose I could
 have arranged for something during the year I commanded Teraikon
 , but Vick and I had our reasons for minimizing anyone's chances for noticing anything unusual about my psychology . . . and fortunately there had been only one Chakron in the crew. Or maybe it wasn't fortune; if Shagrath had selected me to be captain, he
 knew my limitations and could have catered to them, to keep me controlled. Knowing that I had
 a weakness would be useful to him.


Teraikon
 . . . I wondered if the Eönwyl had managed to receive that idea I sent her. I was pretty sure the mindscreens – which still pressed in like sand-weighted blankets on my consciousness – had disrupted the details. But hopefully she got enough
 .


Relax,
 I told myself, though part of me wanted to start giggling at that, and I knew if that
 happened I might never stop. Relax. In the middle of the most secure prison in the capital warren of the Zchoradan Meld?


I have to find some way. And I have to trust the Eönwyl.
 I'd seen her face; it had pained her terribly, but that instinct, that psionic ability to sense, somehow, the future consequences of actions, told her that leaving me here was the right choice to achieve our goals. Trust that. It's saved her, and saved us, more than once.


I forced my head up, looked around. It wasn't a single-room prison cell; the rooms were wide and low, though not too low for me. I was standing in what amounted to a receiving room, a place where I could read, move around, and so on but where people . . . Zchorada
 . . . would be able to enter via the door. Just the thought was enough to make me think about moving immediately to one of the two other rooms I could see, but my basic stubbornness kept me still, just looking. One room was clearly a bedroom, with an Imperial-style bed somewhat incongruously located against a wall that was obviously carved by Zchoradan architects. I could see the edge of a table and a chest of drawers as well – not that I have anything to put in them,
 I mused.

The other room was a bathing room, and that
 was tempting. My clothes clung to me with the bitter smell of my terrified sweat from the past hour or so, and I could most certainly use a shower to both clean me off and calm me down, help me to relax some of the tension.

The problem was going to be clothing. I had to assume my jailers would arrange something; they were neither stupid nor, if they were giving me what amounted to luxury quarters for a prisoner, planning on making my life particularly miserable. That made sense, anyway; while one faction might be willing to bargain with the Reborn Empire using me as the prize, the Vmee Zschorhaza had made it clear they intended to give my friends enough time, and if we did
 prove our case, the Zchorada had absolutely nothing to gain by mistreating me.

I emphasized that in my head, trying to hammer that in with Tor discipline. They have no reason at all to mistreat me. I am in no danger here. In some ways, I'm safer here than almost anywhere.

I did
 manage a chuckle as the truth of that struck home. I was
 safer here than almost anywhere, other than on faraway Earth in the temple of the Lady, or on board The Eönwyl
 with my friends. I sincerely doubted the Kaital
 would find this place, filled with psi-trained Zchorada and secure thoughtscreens, at all
 an attractive target until they'd really secured all the others. The bodiless psionic parasites probably could
 find a way to infiltrate this place, but I was pretty sure they hadn't.

Yet.

The receiving room had a small kitchen-like area, though some of the designs were more appropriate for Zchorada than humans. What was important right now was that there was a water dispenser and cups. I filled and drained one in a single long pull, realizing just how dehydrated I must be, filling another and drinking it nearly as fast before taking a third to sip at more slowly.

The door opened, and despite my attempt at control I jumped, shrinking away and spilling half the water down my shirt front.

I couldn't tell if the glittering, faceted eyes above the ripping mandibles held an expression of curiosity, contempt, or pity; the surprise entrance triggered my phobia and colored everything with the dark shade of fear.

"From your vessel," the Zchoradan guard buzzed. "Cleared for your use now. Other materials may follow."

He set down a moderately large bundle and withdrew; I could see as he did so that two other Zchorada, armed with rannai
 rifles, had been covering him on his entrance. They were taking no chances on my escaping. The psi-screens on this cell were double-strength, probably two superimposed field generators combined, and I wouldn't be entirely surprised, given my exaggerated reputation, if there turned out to be one or two additional layers available in case I went berserk.

I didn't like the thought of going berserk, especially since it was a lot more likely than I wanted to admit, here on a world filled with centipedal monsters whose simple presence filled me with terror. I muttered something under my breath and moved forward.

The bundle was held together with one of my sleeping robes, a large comfortable expanse of dark cloth. Inside . . .

I felt a tiny lift of my heart. My uniforms
 . I might be, officially, no longer part of the Mada
 , the Navy. . . but in my heart I was still Captain Sasham Varan, Imperial Navy, and always would be, and the Eönwyl knew it. There were more clothes – she'd been efficient about grabbing the right things, too. But in the middle was something harder . . .

Three things suddenly tumbled to the floor, one bouncing away with a rattling roll, the other two flopping immediately to a halt, and my spirits lifted a tiny bit farther. The Book of the Fall
 and my Tor
 soul-journal, the notes of training and meditation that had been taught to me by my masters; each disciple of Tor
 had to write his book from the beginning and continue it to the end, and mine was thick and stained and weather-beaten. . . and still had many pages left to fill. I picked both books up and clasped them tightly, then looked at the other object.

And all other things were suddenly less important, because there was the face I had come to care for more than anything else in the world. Sharp-edged, narrow, high-cheekboned, with brilliant blue eyes and hair like a sunburst, The Eönwyl smiled at me from the imagecube she had sent. I reached out and gently picked the cube up, turned it slowly, seeing my old love Diorre Jearsen, Taelin Mel'Tasne, and then The Eönwyl again, and slowly straightened up.

The terror was still there, waiting for me. It probably always would be, and I had no idea how I could survive the next few months.

But now I knew, somehow, that I would
 survive.


Chapter 2

The Eönwyl:



"
 T

 eraikon
 ." Guvthor repeated the name. The immense Thovian had an abstracted, pensive look on his brown-furred face.

"That's what I got," the Eönwyl agreed. "There was a lot more he was trying to say – something about
 Teraikon
 , something that would have told us exactly what we needed to do or find – but I couldn't get that."


An extremely intriguing clue,
 Dr. Sooovickalassa said, his telepathic voice echoing his interest. The R'Thann scientist tilted his head to one side, then the other, like a bird examining something carefully; the movement made his golden, crystal-tipped crest chime softly. Imperial Research Vessel
 Teraikon, in his command for a year before the
 Kaital disguised as his friend Frankel discovered our ruse.


"But given that the Prime Monitor reached the vessel and – insofar as we can determine – wiped the memories of the entire crew," Guvthor said, "it is a most
 peculiar direction for us to be contemplating. Admittedly, we no longer have Sasham Varan in our midst, but any records would show that we are so heavily associated with him that we can hardly expect to just show up and be welcomed aboard the vessel. Moreover, even if we could, I am at something of a loss as to what we would be looking for."

The Eönwyl frowned. It was a frustrating question. If only they'd let me
 ask him again.


But the way the Zchorada had decided on Varan's imprisonment made that a non-starter. They did not want any additional evidence for the existence of the Kaital
 to be in any way traceable to Varan himself. If the Kaital
 existed, then the Eönwyl, Guvthor, and Vick would have to prove it using their own methods, with no chance of Varan affecting the outcome.

"All right," she said finally, "let's think about this. We didn't know about the Kaital
 until we got to Thann'ta, so clearly there's not some hidden cache of evidence as such. The battle between Varan and Frankel was completely rewritten, so the immediate evidence is gone.

"The key aspects of the vessel are going to be the vessel itself, the vessel's activities, and one or more of the vessel's crew. So . . . there might be something onboard that Sasham in retrospect realizes would be evidence. Something he saw Frankel do, or recorded in his log, or whatever that shows what was really going on."

"That is certainly one possibility," Guvthor said, and reached out to get himself a drinking container. The landing bay outfitted for his use was tolerable, but small for something as huge as the nearly five meter tall Guvthor. "Yet direct physical evidence would seem unlikely, given the impossible thoroughness of our adversary, and I cannot offhand imagine any log entry sufficient for proof which would not have seemed instantly and quite terrifyingly peculiar on its own."


I would also similarly doubt anything in the vessel's activities. Unlike Guvthor, I was aboard
 Teraikon for the entire duration of Captain Varan's tenure. I observed all of the ship's missions, and while one can posit military purposes for several of them, not one comes to mind as being in any way evidence of the
 Kaital. I can imagine some
 Kaital purposes being aided by some of those missions, but no such purposes which would be clearly what is being looked for.
 Even on Vick's alien face a grimace was clear. And we are dealing with a being who is . . .
 he hesitated, his mind still obviously trying to finish accepting the truth, . . . who is capable of wielding powers that you call magic. No, physical evidence is out of the question, and the major records have already been altered, so no simple data will remain to prove our case.


"Then . . . it would be the people."

Guvthor nodded. "I believe that is the only logical alternative. In some conversation or set of events, Captain Varan saw, heard, or deduced something which, in light of our current knowledge, provides evidence for the existence of the Kaital
 ." He smiled wryly, showing teeth the length of her fingers. "Unfortunately, he undoubtedly had hundreds, even thousands, of conversations over the course of that year to which neither I, nor even Dr. Sooovickalassa, were privy."

That much seemed obvious, and she didn't know what to do about it. Her gut-level senses – which she now knew were a manifestation of psi power – still insisted that this was the right general course of action, but apparently even those psionic powers were incapable of direct prophecy.

Still . . . "Let's try this from another direction. What would
 constitute proof of the Kaital
 's existence, for a group like the Vmee Zschorza?"

The silence that met her question was not encouraging, yet she felt they were on the right track. "Come on, Guvthor, Vick, this is something we need to answer anyway
 . We're supposed to bring back evidence that the Kaital
 exist; how in the name of the Empire are we going to do
 that if we have no idea of what they'd believe?"

"A fair question." Guvthor looked at Vick, who was grooming his crest absently, lost in thought. "I am afraid it is not so easy to answer, however. The best evidence, naturally, would be one of the Kaital
 themselves. However, I cannot help but suspect that this is the sort of evidence we would be better off without."

"You practice
 understatement on your planet, don't you?" she said with an acid smile.


Understatement indeed,
 Vick's telepathic voice said. Given what we have learned, bringing one into the center of the Vmee Zschorza might simply be aiding in the destruction of the Meld. Still, this leaves the problem of how to prove the existence of a bodiless, mind-controlling parasite – or, perhaps, of Viedraverion, the being currently going by the name of Shagrath.


"That's true. If we proved he
 existed – as the monster we claim he is – our other claims would probably be given weight, too." She thought about it a moment. "But again, I can't see how we could actually do
 that."

"It is a most
 interesting puzzle, I must admit," Guvthor said; his solemn expression belied his light and cheerful tone. "The one set of creatures have no bodies of their own and can impress whatever thoughts or memories they want onto a body if they were to leave it and it were still capable of life. The other being is something vastly more powerful than any individual Kaital
 , is apparently immortal, and able to disguise itself as almost anything. It would seem, therefore, that physical evidence per se
 is not possible."

She got up, pacing around the shuttle bay turned cabin. "All right, no direct physical evidence . . . how about records? Troop movements, orders given that framed certain people, that kind of thing?"


You forget,
 Vick said coldly, they are not fools, and are not limited to the inside of their own skulls. They were waiting for us, looking for us, on Meletta; Shagrath undoubtedly directs them telepathically, from across half a galaxy if need be. There will be no obvious traces.


"And he is obviously aware of the potential to betray himself if he acts on news that he could not yet have obtained," Guvthor pointed out. "He prepared an excuse for his sudden departure to intercept Teraikon
 , and I have no doubt he deliberately does not
 act on things until after the news has reached him through normal channels – although knowing ahead of time would permit him to spend a considerable amount of time thinking about his exact response. So we are unlikely to find any direct evidence there, either."

The three sat in silence for some moments.

"All right," the Eönwyl said finally. "That seems to leave . . . what?"

"Hm. No physical evidence. No direct records."

Indirect evidence. It would have to be strong, though.

"What kind of indirect evidence would we be talking about?" she asked.


Multiple examples of events that might happen, taken singly, but that all together are too improbable to believe as a natural sequence. For example . . .
 Vick paused, and she could sense the difficulty of finding a useful instance of the thing the R'Thann was trying to describe. For example, imagine that at the beginning of a battle, you see a seller of flowers at the edge of the battlefield, retreating as the combat begins. By itself, such an event means nothing, and undoubtedly something like it
 has happened.



But what would you think, Eönwyl,
 Vick continued, with that razor-smile, what would you think if you studied the records of a
 thousand battles and found that at each and every one of them, a flower-seller was present at the very beginning?


"Statistical anomalies?" she murmured to herself. The idea made sense, but just pushed the problem down a level; what kind of anomalies would one look
 for in the entire Galaxy of events?

The words caused Guvthor to freeze, a dainty snack the size of her head now immobile and forgotten in his hand. Slowly his head turned. "Dr. Sooovicklassa?"


Yes. . . yes, that
 could be it.


"What? What
 could be it?"

"There was a scientist on Teraikon
 , one of a unique species called the Mydrwyll . . . Hmmmseeth, that was her . . . or his, their species is sometimes difficult to pin down that way . . . name. He, I suppose. He was . . . rrrGH, by the Trees my brain refuses to cooperate . . ."


A theoretical cultural sentiologist,
 Vick said, with a specialty in progression replication and modeling.


"Cultural sentiologist . . .?"

"A student of cultures . . . and that specialty means that his interest was in the models of the cultures themselves. Yes, yes, I do believe we have hit upon it."


This is both good news and bad,
 Vick thought slowly.

She did not
 like the way that sounded. "How do you mean?"

Vick turned and paced away, facing the stern of the vessel, gazing into nothingness. The current political climate makes it uncomfortable for many species. Hmmmseeth is likely to have returned home.


"Well, that is
 good news," she said. "Then we don't have to figure out how we're going to get on board one of the jewels of the Reborn Empire's fleet. What's the catch?"

Vick turned, and his sharp-toothed smile was anything but comforting. Mydrwyll is now part of the R'Thann Meritocracy. They joined in the interim between Hmmmseeth's entry into the Empire and now
 .

She felt like kicking the bulkhead. "And the Empire's going to have major
 forces all the way through all your systems, wherever your people can't face them in large numbers."

"Indeed," Guvthor said. "And of course we have a very long way to go."

"Then I'd better go change our course immediately," she said, and started striding towards the door. "All we have to do is get to a system thousands of light years away, sneak through a cordon probably coordinated by Kaital
 to let no one in or out, then locate one Mydrwyll out of the entire population, find out if he has the evidence we need, convince him to come with us if he does – and then escape!" She smiled. "Why, we're practically done already."


Chapter 3

Taelin:



H

 e checked himself in the all-view mirror again. Long gold hair pulled back in the one-tail style – conservative and nonintrusive. Formal business flow-cloak over sharp-cut shirt and pants – muted shades with just a touch of gold edging. Gray polished boots, formal pistol discreetly displayed. No crest of any
 Family, Lesser or Greater, let alone Five. That should do.


Taelin met his own green-blue gaze and focused, taking a few deep breaths. One of the most dangerous moves in the game – for both of us – starts.



Heart
 should be going faster than normal. Natural for me to be nervous. Borell's set everything in motion as we agreed, all the right pressures have been applied, the meeting is arranged, but I know Lukhas . . . and I know how much things have changed since I was declared
 kattasi. I know that it's not just Borell I have to fool, or the part Lukhas is playing I have to convince.



So play the role.
 Be the role. Now, more than ever, it's crucial.


He glanced down at the glittering wristlet. At least I have your protection for a little while longer. But maybe not long.
 With a nod, he turned and left.

Taelin Ardan (once Mel'Tasne) strode down the landing ramp of Valabacal
 . A close observer would notice that there was something just
 a little too stiff in the walk, the shoulders and head too
 rigidly high – the look of a man trying to look easy and confident but, in actuality, tense and afraid. Which isn't
 that hard a look to pull off, when you
 are tense and afraid – even if my reasons are completely different. The real challenge is in making it readable by others of the Five without looking exaggerated. I can't afford
 any suspicion right now.


Waiting at the bottom was Borell Hakanda Dellitama, his father in law, former (and hopefully future
 ) Observer of Fanabulax, and currently his Advocate for reinstatement to the Five. Many could mistake the black-haired Dellitama's broad bulk for fat, and had done so on unfortunate occasion, but while Borell was inarguably fond of his dinner table and certainly far from slender, most of that mass was muscle.

Taelin read approval in the brief nod. "A good choice," Borell said, turning to lead the way. "No assumptions of acceptance. Understated in every way, so they could bring you in and send you away without being terribly obvious about it. You may just make it, boy."

"I'd better
 ," he said, smiling politely. "I don't make idle threats, remember."

"Oh, I remember, Taelin. Though you would be making a terrible mistake, I assure you." The tone of Borell's voice indicated that he would not at all mind Taelin making terrible mistakes.

"Maybe. But let's hope there's no reason for us to find out."

As they got into Borell's Streetwing, the older man gave him a stony glare. "You do
 realize, boy, that the decision in the end is not mine
 ? I have done everything I could to advance your case – and I will be the first to admit you have followed through well on your end. But the ultimate decision belongs with the Emperor and your brother, and I can threaten or bribe neither of those."

"Understood. And if nothing comes to light in this discussion that shows you've missed
 anything, then I'll take your end of the bargain as filled, whether or not kattasi
 is nullified." He could see Borell relax fractionally. And how much of this is
 your play-acting, "Uncle"? Were you really worried at all? What do you and Shagrath really
 want?


Taelin pushed those thoughts away as much as he could. He presumed
 the bracelet prevented his mind from being read, but he might be stripped of it in the next hour or so, and his mind must be focused on the appropriate thoughts.

"Very well," Borell said as the Streetwing took off. Taelin started to lean back, then noticed that Borell was not heading for either the Palace or the Navy base. "Uncle?"

"Discretion, boy," answered Borell. "Given your antics since you were first found kattasi
 , this decision and ceremony – if any ceremony takes place – will be held far from the center. Your audience is already arranged. You will meet both the Emperor and Lukhas at the Mel'Tasne lodge in the Wainthai Preserve."

"Wainthai?" he repeated. Distant indeed.
 "Even in this thing that's a four-hour flight!"

"The Mission of Importance
 , which is the name of 'this thing'," his uncle said with some satisfaction, "is much more than she appears." The Streetwing tilted up, climbing higher and higher. "Once we clear most of the atmosphere, her small onboard DD-drive will take us the rest of the way in moments. We will land at the private pad in no more than twenty minutes."

As he would have been expected to do, he glanced over at his uncle with new respect. "And you can pilot one this close, and that well? You surprise me again, Uncle. I hadn't realized you'd had the time to master DD piloting in a major grav field."

"I'm old enough to have done a lot
 of things you haven't done yet, boy, so don't forget it!" Despite the hard tone, Taelin could see a very small smile at the compliment on Borell's face. A perfect actor, this doppelganger. Or is it more that it's the original, just somehow controlled or changed?
 They had too little information, and that was supremely dangerous.

True to his word, Borell landed Mission of Importance
 on the Mel'Tasne private estate exactly nineteen minutes after their conversation. Imperial Guardsmen surrounded the ship within seconds of landing and escorted the two into the lodge.

Emperor Galata Nin Salrein did not rise as Taelin and Borell entered. The black eyes regarded Taelin curiously from the dark-wood face, but other than that the Emperor showed no movement.

Lukhas showed very little more reaction. He was dressed in full formal uniform of Imperial Intelligence, blue with black accents and the pure white of his rank wheel showing that he was White Controller, the head of Intelligence. Around his neck, hanging so it rested in the center of his chest, was the crest of the Mel'Tasne family, a seven-sided golden shield flanked by two swords of pure emerald. He's here in both capacities – head of Intelligence and of one of the Five.


"Borell Dellitama," the Emperor said, as they stopped at the required distance, "who is this you bring before us?"

Borell bowed low, in the traditional way; Taelin made sure to match him. "Your Imperial Majesty," Borell said, "to you now I present one who was once known to you, and who has been forgotten, and who wishes to be known again."

The Emperor frowned, as the ancient traditions required, and did not look at Taelin. "Borell Dellitama, a member of the Five you are, and so we welcome you. Yet your words may not be welcome, for once we have decreed one is to be forgotten in our presence, then they cannot be easily recalled."

"My Family and I know this well, Majesty," Borell said, and they both bowed again. "Yet as the lowest may climb to the heights and be seen by you, is it not written that those who have fallen may also rise into the light once more?" Those words of ritual were, Taelin knew, ancient, and taken from the Book of the Fall, Sasham's holy text and the foundation of most of the Reborn Empire's tradition.

"It is," the Emperor agreed. "Do you then believe that what has fallen is now once more risen, as the Towers themselves shall rise one day?"

"I do, Majesty."

"Then recall to our memory this name of the fallen."

"Majesty, I present to you Taelin Ardan, once Mel'Tasne, who rises again to your sight and would be Mel'Tasne again."


Now
 the Emperor looked at him, and the gaze was . . . complex. Hard, yet warm. He can't be the same man, I know. But I . . . I really want to believe he is.
 "We do recall a young man of that name. A young man once much loved, a strong support of his family, a light of our people. But the Mel'Tasne themselves had told us the light was gone, and bade us forget him. Is this not true?"

"Majesty, it is," Lukhas spoke for the first time, and he had not yet looked upon Taelin since the ritual had begun. "I have now no brother, but the loss is still a pain in our hearts, and my friend Borell now speaks the name of the one gone. I look to you for guidance, Majesty. What do you see? May we look again for that which was forgotten?"

"You ask much, yet much is owed. We shall look, and find guidance." The Emperor stood, and Lukhas stood with him, and followed directly behind, so Taelin could not see him, only tiny flickers of movement that the Emperor was not quite wide enough to block.

The Emperor stopped only a meter in front of Taelin, looking down. "Speak. Who are you, that would be recalled to the sight of the Empire?"

"I am Taelin Ardan, born Mel'Tasne, Majesty."

"Your face and voice recall themselves to our memory, Taelin. So, also, do they recall pain and failure and shame." He looked to Borell. "Speak, then. Tell us what deeds he has done, that the shame might be erased."

"He has taken a burden which was mine," Borell said, carefully. Something which, if everyone were what they seemed, would be a risk to admit. A member of the Five generally can't just delegate certain tasks without notifying the Emperor to begin with. "He has taken that burden, and borne it without complaint or stint, and has performed in full equal to my own efforts. No, I speak not truth; he has surpassed my own efforts in this year."

"By the laws, he is still bonded to your niece, to Treyuusei Dellitama," the Emperor said slowly. "Thus we see that you had reason to care for his fall, and for his redemption in our eyes. To care, however, is not to redeem. What burden did you give him, that he has discharged so well that you claim he has surpassed one of the Heads of the Five?"

"For this year and more he has been Observer of Fanabulax, Majesty."

"A weighty and fearsome duty you risked on the shoulders of one fallen, Borell Dellitama. If we judge him unfit, you recognize that this shall be weighed against you, as well?"

Borell winced as he bowed. "I do."

"I see that you do. In that case, we shall commence to the judgement," the Emperor said.

Then the Emperor's formality disappeared. "Taelin, it is good to see you before me again, and with some hope that it is not a final and tragic time. It pained me nearly as much as your own blood to send out that decree."

"I'm sorry, Majesty."

"Sorry? I should think you would be, son, but I need to understand why
 . . . and why you think you can come back now."

"Well, Majesty . . . I . . ."

"Stop!" The Emperor held up his hand. "Before you speak, let me warn you: I wish you to be entirely
 honest with me. I know perfectly well that Borell Dellitama would not have one so fallen before me so swiftly – if, indeed he chose to give one who had so hurt his favorite niece so much as a single chance. So tell me what led to your fall, yes, but also tell me most truly how you come to be before me again."


I've seen what the Emperor has allowed. He
 can't be the same man any more. Yet. . . somehow he
 is.
 That made this even more dangerous. The game was being played at multiple levels on all sides, and if he reacted incorrectly to the Emperor on any
 of those levels the game might be up.

He made a decision. "Well, as to the latter, Majesty, I blackmailed Borell into giving me the chance."

Borell gave a choking growl of anger, while Taelin was almost sure he heard a snort of repressed laughter from behind the Emperor.

The Emperor himself smiled. "I had rather expected it was something of the sort. With what could you blackmail him?"

Taelin let the bitter expression wash over his face. "The truth about who works at Fanabulax . . . and why they stay."

"Ah."

The Emperor was silent for a moment. "Go on, then. Tell us how it all happened."

The basic story – of the breakdown that led to his fall – was easy enough. By now he'd immersed himself in that role so much that he could believe
 it for a while. "But in the end I couldn't just drop it all, so I tried to follow Sasham, what had happened – and that led me to The Eönwyl."

The Emperor closed his eyes and sighed. "Yes. I see where that would have taken you."

"And I realized I was just tired
 of being a wandering nobody who used to be somebody, that I had better things to do for my family and my friends than just fly races and spend Eternals like water maintaining a ship that used to do more important things."

"And so you decided to find some way to come back. And took, I will agree, one of the most difficult jobs in the Empire to prove you were ready." He studied me closely. "You have been on Fanabulax a year, yet you still seem . . . somehow . . . yourself, Taelin. In a way I would not expect."

"Oh, that,"
 he said in as casual a way as he could manage. "I did have one edge – besides using Uncle Borell's hard-as-hullmetal approach to my advantage. This," he pulled up his sleeve and detached the armlet. "Wearing it completely relieved whatever that depressing sensation is." He bowed deeply and extended the armlet. "I present it to you, of course, Majesty."

In that moment, he saw the Emperor instinctively start to shrink away, saw an instantaneous glint of distaste and perhaps fear, before the familiar gentle look returned. "No, Taelin," the Emperor said, shaking his head. "We have seen the scans and know that it is one of those artifacts which is – for now – beyond our science to analyze. Therefore its only use is to serve one person, and as you have held it, we see no reason you cannot retain it."

He turned and gestured, and Lukhas stepped forward. "Lukhas Kaje Mel'Tasne, we have spoken with this one, and we believe he has traveled the great circle. Perhaps the hardest step of all was in finding truths which we, ourselves, find most distasteful."

Lukhas looked at Taelin. "While you were not of us, what dishonor have you committed, that may return to our name?"

"Well . . ." he said, reluctantly, ". . . I have failed to win a few races that otherwise I might have."

Even Borell cracked a smile at that. Lukhas chuckled. "I suppose that I could hear worse. Anything else?"

He let his smile fade. "I have supported the betrayal of our own people by keeping Fanabulax running, Lukhas. I have not undone the Contracts, and permitted people to live as slaves in all but name." Another smile, this one bitter as raw samahei
 bark. "But it seems that is not dishonor here."

"That
 is what I needed to see," the Emperor said quietly, sadly. "That not all of your heart was gone." He looked at Borell, who was staring at him. "We must address this later. It seems we are now at the brink of war, and this is not the time . . . but this evil we do now will rebound upon us, if we do not prepare to right it, and soon. Do not forget this."

Taelin found himself confused. Is this an act? Is this real?
 Those words were the old Emperor, the man he had loved as a child, the one he had not seen in the last year or two as the Empire became a darker, harder place under his directives.

Even as he wondered, he let a reaction of hope and wonder surface. "M . . . Majesty?"

"Do you think I like
 what has happened, Taelin? I lie awake at nights wondering about it. Wondering if Shagrath and – to be honest – your brother have too much fear, too much suspicion within them. Ever since you left it has been worse, and I think you were the heart of our people. I know you have seen that our Empire is not as bright as it should be . . . and I count on you to help brighten it, one small step at a time."

He turned back to Lukhas. "Head of the Family Mel'Tasne, I have seen, and I remember. You have seen, and you have heard. Is it your will to forgive the one who was lost, return him to your home and hearts and name?"

Lukhas' voice was not entirely steady, and there was a smile waiting to break through. "It is, Majesty."

"Then we see you, we remember you, and you are recalled to our presence and our people, Taelin Ardan Mel'Tasne. Rare is the return. Wear the name proudly, wear it well."

"Th . . . thank you, Majesty! Thank you!"

"It warms our hearts to know you have found yourself . . . while hardening yourself to face the truths of the world. Harden yourself no more, and we will speak again soon."

As he turned to leave, he gestured to Borell. "You will accompany me, Borell. The graver matters we have touched upon require explanation and discussion."

Taelin restrained a grin. I still don't know what's going on, exactly. But even thinking that Borell will get part of what he deserves for Fanabulax is enough to smile about.

"Welcome back, brother," Lukhas said, and embraced him. Taelin did not miss the tiny, quick glance around as he hugged his older brother back.

"Thanks, Lukh. I . . . I'm so sorry."

Lukhas sighed. "I know. I just wish you'd let us get through
 to you. How do you think the rest
 of us . . ." he broke off. "Now it's my
 turn to say I'm sorry. We kicked you out, we pretty much said everything that we were thinking then." He was walking around, looking idly at the scenery outside the windows. "Now that you're back, let's look forward. There's a lot that needs doing, and by the Emperor I can use your help with it, if you're willing."


He's waiting for something.
 "Of course, Lukh. But . . ."

"Don't worry, don't worry. Even now I'm not going to just throw you out into the Empire without a few minutes to catch your breath. I didn't even hint
 at what was going on to Mom or Mishel, and especially not to Trey . . ." He suddenly grinned, then spun around, continuing, ". . . since she already knows exactly what's up. But she couldn't be here."

"We're secure, then?"

"I was waiting to make sure the Emperor's flyer cleared the perimeter, and for scans to make triple-sure that there wasn't anything left in this room. We're secure."

"Lukh . . . that really sounded like the Emperor."

"Oh, it did. Very convincing. But you haven't been in on the conversations I've had with him." Lukh looked grim now. "It all started slowly enough, but once they figured I no longer had the slightest care for the world's idealism, they slowly let me see more and more. Yes, the Emperor is still more a voice for moderation in those secret conferences, but trust me, Taelin; I can tell an act when I see it, and I'm very
 good at reading the command dynamics. It's not the Emperor giving the orders, it's Shagrath. He's the one I'm trading blades with, and he's very
 good."

"Then why the act?"

"I think you know
 why, little brother," Lukhas said.

"To see if I
 was playing a game," Taelin answered. "They knew the real Taelin couldn't, or shouldn't break so badly he didn't want to hope, and so how I reacted to the thought that Borell was just a cynical bitter old tzil
 instead of being the real representative of the Empire was key."

"And believe me, I am very grateful that you figured that out and gave them just
 the right response. Of course . . . now the game gets more dangerous."

"Even with us all together?"

"Even so. Whatever's changing people, it hasn't reached us yet, but no telling when it might – until we can figure out what it is. Together we're also easier to target. Yes, that might also make them relax a bit – the old 'we can attend to them any time' – but we can't count on that."

"Here," Taelin said, and pulled the armlet off, handing it to his brother.

Lukhas looked down at the sparkling thing in his hand, startled. "Are you serious?"

Taelin sagged back against the cushions in relief. "Thank the Seven."

Lukhas blinked, then grinned. "Ahhh, very very
 good little brother. So you think that this thing will reveal their presence?"

"I think it might kill
 them if they held it for long. Hurt them somehow, that's for sure. I wish I could show you the expression Borell had when he touched it – and I saw it for a split-second on the Emperor's face, too. But I had to know for sure that you were . . . yourself."

Lukhas slid the armlet on, clicked it, admired it. "It is
 beautiful, and Borell's report mentioned it was a portable mindscreen. But . . ." he unsnapped it, threw the glittering artifact back. "You keep it."

"But you're –"

"If any
 of us get caught, Taelin, all of us are done for. We know that, all three of us. So unless you've got three of those, two of us are going to be potentially vulnerable. In my case, I have two reasons not
 to wear it."

"Oh?"

"First, if I suddenly start wearing it, they'll have
 to be more suspicious of me. Without a personal mindscreen, at least in theory I'm easy to deal with. Wearing that thing, if it's anything nearly as powerful as you imply, will completely block me out, even the sensation of my presence. Our adversaries seem to rely on psi power, and I can't help but assume that this means they'll be ten times more watchful of someone they can't even sense. And I can't afford ten times the scrutiny."

"And second?"

Lukh grinned. "I, little brother, am already protected some."

"The Monitor conditioning . . .?"

"With some additional enhancements by my own people, yes. And I got to test it on an action against a real psionic a few weeks ago on Gestaraya. His mental commands tried
 to affect me but I could easily sense the attempt and kick him out of my head. How well that would work against our real
 adversaries . . . I don't know. But it's better than nothing, and the best part is that it makes perfect sense from Shagrath's point of view."

"So," Taelin said, relaxing for the first time in months, "what now?"

"Now, little brother, we have to start preparing for the endgame."

"But we don't even know what we're dealing with!"

"Not yet, no. And we don't have our friend Sasham, yet. But when we do
 know, I think we'll have to act very
 fast, if we're going to act at all.

"So we have to be ready to act in a way that affects the whole Empire, and to do it fast
 ."

Lukhas began to outline the plan, and Taelin felt tension coming back . . . but it was a good
 tension, the sensation of being with the Family again, of getting ready to fight alongside the people he cared about, and he smiled even as Lukhas told him how he might not survive.

I'm home again.


Chapter 4

Varan:



I

 concentrated, mind in High Center, focused on the stylus I used for my journal. Calm and focused. Strength through will, order of thought from the chaos of fear. There is nothing to fear here and now. There is only the moment and the will.

The stylus trembled, and then – slowly, slowly – rose, first one end, then the other, as though being picked up by invisible fingers. It was hard – Torline's Name
 , it was hard! – but the writing implement now floated in the air, held purely by the focus of my psionic power, even here in a double-strength psi shield.

I had no idea how long I was going to be held here – and even the thought of here
 made the stylus tremble with the denied awareness of what lay just outside of my room. If the Eönwyl had managed to catch the thought I'd sent her, even just the hint of Teraikon
 , I was sure that together Guvthor and Sooovickalassa would come to the right conclusion eventually: Hmmmseeth's research, whose model had consistently been failing to produce the results that reality showed, and who had been suddenly struck by a huge insight when I mentioned, casually, that there must be another factor not accounted for.

I'd been right; I just hadn't realized what it meant at the time. Shagrath's activities throughout ancient history would have affected all civilizations in the region, at least, and any model – however detailed and careful – that didn't take into account that master manipulator would fail.

In any event, assuming they made that connection, they'd have to find Hmmmseeth and convince the Mydrwyll to risk its life by coming with them to testify before the Vmee Zschorhaza. I had no idea where Hmmmseeth was; he could be all the way across the Reborn Empire, or even past the borders at Mydrwyll itself. Even at the speed of The Eönwyl,
 that meant . . . months, at least.

I grimaced, almost losing control of the little object. It would be painfully ironic if Shagrath made his final move and the unstoppable war erupted across the galaxy just now, when we'd finally figured out a way to prove he existed
 .

In any event . . . I was stuck here for a long time, and to keep myself sane and in decent shape, there were only two things I could do: Tor
 and psionics, and attempt to learn – really learn
 – how to blend them. Raiakafan and Khoros had both told me that it was possible, and in fact necessary if I was going to have the slightest chance against Shagrath.

Moving a stylus didn't seem like much, but under a double-strength field it was a major accomplishment. The average citizen believed that even a single
 psi-screen was enough to shut down any psi, and for peace of mind that was probably a good thing to believe. But I knew from my training with Shagrath that it wasn't true.


If Shagrath's more powerful than me – and they're all sure of that – then my only chance is to try to make use of my powers
 better than he does. Skill and precision – and
 Tor – against power.


Of course, Shagrath was also incredibly ancient and probably had ridiculous amounts of skill. But if he was used to being overwhelmingly powerful, he might not use that skill all the time. Maybe.

It wasn't much of a chance to hang hope on, but it was a chance. I focused again, imagining that I was gripping the stylus in my fingers, and began – with slow, painstaking, and terribly sloppy strokes – to write in the journal the exact task I had set myself.

The door to the hallway buzzed, sending a spurt of unwanted fear through me; the stylus clattered to the floor and I stood up clumsily, fighting the impulse to move back against the wall, or drop into a Tor
 combat stance.

A few moments after the buzz, the doorway slid open; one of the guards, with three darker patches on his exoskeleton that I'd noticed before, surveyed the room with his weapon trained on me before lowering it slightly and allowing a somewhat smaller Zchorada to enter. This one had the polished-enamel rank markings of what they called a Grasper of Sealed Holes – basically the highest rank of prison administration. Noting the structures on the last and next to last segments, I knew this was a female.

I stood very still. Not only did this help me focus on controlling my incipient panic, but also was the best way to not get shot in prison.

The Grasper slowly walked in, then clicked her mandibles twice; instantly the guard holstered his weapon and backed up until he was just outside the door. She turned her glittering, faceted gaze to me, and I struggled to see it as at least a neutral regard, not an evil glare of something deciding when to consume me.

"Captain Sasham Varan," she said after a moment, in the buzzing tone that sent shivers of gooseflesh through me, "You are a prisoner of considerable importance. In honesty, the most important single prisoner in the custody of the Vmee Zschorhaza."

I said nothing; this was a statement and thus far she'd asked nothing.

"In view of your unusual case, we are inclined to permit you . . . some latitude in privileges. You have been a very cooperative prisoner in the weeks since you were first imprisoned, and we are aware of the . . . psychological incapacity you suffer from."

"I appreciate your consideration, Grasper," I said. I was surprised to hear no tremor in my voice, because I certainly felt
 like I was shaking. "I do not ask for any additional privileges, but I will gladly accept anything you feel appropriate."

"There is a matter I must address first. The psi-screens have shown significant pressure from you today, and twice yesterday. Explain why you are doing this."


Of course they would be able to detect the stress on the psi-screens.
 "I am relatively new to the use of these abilities. I do not see any reason I should neglect their use, any more than I intend to neglect my physical skill and fitness while imprisoned. Is this forbidden?"

Again the unreadable tilt of the head. "In the ordinary run of prisoner, no. Physical and mental exercise is an expected part of any prisoner's routine, and assists in maintaining health. While we are unaccustomed to humans having such powers, your intent is certainly reasonable. You appear to have considerable strength, however. If you push against the screens too much, we may reinforce them."

"I have no objection. Reinforce the psi-screens as much as you feel necessary." It wasn't as though I was going to do a break-out and escape even with a 'mere' two screens around me. I was on their homeworld in the middle of their largest and most powerful base, and there was no Sooovickalassa to help me escape this time.

"Good. You seem a reasonable being. As such, I will permit you another privilege. If you abuse this privilege, of course, I will revoke all
 privileges."

As I wondered what she meant, she gestured and another guard, this one with a sort of zig-zag scar on its chitin, entered, carrying . . .

I found my mouth open as I stared in disbelief. My vya-shadu
 . The traditional swords of a Tor master . . . but in this case something so much more. These were the weapons that V'ierna Dhomienka, the Sh'ekatha of Eonae, had given me, the swords he had been given by the hand of Torline himself. The guard laid the scabbards on the floor and backed out; the Grasper also backed up, but did not leave yet.

"You . . . you will trust me with these weapons?"

"They are the other items given into our trust by your lifemate, the Eönwyl. While arming prisoners is generally considered the height of idiocy, we know that you are, in a sense, a voluntary prisoner. You may not have intended this situation, but you did come here of your own will. And," for a fleeting instant I saw a glint that did not seem threatening, but hinted at a lighter emotion, "no matter how skilled you may be, I doubt that a single human armed with two swords will be a threat to my base, or even a few guards. Do I have your word that you will use these only for your practice and other rituals, not against my people?"

"Absolutely," I said fervently. "Grasper, you have no idea what these blades mean to me, but I assure you, I will not dishonor them or you by any misuse. I thank you with as much sincerity as you can imagine."

A sound I recognized as a chuckle. "You may underestimate the span of my imagination. Your gratitude is noted, however, as is your promise. Continue this behavior and we will have no problems."

She click-clacked a farewell with her mandibles, then exited. The door slid shut and locked behind her.

I caught up the swords and found myself simply embracing them. It must have looked odd, to anyone watching, but to touch them again – to feel the unique, tingling presence
 that was a part of them – was to assure myself that everything I remembered had indeed happened, that we had found the homeworld itself and met with people out of legend – with a man who had walked the streets of Atlantaea himself, who assured me that the legends were real.

They were touchstones of sanity and strength, and with their very presence I was stronger. I was more myself
 . And with that, I could finally contemplate the future. I knew what I had to do when – when
 , not if – my friends came back. Our journey had given me the key I needed to just possibly deal with Shagrath in the way we had to – a way that revealed to the Empire just what sort of a monster he was.

And here, in the most secure prison outside the Empire, I had a chance to practice and prepare for that single throw of the dice.


Chapter 5

Eönwyl:



"D

 octor Sooovickalassa," the Eönwyl said, looking at both the diminutive R'Thann and the vastly larger Doctor Guvthor, "It won't be very long before we arrive at the Mydrwyll system. I think we need more information about what to expect. You said they had joined the R'Thann Meritocracy? Doesn't that mean that there will be a large number of R'Thann ships in their system?"


There should be a few,
 Vick's telepathic voice replied, but not very many.


"Indeed?" said Guvthor. "Why not? A relatively new ally, when they are clearly now being threatened by the power of the Reborn Empire, would seem a very likely candidate for large numbers of reinforcements."

A hiss-and-rattle of the R'Thann's golden crest showed his amusement. You do not understand the way of the R'Thann. Or, in truth, the Mydrwyll. The R'Thann would not have accepted the Mydrwyll as allies if they thought that this new addition would place more strain on our forces as a whole; they would have to be capable of defending themselves, or else offer something of such value to the Meritocracy that it would be worthwhile for us to weaken our own worlds to defend theirs.



Similarly, the Mydrwyll would never have
 offered to join if they felt that they required so much assistance; their concept of "Rational Debt" would be strongly offended by the idea that they began a relationship so far in debt to the other that their very
 lives might be dependent upon the other.


Guvthor was nodding, but the Eönwyl had no real idea what he was talking about. "What is 'Rational Debt'? I don't know anything about the Mydrwyll; not sure I've ever seen one, actually."


Unsurprising
 , Vick said. They possess only one solar system at the moment, and thus there are few of them venturing far off. Captain Varan had apparently had the fortune to encounter three, as he was familiar with them before meeting Hmmmseeth, and I would suspect very few other Imperials have even met a single Mydrwyll.


Nonetheless, despite their small numbers, they have an extremely high level of technology and have learned much trading with both the Empire and the R'Thann. They have a formidable navy of their own, and while in no way the equal of the R'Thann, have a fair number of individuals with advanced psionic capabilities.

"No wonder they ended up with the R'Thann."


There is far more to it than a mere coincidence of interests and abilities,
 the R'Thann scientist responded.

"Indeed, the Mydrwyll are a fascinating civilization, possibly unique in the history of the Galaxy," Guvthor said. "I know something of them, though our friend Vick obviously knows more. And if we are to interact with them, you had best know all that we do."

"Difficult to interact with, then?"


In the sense that they are
 different in their interactions than most other species, yes, difficult. R'Thann tend to understand them fairly easily, but many other species – humans included – often cause offense without even meaning to.



This has to do,
 Vick went on, with the basic nature of the Mydrwyll as compared to other civilized beings. All the others of which we know are, to one degree or another,
 social beings. They associate in groups naturally, ranging from small families to very large extended clans. R'Thann, human, Thovian, Chakron, all of them have these social impulses and natural tendencies, and all of them have, relatively speaking, small numbers of offspring.


The Eönwyl nodded. "So you're saying that the Mydrwyll are not like that?"

Precisely. They are, in fact, almost the opposite of it. In nature they are something like h'revass, or the creatures that our acquaintances on Earth called 'squid'; aquatic animals which reproduce in vast numbers with the expectation that only the smallest fraction of the hatchlings will survive and mature, and in general essence independent and isolate.

Insofar as I can ascertain, the Mydrwyll were a species of creature that evolved to fill a near-land niche, where the shallows kept away most larger predators, but where competition remained strong. Eventually these creatures evolved intelligence, and were able to use this intelligence to increase their personal chances of survival, sometimes by cooperating with another member of their species, but usually not. They slowly wiped out most competition in the near seas and on the lower land – for they became amphibious – but this simply made them their own worst competitors, fighting for dominance of specific areas of the seashore, destroying their egg grounds, and so on.

And then came Alavelaa-Salaki.

"Alavelaa-Salaki?"

"That may be the actual name," Guvthor said, "but our masters of records believe it is a title, as it translates, in one of the oldest Mydrwyll dialects, to 'Truth of Cooperation'."


Our people concur; we believe her real name was Voolmeri
 , but there is no way to know for certain.



In any event
 , Vick went on, Alavelaa-Salaki was hatched, at some point around ten thousand years ago. She quickly won for herself a significant territory, but found that there was an incursion of dangerous creatures in territories bordering hers. She proposed cooperation to her neighbors to dispose of these new creatures; at first, her neighbors did not understand, but she finally convinced them that it was something in
 all of their interests – by getting rid of these creatures now,
 her territory would not become a threat to
 them if she were killed.



Alavelaa-Salaki then apparently brooded on that event and others for several years, and then somehow managed to convince a large number of Mydrwyll to meet at a neutral spot on the border between shallow and deep water. There she propounded the idea that all intelligent creatures would benefit from cooperation
 permanently, as a group, and that they all had something to offer to, and something to gain from, this cooperation.


"You have to understand," Guvthor said as she looked puzzled, "that for such creatures this idea was totally foreign. She was proposing something that violated their basic instincts of isolation and competition."

The huge fur-covered alien chuckled, a rumbling sound whose echoes chased themselves around the ship. "The fascinating thing is that she must have had a truly extraordinary
 force of personality. She convinced this assemblage that she was right
 , and began to develop rules for this kind of interaction – rules that ultimately led to the philosophy of Rational Debt. Rational Debt is in concept quite simple: if someone performs a service or gives you something which in some way improves your life – solving a problem for you, removing an obstacle, helping you feed yourself, whatever – they are owed an equal effort or action on your part, in order to show to them that they did not waste their effort on you. It is more complex than that . . . but not terribly so.

"Such a concept seems overly simplistic for beings such as ourselves, but for the Mydrwyll it was utterly revolutionary. It could form the foundation of a society – but even the other Mydrwyll realized that this was only likely
 if they could convince most other Mydrwyll that this path was correct, and there were millions of such creatures – far more than Alavelaa-Salaki could ever visit in her lifetime."

"That does
 sound like a challenge. A few idealists or, rather, inspired pragmatists, up against genetically-determined habitual individualists that outnumbered them thousands or even millions to one. Okay, so how'd they manage it?"


Once more the idea is credited to Alavelaa-Salaki. She realized that the issue was that they
 did have to track down and then meet with all of these people once they were adults, fully grown and in their established territories. "What if," she asked, "we could raise the spawn to adulthood
 with these ideas to begin with?"


The idea was eminently rational – the others understood the point instantly – but again it fell to Alavelaa-Salaki to devise the method, which would both preserve the survival pressure on the species while allowing them to control the upbringing of the resulting survivors. Together they constructed the first Seven Pools, areas where all spawn were placed and channeled through in order. The first two or three were filled with the usual threats to young spawn, ensuring that most spawn died as they did in the wild, and that only the fast, fortunate, or unusually intelligent managed to thrive. Each of the next few pools also sorted the spawn, but by less deadly, and more complex, means. Those that achieved the last – the Seventh Pool – to this day are expected to be exceptionally talented and intelligent. Hmmmseeth, the one we seek, is a Child of the Seventh.

"I think I understand. They can't possibly keep all their spawn alive or the world would drown in Mydrwyll . . . but by carefully controlling how many survived, and then raising them in the philosophy and helping them after they grew –
 "

A chiming nod of satisfaction from Sooovickalassa. Exactly. They ensured that those adhering to their philosophy would be quickly and disproportionately successful in spreading out and acquiring territories of their own, pushing out the non-cooperating groups. Those that were smart enough to recognize that something strange was going on were able to come and learn, and join if they chose. Within a relatively few spawnings, the teachings of Alavelaa-Salaki had become widespread and stable, and more details and careful additions were made over the centuries.


The Eönwyl thought about that, and slowly the titanic nature of the achievement really struck
 her. "One person created
 their entire civilization," she murmured in awe. "From scratch."

"So the story goes, yes," agreed Guvthor. "And both the Thovians and, it would seem, the R'Thann believe it."

She frowned, thinking hard about what this meant. "I . . . think I begin to understand. We have a social assumption
 in most of our behavior that doesn't exist for the Mydrwyll."


Exactly,
 Vick said. From even an R'Thann point of view, walking or swimming through a city of Mydrwyll is . . . somewhat unsettling. They tend to avoid each other even now, so "city" is not perhaps the correct term; streets or swim-lanes tend to be extremely wide, and the Mydrwyll concept of "personal space", as it were, is vastly larger than that of any other species. Buildings constrain this to some extent, as for practical purposes they cannot build useful structures that allow so much space, but there they have rigid, yet completely internalized, rules for approaching and passing others, all designed to allow the maximum space between persons who are not currently interacting. Hmmmseeth, having spent much time with other species, was much more tolerant than the usual.


"How do you approach a Mydrwyll, then?"

"First," Guvthor said, "you make sure that the Mydrwyll is free to speak – not involved in something requiring great concentration. This can be determined by observing the Mydrwyll eye. If it is open at multiple points around the entire circumference, the Mydrwyll has capacity to spare; if it is focused in only one or two directions, they are concentrating very hard, and should only be interrupted if something of vast importance – usually, personal danger – is at stake."

"One eye? I'm having trouble visualizing –"

Apologies. You have never met one, while we have. Here, an image from my files of Hmmmseeth himself.

The projection showed a large, mostly-purple creature whose ovoid body was supported by multiple – the Eönwyl thought she counted ten – sturdy tentacles which split at their ends into hand-fine sub-tentacles. A bulge encircled the body, about three-quarters of the way up, a narrow bulge which appeared to be a single set of eyelids that ran the entire circumference of the Mydrwyll. Several portions of the eye were closed off; those which were open showed a yellowish phosphorescence. Two round, ridged areas were visible on the sides of this body. If there was a mouth it was not visible in this image.

"So why does it close and open only parts of its only eye?"

Because processing a complete and integrated three-hundred sixty degree panorama with a vertical span of one hundred twenty degrees is very computationally intensive, and puts a great load on the brain.

"Exactly," Guvthor said. "So they generally keep three to five sections open to give themselves overall awareness of the region, but only open the whole eye if they are watching all around – guard duty, for example."

"Okay, I understand this. What else do I need to remember?"

Except in moments of great emergency, there is a formal approach to use. You present yourself at a distance no closer than two meters – three, if possible – and say "A greeting and request for dialogue", followed by the Mydrwyll's name if you know it. The Mydrwyll will then respond by either denying you the dialogue, or by evaluating you as worthy to speak with.

"Let us demonstrate, Eönwyl." Guvthor turned to Vick. "A greeting and request for dialogue, Vick."

You are a scientist and a fellow crewmember with interests that accord with my own and my current task. Vick's mental voice held a tone that she knew indicated a formal quotation. This is therefore a rational and reasonable request, and I will speak with you, Guvthor.

"What would it be if he chose not to speak? Something like 'I do not see that we have a commonality, and this is therefore an irrational request, and I will not speak with you'?"

"Close enough, yes. The other point – correct me of course if I am wrong, Doctor Sooovickalassa – is that you must have something of value to offer
 to the one to whom you speak. This should be in some way proportionate to the information's value."

"But doesn't have to be money, right?"


Certainly not. While money is of value – the right
 sort of money, in any event – information, personal assistance, new technology, and so on may be of interest. They
 may be inclined to provide some assistance to a Master of the Light of the R'Thann, but we would be unwise to rely on that overly much.


"Got it. We're going to land on a planet filled with amphibious, instinctively solitary people that do nothing for free or even for mere goodwill, and on that planet we have to figure out where to find one
 member of this species – and then
 convince him to come back with us to save a man he's been told is a monster. Is that right?"

"It is a beginning," Guvthor said with a far-too-amused twinkle in his eye. "Let us hope it is all that simple!"


Chapter 6

Shagrath:



"P

 rime Monitor, a question!"

Shagrath nodded at the newstaker. "I have time for a few, Kitron – but only a few. You understand, of course."

"Of course, sir." Linbrey Kitron was one of the oldest and most respected 'takers in the Empire, and had been stationed in the Capital for almost thirty years. In some ways, his influence rivals that of members of the Families
 .

Which, of course, had made it imperative that Linbrey be recruited by the Kaital
 quite some time ago. This interview, like many others, had been meticulously planned.

"Is it true that the Emperor is planning to announce a declaration of war against the Zchoradan Meld?"

He raised an eyebrow. "It is not for me to presume to know the Emperor's mind on such matters, and even if I had such advance knowledge, I would be bound to secrecy. Surely you have other questions?"

"Of course, Prime Monitor; I had to ask that one, of course. It's the question on almost everyone's mind these days."

"I admit, it is often on mine as well."

That was nothing but the truth, although certainly not in the sense the audience would take it. Shagrath really wanted
 to declare the war immediately, but this was the most crucial moment in his entire current plan. The war had to be triggered at the precisely
 correct moment, with all the pieces in place, so as to take down all of the major galactic forces in a single unstoppable conflict. He and his disembodied allies could then swiftly mop up the remnants, and if necessary address outliers such as Thovia and Thann'ta if they had survived the collapse of the others. That would set the stage for another cycle, and he would have removed an immense
 number of Atlantaean relics and records from circulation.

"Then can you tell me how many psispies have been located within the Empire in the last few months?"

"I am not at liberty to say precisely how many, but I will say that the numbers are deeply disturbing and indicate a powerful and deliberate intrusion into our Empire. They have targeted several secure facilities and organizations – with some small success, unfortunately."

Linbrey frowned with his trademark seriousness, as convincing now as when he'd actually been human. "Sufficient success to reach Oro
 ?"

"I am not at liberty to disclose the exact location of any of our operations." He said the sentence with just
 the degree of hesitation to convince many viewers that the answer was "yes". In reality, the Zchorada had withdrawn
 most of their actual spies some time ago. Undoubtedly they were wondering what, exactly, was going on in the formerly stable, if hostile, Empire.

"I know that as the Prime Monitor you observe all our security preparations; are planetary mind-shields feasible, and if so will any be ready soon?"

"Our researchers believe it is theoretically possible; however, if so it will take time. The Empire remains committed to protecting all our citizens, however, and mind-shielded shelters have been constructed here on Oro capable of sheltering all the population for up to forty-eight hours – more than long enough to resolve any battle. Similar shelters have been constructed or are underway on a thousand of the major worlds, and we will expand these projects as soon as we may."

"That is excellent news, Prime Monitor."

Shagrath smiled in response to the newstaker's own grin; it was
 excellent news, but not really for the listening humans.

Linbrey asked a few more questions, and then finished up with the most expected question of all. "One last question, Prime Monitor: where is Sasham Varan?"

In this case it did not require any acting at all to show annoyance. "I am sorry to say that we have yet to locate him. The latest rumors turned out to be just that, rumors. He has not
 returned to his home system of Korealis, nor is there any evidence he has ever been there since his . . . emergence as a psionic. There has
 been some indirect evidence that he is indeed amassing allies – willing or otherwise – and may be in communication with the Vmee Zschorza."

That last, as far as Shagrath knew, was a complete lie. There had been no confirmed sighting of Varan or The Eönwyl
 for a long time. But he was out there, somewhere, and he must
 be found.

He looked directly into the recording lens. "Anyone who has information related to former Captain Sasham Varan is encouraged to bring that information directly
 to their local Imperial Security or Monitor stations. Information leading to the capture or death of Sasham Varan will be rewarded with no less than one hundred thousand Eternals.

"However
 ," he let his face go grim, "we must
 caution all citizens to avoid any contact with Sasham Varan or his known associates. Do not in any fashion attempt to follow or, especially, attempt to apprehend or hinder Varan. He is an ultrapsionic of extreme capabilities, very volatile, and has proven himself capable of unspeakable atrocities more than once. If you believe he is in the area, leave the vicinity at once
 and report what you know only when you are at a reasonable distance and behind a mindshield."

He looked at Linbrey directly. "Now, I really must be on my way."

"Of course, Prime Monitor. Thank you for this interview; our viewers will appreciate it."

He nodded and continued on towards the Palace. Satisfactory. This will push the war tensions higher. If I judge correctly, it will be a matter of a few months before public pressure "forces" the Emperor to declare a state of war. Then the properly-timed atrocities, a few assassinations at the right moment, and every star nation in half the Galaxy will be torn apart.

Still, he found himself unable to relax, and he knew why: Varan. The former Captain had escaped, found his way to the supposedly-lost homeworld, and against all odds found some degree of assistance there – assistance that included a complete mystical barrier around The Eönwyl.
 As long as Varan remained within that vessel's hull, he would be utterly unreadable and no bearing of any usefulness could be obtained. Shagrath was certain
 that Varan was no longer ludicrously far away; he had
 to have returned to Imperial space or one of the nearby star nations by now.

But why have I heard nothing of him or his allies? Nothing even hinting at what they are doing, what plans they may have to use the knowledge Varan has gained?


I must try to discover his location once more.
 He changed his direction, hailed a skytaxi, and headed straight for Silan-Luria base, and from the gateway straight to the hangar set aside for his personal . . . researches.

It was
 necessary to try again, he assured himself, and honestly, it was true. Varan had
 to leave that ship at some point, and if he was negotiating with different people to gain allies or research other paths for dealing with Shagrath and his Kaital
 allies, it was highly unlikely he could do so while remaining always within The Eönwyl.


Momentarily he contemplated the possibility that Varan had obtained a shield like that which Taelin Mel'Tasne now wore, unwittingly, about his wrist. It is possible. Not likely, no, for such things were uncommon even in the old days, but that
 is Atlantaean workmanship, and the
 Sh'ekatha or Konstantin Khoros could possibly have given him one.


But it made no difference; he had let much time pass as other events claimed his attention, he had to at least try
 now.

At the same time, he could not risk doing this often. Using magic, even with the sacrifices (in the guise of interrogations and executions) he could now rely upon, was simply too taxing. He no longer had the margin of safety he used to possess, for a very simple reason. The Kaital
 Nexus continued to grow stronger, and it was absolutely essential that he retain sufficient power to overwhelm it if that multipartite entity decided to act against his timetable.

Once more instructing the guards to see to it he was undisturbed, Shagrath sat within the elaborate ritual design, held the strand of Varan's hair twined about his fingers, and let the power rise slowly. Patiently he let tension and uncertainty flow away, be replaced by clear purpose and focus, and then – only then – did he call upon the power, let it flow through the strand of ebony that had once been a part of Captain Sasham Varan, and call to its source . . .

Abruptly – with such startling swiftness that it nearly disrupted Shagrath's concentration, for he had in honesty expected nothing – Shagrath's consciousness was sent hurtling outward at a speed to beggar any imagination, racing past solar systems like blades of grass at the verge of a highway, until finally it halted.

The scene in his soul's eye was hazy, hazy in a way that spoke of powerful mindscreens driven by Dimension Tap generators. Though not magical as such, anything that could seal off the greater powers of the mind could at least impede such limited magic as he commanded at such range. And there was a touch, a scent, of some other magic, something that made the vision even less clear.

Even through the haze, however, he could see enough, could sense
 enough. The figure standing in the room, holding objects that were probably swords or training staves, was surely Captain Sasham Varan.

But far more important, Shagrath could sense where
 that figure was, the location in the great reaches of the Galaxy where Sasham Varan now stood.

He let the vision drop, the power flow safely away, and began to laugh, laugh with a rising sense of relief and triumph and sheer appreciation of the irony
 of the situation. Zhiraz! The capital of the Zchoradan Meld! He
 did attempt to negotiate with the
 Vmee Zschorza, even as our invented rumor said!


It made sense, of course. There was
 no other current star nation capable of challenging the Reborn Empire, so ultimately Varan would have had no choice but to convince them to side with him. Only the Zchoradan Meld would have the resources he would need.

But of course, they
 had heard the tales of Varan coming from the Empire. . . and they had more than enough reason to consider Varan an enemy in his own right. Varan had no evidence to prove
 assertions which would sound insane to any sensible being . . . and here was the proof: Captain Sasham Varan, formerly of the Imperial Navy, locked up in a secure, mind-shielded prison. Undoubtedly the Vmee Zschorza
 was debating what to do with him, and when and how.


Excellent
 . He rose, feeling better than he had in months
 . The others – the pilot, the renegade scientists – they did not really matter. It was Varan
 who mattered, and he now knew that Varan was imprisoned and in the hands of his worst enemies.

Remembering another little fact, he grinned wider – a smile that a human would have shuddered at. Leaving aside the basic hostility between the Zchorada and the former Imperial officer, Varan's little phobia would make it almost impossible for him to continue to reason with them or even function. Perhaps it would even, finally, break the insufferably noble Captain. But no matter; he would soon be able to acquire Varan for himself. I cannot send the request
 immediately. Must allow time for it to be reasonable that any spies I managed to plant could report, and I could check the reports . . . but in a few months, perhaps?


He laughed aloud again. A few months? Perfect
 . A demand to have Varan turned over to the Empire would end up serving as a perfect pretext for the war with the right presentation – regardless of whether the Zchorada agreed or refused!

"Ahh, Captain," he said cheerfully, dusting his black uniform off and setting his blankly-silver glasses back in place, "what a homecoming
 I will have for you. You, yourself, will trigger the very war you are trying to prevent!"


Chapter 7

The Eönwyl:



L

 ightless
 tunnels, there are a lot of ships here.


There were literally thousands, no, tens
 of thousands of moving targets on her scanners. A few showed the red glare of identified Imperial craft, but most beacons were not identified by her system. The haze of ships focused most strongly on the fourth planet from the primary. "I presume that is
 the Mydrwyll homeworld?"


Even so,
 agreed Vick. They have a difficult-to-pronounce name for it, but their trading partners tend to simply call it Mydr.


"There's four Imperial vessels here. Looks like one carrier-type, three other warships – pretty big, too. No undersized Marjaav
 -class scouts here. Should I be worried?"

"I would say no," Guvthor said from his quarters far aft. "They are undoubtedly watching
 but as you noted you are now but one small mote in a sea of moving vessels, with new ones arriving and leaving every moment. Moreover, the customary behavior of the Mydrwyll and their allies affords them few opportunities to positively identify anyone. As long as your beacon is not transmitting your old code – and I am sure it is not – they will not likely notice us."

"Not now
 ," she conceded, trying to get a feel for the best routes through this system. "But if they get any wind of what we're up to –"

"Yes, that could prove inconvenient. Still, if they attempt something overt, I would think the Mydrwyll might –"


Do nothing,
 Vick said bluntly. Unless some level of bargain had been arranged for protection of
 The Eönwyl from Imperial vessels, they will care little for our personal squabbles. Unless, of course, it seems to threaten them or others. But in that case we may be blamed as much as they.


She shrugged. No need to borrow
 that trouble. We've got others to worry about.
 "Traffic regulations?"


Stay out of other people's way,
 Vick said with a toothy smile. They will ignore you if you do not bother them. Landing, that will require more etiquette, but until you approach Mydr orbit it is of no concern.


She was somewhat dubious about this – surely someone
 must be directing the movements of all those vessels? But as The Eönwyl
 continued on a course for the homeworld, it became clear that Vick was right. No transmissions were directed at her, and none of the other vessels showed the slightest interest in her progress. "Are their traffic control transmissions encrypted and secure?" the Eönwyl asked. "The ones for landing, I mean."

Vick tilted his head. Ah, of course. We do not want a chance interception of conversation which might be too revealing. The most secure method would be telepathic; they of course have a number of their most capable telepaths permanently under contract for this purpose. But I am not the ship's captain, and you have yet to truly master your abilities.


"And I don't know if telepathy will ever be
 one of them," she agreed. "Though I am
 starting to get a little handle on that . . . danger sense, premonition capability, what-have-you."

Which will undoubtedly prove invaluable. To the matter at hand, you can request secure communication. That is not uncommon.

"And they'll understand Imperial?"

"I would expect so," Guvthor said. "Your people are skulking about the system, surely they will wish to be able to speak to them at need."

"Not my
 people any more, but I get your point." A light suddenly blinked to life. "And now we find out."

She activated her D-Comm and allowed it to connect with the transmitting source. "Mydr traffic control, I request a secure connection."

The humming undertone to the replying voice was unique, unlike any other species' voices she had yet heard. "Secure connection now active," it said; her board concurred. "State identity of vessel, purpose, and landing justification."

She and the others had thought for a while on the answers to these questions. "This is Atlantaea's Shadow
 , independent trader. Purpose is both trading and research. In order to deliver or take on cargo, landing is required for this style of craft."

"Responses understood. You are a new visitor to Mydr and appear associated with the polity called the Reborn Empire. Currently no trading reciprocity with the Empire exists. Do you have evidence of reciprocity?"

She glanced at Vick. "What does that
 mean?"

A hiss-chuckle from the R'Thann. They do not trust your Empire, although they are willing to ignore their presence on the outskirts. They will not allow landings by those without some standing relative to Mydr. Fortunately, as we discussed, I believe I can supply that.


She sensed Vick's next thoughts as a sideband, and even so she could feel the vastly greater power that was used to hurl his thoughts across tens of thousands of kilometers of space to the Mydrwyll below. I am Sooovickalassa, Master of the Dawning Light. This vessel may claim reciprocity through my patronage, for our mission also serves our world and the Master of the Final Light.


There was a pause. "Reciprocity through R'Thann alliance is accepted. Follow the beacon on this frequency and land your vessel at the indicated berth." The voice transmission cut off, replaced by a clear homing beacon.

"Well, if we can get through all
 of our problems that quickly, we'll have this done in no time."

"Truth," Guvthor said. "But I very much doubt that shall be the case. Do you in fact have anything to trade?"

She grinned at the disembodied voice. "I didn't get rid of all
 the cargo I picked up on Thovia . . . and I even have some little cargo from Earth itself. And I have a feeling that at least some of it will be worth something here."


Well and good,
 Vick thought approvingly. For Guvthor is correct. My status as a Master of the Light carries a certain . . . credit, one could say, but that is limited. We will need resources of our own here, especially to gain the information required and locate our target.


"You can sense surface thoughts most of the time, right?" At Vick's confirmatory nod, she went on, "So you can probably at least indicate the people I don't need to try to talk to."

You mean to avoid speaking to those who will demand some recompense but are not of sufficient position to be of use? Yes. You already think along the correct lines, continue to do so.

The hardest part of this, she reflected as she guided The Eönwyl
 along the beacon's bearing, was going to be changing her usual bargaining approach. In many ways, the Mydrwyll did things in the opposite way to that of most civilized species. The concepts of "politeness" were present, but very different. Unlike an Imperial world, where being courteous and friendly to even the dockworkers and janitors could end up paying unexpected dividends, according to Vick it was rude
 to address people unless you had a clear and articulable purpose in doing so. Politeness in Mydrwyll society involved simply not interfering with anyone unless it was necessary
 .

A thin layer of cloud passed, and she could suddenly make out something below. "Is that . . ."


The capital and major port of Mydr,
 confirmed Vick. Called, unsurprisingly, Alevalaa, and centered around that very territory it is said she defended in the days of origin.


The first thing that struck her was the shape
 of the city and its buildings. It was two crescent moons, the one in the water slightly larger than the one on land, surrounding a mostly empty circle of water. The buildings themselves were all rounded, smooth arches and domes and organic spirals that had a vaguely living
 feel to them, and as she saw the way the light glinted from some she wondered if that might be exactly correct. Corals or something similar, guided in their growth?


Other buildings were clearly made of more artificial materials, but they all followed the same wave-and-circle aesthetic; very rarely did she see straight lines and sharp angles unless the function of a building or structure called for it. The city shimmered in greens and blues and diamond-crystal sparkles like a basket of gemstones worn smooth by the sea.


No
 , she corrected herself, more like the basket cast widely upon the shore.
 Both crescents sprawled
 across land and sea, vastly more spread out than any other city she had seen. Of course. They are isolate by nature; even their cities will reflect that.


The beacon was guiding her to one of the few areas that did, in fact, show straight lines; this made sense, for landing and takeoff of spaceships and aircraft often demanded much straight-line space.

She felt a sudden twinge from her inner senses, even as she brought her ship in for a gentle landing. Tension rising.


This will not be simple . . . and it will not be safe.

Somewhere, danger is waiting.


Chapter 8

The Eönwyl:



T

 here were no Mydrwyll in sight when the three of them debarked; from a human point of view it was eerily deserted, a shining and perfect spaceport devoid of life, a life-sized model. The strong scent of the ocean – different in detail, yet so very much the same on every world – along with the organic shapes around her momentarily made her feel as though they were shrunken, tiny things surrounded by gigantic shells on an alien beach.

Sooovickalassa, however, set off confidently, his clawed legs moving with easy speed and leading them towards a gently-domed iridescent building a hundred meters away. We will want to arrange some form of trade, then use that for any servicing your vessel requires, and then use the remainder for our search, yes? Have I the order correct?


"I think so. How long can I leave The Eönwyl
 there without having to pay?"

Reciprocity with the R'Thann should carry some value; I would be certain of a few days, at least.

"Ah!" Guvthor said. "I espy a few of our hosts at last. Indeed a unique species."

The Eönwyl couldn't see anything yet, but her nascent powers told her that there were some sort of presences in the building ahead. She followed Guvthor's line of sight. "And you'll be the only one seeing them until we get inside. Those windows aren't on my
 eye-level."

The familiar rumbling chuckle. "Indeed, while my size and mass pose certain problems, they have some undeniable advantages at times."


And one of those times is if we end up in trouble.
 While she was used to relying on herself, she found the presence of the massive Thovian to be equally immensely comforting. That haunting sense of danger was not fading – nor, yet, growing stronger – but knowing both Guvthor and Vick would be there to help allowed her to mostly ignore it.

The door fell in before her, lying flat like a ramp or welcome mat. The oceanic smell intensified as they entered, and she could see that the hallways included central lanes filled with flowing water. Makes sense for a heavily amphibious species.


Here, finally, she had a chance to see Mydrwyll for herself. The descriptions had not emphasized the size
 of the creatures; the purplish central body of the average Mydrwyll probably outmassed her by three to one, and the tentacles had a reach over three meters. She could also see that the tentacles surrounding the creature alternated between sturdy and gracile; an incomplete but still clear differentiation of legs – motive appendages – and arms for manipulation.

As they entered and moved along the sweep of the hallway, she could see quick flashes of yellow or green as the creatures noted and then discounted their presence. Evaluated as nonthreatening, thus to be ignored.
 Other than by those momentary glances from the all-encircling eyes, the Mydrwyll utterly ignored them. The only exception was that any of the creatures on their side of the hallway had a tendency to move into the water channel when the newcomers to their world approached, presumably to avoid any possibility of unneeded contact.

Ahead is the Exchange Market. There we will find people interested in trade.

"Good."

The large set of doors also dropped down as they approached. As she was now starting to expect, the "market" did not look much like those she had seen on other worlds. While there were
 more Mydrwyll (and a few R'Thann) visible in the very long, gracefully-curving gallery, they were mostly spaced out widely, and both the number of people and intensity and volume of activity was drastically smaller than that she had seen in ports a fraction of this size. "This is still a big city, Vick," she murmured. "How can they support themselves without doing a lot of business at the port?"


Your eyes and assumptions blind you,
 he replied bluntly. Automated devices are used to perform much of the work you expect to be done by people. They much prefer mechanized, automated systems to any that require personal interaction and possible contact with others.


"So traders for them are something like . . . sanitation or cleanup people. Necessary but involved in work that's really
 inherently distasteful."

A flash of a razor-edged smile. Precisely. And such people may be considered somewhat . . . odd in any event.


"Great. I'm an alien freak dealing with the native freaks." She smiled as she said it, though; at least she was starting to get a grasp as to how things worked here. "Which of these people would be interested in cargoes from other planets?"

"If I read aright," said Guvthor, "Just at the curve ahead it appears to say 'external imports – exotic'."

"You can read
 their language?" she said in startlement.

"During my younger years I encountered two monographs, one might say, on astrophysical principles that had been written by Mydrwyll. They were sufficiently intriguing that I made myself learn some of the language just to verify what I had read. It seems that knowledge has not entirely abandoned me."

Your memory is serving you well. The nuances of that phrase are somewhat different, but you are correct in the basic thrust. The merchants there will be the most likely interested.

There were five Mydrwyll floating in little cup-shaped tanks with high ridges in front – obviously the equivalent of stalls or kiosks. Without even consciously thinking about it, The Eönwyl found herself walking straight up to the second of these. This one, Vick. What name or title do I use?


The R'Thann glanced quickly at the looping glyphs visible on the wall-like stall. Trrrilllann, Negotiator-Second. This is a significant skill-ranking; there are vanishingly few Negotiator-Firsts and not tremendously many Negotiator-Seconds. Thirds, Fourths, and Fifths are the vast majority.



Good.
 She stopped a few meters from the stall. "A greetings and request for dialogue, Negotiator-Second Trrrilllann. I am The Eönwyl, captain of the vessel of the same name that has recently landed."

The Mydrwyll rose up from its small pool and anchored itself to the stall with two tentacles. "Your vessel appears capable of carrying significant cargo. I have interest in alien cargoes and resources to dispose of them efficiently. I will speak with you, Eönwyl."

She restrained herself from saying something like "thank you". This species would not care for that type of contentless courtesy. "I have my manifest on a standard Imperial data crystal; can you read it?"

"I can." One of the tentacles grasped the crystal and fitted it expertly into a reader. There was a pause as the Mydrwyll examined her list of cargo. "Verification: these woods you carry are from Thovia itself?"

"I will confirm this," Guvthor said. "I was present at their loading, and was in fact involved in their selection."

The Negotiator-Second studied Guvthor. "You are a Thovian. Identity significant?"

"If you understand our rankings, yes. I am Guvthor Hok Guvthor, member of the Thov Hok Shu
 ."

Another pause; the Eönwyl could just hear a faint chirruping sound coming from a device the Mydrwyll wore like a circlet around its head-body. "Identity confirmed. Your confirmation is accepted. Such woods are of interest. The figurines and trade items that claim to be of the human Homeworld? These also would be of interest, if the Master of the Dawning Light will authenticate."


I will,
 Sooovickalassa's thought came clearly. I traveled with the Eönwyl to that world and am aware of the items she transported with her.


"Accepted. We shall negotiate price."

This part, the Eönwyl found, was not
 that different from her experiences on other worlds. Traders still wanted to buy as low as possible, and sell as dearly as they might, and they'd test a stranger to see if she didn't understand local custom and costs. Once Negotiator-Second Trrrilllann realized she was no rube to be easily fleeced, their bargaining was swift and to the point.

A few minutes later they left, the Eönwyl pocketing a credit crystal for native Mydr currency, and with the balance added to her Imperial currency balance (at a pretty steep exchange rate, but that was no surprise under the circumstances).

Vick directed her to a Mydr terminal and assisted her in paying for docking and security fees for The Eönwyl
 for a month. She doubted they'd need nearly that long, and if it took longer than that, she suspected they'd never succeed.

Your vessel requires no servicing?

"I do most of that myself. We're still well-supplied, and I'm not letting anyone do work on or around my ship unsupervised. So no. Let's get to work. I'd like to get back off this planet as fast as I can."

"Do the Mydrwyll make you uncomfortable, then?" Guvthor asked curiously.

"Not them as such, no. They're certainly unique
 , and it would take a lot of getting used to living here." She shrugged, feeling a phantom pressure from behind, as though she were being watched. "I just have a feeling we're in danger. It's not close – yet – but it's not far off, either."

Vick's eyes narrowed and his crest chimed uneasily. And we have every reason to trust your senses in this area. Yes, let us move swiftly.


"It should not be terribly
 hard, I would think," Guvthor said. "How many theoretical cultural sentiologists could there be
 on this world? It is far from a common profession."

A hiss of amusement from Vick. Other sentient species are a source of fascination for the Mydrwyll, as all of these others have evolved along a path entirely different from their own. Cultural sentiology is one of the major fields of interest on Mydr, and indeed even the R'Thann turn to the Mydrwyll for information on this topic. Still, you are correct that with the additional details we have the search should not be onerous.


The problem was going to be performing
 the search. The spaceport operations terminals were designed and equipped to be used by many species, but terminals to access general information on Mydr – if a general connected data network existed at all – weren't meant to be so accommodating. "Vick, we're going to need help from the Mydrwyll side."

"I am afraid she is correct," Guvthor said. "You, my friend, lack the appropriate imaging organs to comprehend the display, let alone access their data swiftly."

"A greetings and request for dialogue, Eönwyl," said a burbling voice from behind them.

The Eönwyl spun, her hand dropping instinctively to the butt of her pistol; her two friends also had snapped about, instantly prepared.

A Mydrwyll squatted on its tentacles at the edge of the water-trench nearby. It held no weapons and in fact spread all its manipulator tendrils wide, as if to say see? I am unarmed.
 "Information: I offer you assistance."

The Eönwyl glanced quickly at Vick; the R'Thann tilted his head, then gave a very, very small nod. "I am in need of assistance. To have dialogue is therefore eminently rational. Question: What sort of assistance do you offer?"

"I offer guidance around the city, to locations and activities of interest. I can also provide information about other areas of our world. I have access to many data-nets. Are any of these of interest to you?"

"All of them are. Question: how is it you appeared so conveniently?"

A bubbling sound she was sure was a chuckle. "Aliens on Mydr often require assistance if they venture beyond the port. I am one of a dozen guides-for-hire; it is my good fortune to be the one to spot you first this day, if you would hire me?"

"Hiring will depend on your discretion as well as your skill," Guvthor said.

The eye blinked in a ripple all around the head as that bubbling sound repeated. "Discretion dependent on payment."

Vick still seemed little concerned, so the Eönwyl shrugged. "What is your name?"

"Aliens call me Murr; my given name is Murrrinnessak."

"Very well, Murr. We wish to locate a particular Mydrwyll; we have details which should help to locate him. Once located, we wish to have a private meeting with him. We do not know where on the planet he may be, but we are certain he is here. We want these inquiries kept as confidential as possible. So question: is this something you can do, and how much would you charge for this service with your highest discretion?"

"Search, arrange for meeting, high discretion," summarized Murr. The creature thought a moment, then named a price.

It was a steep price . . . but easily within her ability to pay. She thought hard in Vick's direction. Is this guy actually competent?


He believes this is precisely the sort of thing he is suited for. Images that floated to his mind when you spoke certainly seem to confirm experience in this area.

"Agreed, then," she said to Murr. "And I will pay you that much again, plus any expenses incurred, if we are successful in our meeting and reach our vessel afterwards."

Murr's coloration flickered darker, and the encircling eye opened wide for a moment. "Double pay? You may rely on me!" He extended one tentacle; gripped in its manipulating tendrils was a crystal reader. "After first payment, of course."

"Of course." She drew out the native credit crystal and transferred the amount directly.

"Information: My new friends, you have hired yourselves the best guide in Alevalaa, and one who was once an Enforcer Captain." The color and eye flickered in a way that conveyed a confident grin. "Now tell me of your target!"


Chapter 9

Varan:



T

 he vya-shadu
 hovered before me, moving only the tiny amount expected from a weapon held in a steady hand. I could feel a sheen of sweat already forming on my face, echoing the tremendous strain I was feeling on my mind as I slowly rose from my meditations and drew the other sword.

I'd done this kind of training before, of course; first onboard the Teraikon
 , hidden in a clear bubble within the mindshields, and later on board The Eönwyl,
 many hours of practice indeed. But here
 I was under at least two, and possibly more, psi-damping shields. What would have been trivially easy elsewhere was virtually impossible here. I had learned, in my months on board Teraikon
 and in the many more on Eönwyl,
 how to separate my mind, practice against a phantom projection of my own mind that was nearly as capable as a real adversary. Here, I'd barely be able to move while keeping the first sword in the air.

Nonetheless this was worthwhile practice. It gave me discipline, focus, kept me aware of my limits
 as well as allowed me to practice my talents – psionic and physical – so that I wouldn't lose the edge I'd built up over all the time I'd been on the run.

I rose to my full height, brought the sword parallel with my other arm in classic Tor
 salute pose; the other sword mirrored the gesture. Light though the blade was, it felt like I was trying to keep a skycar afloat while juggling electrified batons.

A swing – slow and sluggish compared to any real combat – and parried, with equally slow and clumsy motion by my invisible notional duplicate. Another, the blades ringing cleanly despite the ragged motion of my control. Rivulets of sweat were now running down my neck, faint tickling movement to distract me even more from the exercise.

The door chimed for attention, and I almost
 lost control; the vya-shadu
 dipped, fell, nearly reached the floor, but I stretched out my mind desperately, against the sensation of being mired in weighted mud, and just
 managed to halt it a scant two centimeters from the floor. "Enter," I grunted out as I forced the blade back to position.

So focused was I that the sight, to my left, of the Grasper entering the room on her rippling legs gave me only a distant twinge of fear, a fear I fought off to keep the weapon steady. Focus is all that matters. The pure focus of White Vision erases passion, focuses all on one.
 "How . . . can I serve you . . . Grasper?"

"We have observed your behavior in the months you have been in our care," she said. "You have kept to your agreements scrupulously and I have no complaints on your use of the privileges granted you. On observing this exercise – which you have attempted several times before, it has occurred to me that you may be lacking in effective ways to practice your art of combat."

My head felt as though a padded vise were slowly tightening around it, and I smelled the faintest hint of blood-iron. That's enough, I guess
 . I reached out my hand, caught the other sword and released my telekinetic hold. "Whew
 . Niaadea's Name,
 that's hard to do," I said. "You are of course correct, Grasper. Naturally, most prisons – even the most comfortable – are not generally equipped to allow the prisoner such practice." I wiped the blades, though they didn't really need it, sheathed them, and placed them in their proper locations.

"The practice – both ritual and practical – is clearly of great importance to you." This was a statement, and a true one, so I saw no immediate need to comment. "In view of your exemplary behavior, I am inclined to offer you an opportunity to practice in a far more effective way."

That would
 be an excellent opportunity. I couldn't really keep progressing in Tor
 , or in any of my other disciplines, without opponents other than myself. I had pretty much exhausted what there was to learn from the reflection in Water Vision. "I would be extremely grateful for anything you would grant, Grasper." The Zchoradan prison officer still looked sinister, but I was slowly regaining my ability to read the real expressions and I could see that she was sincere in her offer and in her concern for my well-being.

"Then I offer myself as a sparring-partner."

The startlement made me stare at her without a hint of fear, because I was so utterly stunned. "You
 ? Grasper, I am honored beyond words, but surely the Vmee—"

A vibrating shriek of derision. "The Vmee Szchorhaza has little to say in how I run my prison. You have been armed with blades and done nothing to threaten us; while you did not seek this prison you did accept our judgment. I do not think I have anything to fear from you." A clicking of mandibles in a Zchoradan laugh. "Of course, my task-nestmates will watch any such sessions, so it will not be as though you could
 strike me down without notice, even if we suspected such intent."

I felt a genuine smile cross my face, one of the first I'd managed facing a Zchorada or Chakron since that terrible day. "I would gladly accept your offer, Grasper; but I would ask . . . what do you
 gain from this? For such kindness by itself does not necessarily serve a jailer well."

Another click-laugh. "A surprise you might find indeed, were you to examine our jails for our own people; kindness rather than cruelty is preferred. But in this case it is both kind and practical. I have had no opportunity to practice combat against humans, and little against any species other than my own. You will be teaching me much about my own assumptions and limitations in combat, and you are known for your prowess against my people."

That made sense; the chief officer for a military prison might very well have such interest. "Then certainly, let us practice together when you have the opportunity. Of course," I gestured to the swords, "you will need to supply something not quite so dangerous for our practice."

"We have records of practice swords and other items. We shall fabricate appropriate sparring weapons, and I shall of course use appropriate padding on my natural ones. Our first match shall be . . . the third hour after rising, tomorrow?"

I gave a deep bow. "I will look forward to it."

She sank down in the closest approximation to a bow that a Zchorada could manage. "And I, as well."

I lowered myself shakily to the bed as the door closed behind her. Torline's Swords!
 I could barely believe what had just happened. Previously I'd been a very much wanted criminal in the Meld; apparently my behavior was starting to change how they viewed my prior work in the Empire. I wasn't quite sure what to think of that; I had
 , in fact, killed an awful lot of Zchorada in that battle, and I'd never really regretted it . . . until now.

Having a lot of time to think things through gave you a lot of perspective, as did seeing things from different points of view. I remembered who I'd been then, and saw who I was now . . . and by the First World, were they different. Not completely
 different, of course – I was still Sasham Varan, I still had the same core beliefs and hopes and dreams, or so I thought . . . but I had so very much more understanding
 of things I hadn't grasped at all back then. The Empire, my shining beacon of justice and rightness . . . suddenly a flawed gem, a berry with vile rot at its heart. The stories of the Book of the Fall
 . . . not stories at all.

And now the dreaded Zchoradan Meld, a place of studied, careful justice, of beings that might look
 like nightmares but were concerned with right and wrong and desperately worried for their own families, their nests and allies, just as much as were those of the Empire. Looking at the entire sequence of events now, calmly, months separating me from that horrific moment in the chamber of the Vmee Zschorhaza when I had learned I was sentenced to remain here, I had to admit that the Zchorada had been amazingly tolerant and prudent. If – no, when
 – my friends returned with the proof we needed, I was starting to feel a growing confidence that they would listen
 .

And they would be very, very good allies as long as they were convinced we were playing straight and true with them. I resolved once more to give them nothing but reasons to trust us.

Pouring myself a glass of icy water, I slowly drank it down and began to prepare myself again for meditation and practice. Grasper, you'll get the best I can give you!



Chapter 10

Eönwyl:



"Y

 ou're sure of our destination, Murr?" she asked.

The color-flicker across the creature's skin was one she thought held both confidence and slight annoyance. "If your information was accurate, yes. The name Hmmmseeth is not a terribly common one, and combined with other information available on the public nets, there appears to be only one such that could meet your criteria."

They had taken a shuttle-boat to Konntenata, an inhabited reef area some distance from the rough-scattered center of the main city. Now the three – plus Murr – were making their way down a broad, sea-scented tunnel curving along a panorama of water-washed blues and greens with occasional flashes of brilliant colored plumes waving against the backdrop, schools of small water-creatures like fish flickering past the transparent walls. Water flowed gently through the tunnel, shallower to the sides than to the center.

The Eönwyl found the going somewhat tiresome, as even at the sides the water came nearly to her knees, and in the center she would have to swim. Guvthor, she had to admit, was having the hardest time of it, as he had to walk in considerably deeper water simply to give himself enough room to move, and the water soaked and dragged at his fur. Vick, with his slender form, was the least inconvenienced and, she suspected, could swim extremely well with his tail to propel him.

"Have you at least contacted Hmmmseeth, let him know we are on our way?"

"That was not possible," Murr said; the tone of his voice carried a note of intrigued interest. "Your target is highly
 private at the moment. He has withdrawn contact from public webs and, in fact, it required quite a bit of ingenuity to locate him at all. Had I not numerous contacts in Enforcement remaining from my service, and your generous expense account to encourage cooperation, I am quite doubtful that we could have located him at all."

"How interesting," Guvthor said. "Is this common?"

"To isolate oneself completely? It is not unheard of; unlike your species, ours is not seized with a need to associate with others at nearly all moments of our lives. Yet . . . no, this is not common. Not, especially, for one such as this Hmmmseeth, who has clearly mastered the art of associating with aliens and thus – like myself, to an extent – is used to frequent and diverse communication."

That sense
 was stronger. Something's wrong, or at least some kind of danger's approaching
 . Despite the creeping discomfort, she found that there was at least some comfort in knowing that this sense was an objectively real and powerful capability. "Did you come across any hints as to why Hmmmseeth might have isolated himself to this extent?"

"No clear indications, no." Murr stopped before a tunnel seal, presented his credentials to a waiting sensor. The tunnel unsealed, allowing them to pass through. "According to the timeline I was able to uncover, he returned to Mydr approximately roughly two years ago by your measure, and spent six months working on his project using the resources he had gained while offworld, including leasing very large amounts of time on the available simulation systems."

The Eönwyl surveyed the area; as usual, there were few Mydrwyll anywhere in sight, one far down the corridor from which they'd come, another at least a hundred yards ahead, and little else other than the tunnel and the reef outside. "Go on."

"After those six months, he ceased all work abruptly, purchased a large reef-section out here, and then moved in. Aside from occasional transactions for supplies, I have seen no indication he has ever left since, and there are no records of any visitors that I can find."

That's . . . interesting, she thought to Vick.

Indeed. The timing would indicate that he came back very shortly after Captain Varan's escape and the subsequent debriefing – and memory erasure – of all on board. Then he worked for half a year and suddenly retreated. Most suggestive.

"So how do we get to see him?"

"I am taking you to the entrance to his purchase. There will be a communication installation there. Whether he chooses to respond to a query or not . . . that I cannot say."

The Eönwyl frowned. What if he doesn't answer? We have to see him.

An impression of a toothy grimace. That will be something of a challenge, then. Forcing ourselves upon our host in such a hostile environment will be not only difficult but extremely dangerous. We are none of us able to breathe water.

Murr led them through several more corridor gates; the Eönwyl was increasingly impressed with the engineering and extent of these structures. They have built so much infrastructure to support movement of such a relatively small number of people . . . just to facilitate the
 existence of their unique civilization.


Finally, after kilometers of slogging, the corridor came to an end at what was clearly a door, and a massive one, reinforced with E-steel like a battleship or fortress main entryway. Next to the huge door was, however, a recognizable communications pad.

She glanced at the others; Guvthor moved forward. "Allow me."

He bent towards the communicator and activated it with a delicate push of his smallest finger claw. "Hmmmseeth, Child of the Seventh, a greeting and a request for dialogue. This is Guvthor Hok Guvthor of Thovia, formerly a research comrade of yours aboard Teraikon
 . I am accompanied by Dr. Sooovickalassa, Master of the Dawning Light of Thann'ta, and by the trader named The Eönwyl."

They waited, but there was no response even after a full minute of waiting. Guvthor raised one heavy brow, but bent back to the communicator. "Our mission is most urgent for us, and we believe of import to you as well."

When there was still no response, the Eönwyl moved forward. "Please listen to us, Hmmmseeth." Thinking of everything she knew about what had brought them to this point gave her a hint as to what to say. "Hmmmseeth, I believe we know why you ceased your work and have retreated here." She sensed approval from Sooovickalassa, and an additional hint from the telepathic R'Thann gave her the proper wording. "Captain Sasham Varan sent us, and we can tell you what the missing factor in your simulation truly is."

A light suddenly flickered to life on the communicator. "Who is the other with you?" said a Mydrwyll voice.

"This is Murrrinnessak, a guide under contract to us."

A hesitation. Then a stream of Mydrwyll language came from the speaker, to which Murr responded. A few moments later, the massive door gave a clank and swung outwards. "Instruction: Enter swiftly and let the door close before proceeding."

The four followed these directions, finding that the door opened into a large chamber with another closed door directly across from the entrance. The first door closed and locked, and brilliant lights shone out into the chamber. The Eönwyl could see multiple cameras and other sensor emplacements . . . as well as a few installations that appeared far more lethal. We're being studied . . . carefully.


It took only a few seconds, but watching what she was sure were rannai
 automatic cannon focused on her position made the time stretch out rather unreasonably. Finally, however, the lights dimmed and the second door opened.

Squatting just beyond the door, one manipulator tendril still on a nearby console, was Hummseeth. Having spent some time now around Mydrwyll, she was certain this was the same being shown to her by Vick.

Guvthor certainly thought so. "Hmmmseeth, I give you thanks for this risk you are taking."

"You recognize the risk. Good. It is a rational fear I possess."

"More than you know," the Eönwyl said.

"Query: you said you were sent by Captain Varan. Captain Varan is a psi, a murderer. I have witnessed this. Why do you speak his name as a justification?"

Vick hissed and his bared teeth were not a comforting smile. You allowed us in. You have suspicions of your own. You are of Mydr and our alliance. You know that memory is not always true. What intrigues me is that you have such a suspicion. Why?

The Mydrwyll opened its eye wide to examine them all in detail, then closed it to leave only two visible portions open. "Captain Varan clarified research direction. Captain Varan is owed Rational Debt if research is verified. Captain Varan's behavior throughout tenure on Teraikon
 entirely at odds with my memory of final day. It is more rational to misdoubt a memory of a single day than the history of many days. So the Captain is the person I remember from the year, not the day: verify?"

The Eönwyl grinned in relief – though that sense of danger was not yet gone. "I verify this, yes, and so do your colleagues – who know what did
 happen that day. So my query to you is this: what did your research discover?"

Hmmmseeth hesitated – the first time she had seen this type of hesitation in a Mydrwyll, with their focus on rational and direct approaches. Finally, however, he spoke. "Captain Varan appears to have been correct. Adding an unknown factor provided an explanation for historical course of galaxy as known. However, this only resulted in correct simulation if the unknown factor was continuous in operation and ultimately malevolent in nature, and precise motivation remains impossible to determine. The latter points cast doubt on veracity of model."

"But we have discovered this unknown factor," Guvthor said. "Its leader is someone well-known by reputation, if not personal conversation to us both: Prime Monitor Shagrath."

The eye flared wide, and then shut completely, Hmmmseeth concentrating the entirety of his mental resources on some analysis of his own. Minutes passed, to the point that the Eönwyl was wondering if the researcher even remembered they were there.


As abruptly as it had closed, the Mydrwyll's eye opened again. "Clarity achieved. Manipulation at highest level of major civilizations. You have data confirming this?"

"We have," Guvthor said. "Data which also confirms the description of the First Civilization, the one called Atlantaea."

Hmmmseeth's eye flickered almost closed again; clearly he wanted to think a great deal on that. But instead he rotated in place, then stopped, eye-segments now open and staring at all three of the alien visitors. "You did not come merely to confirm my research. Describe your needs."

"As I said, Captain Varan sent us. He sent us because you, and only you, can help him."

Hmmmseeth gave a rippling blink, then waved his tentacles in an emphatic manner. "I owe Captain Varan Rational Debt, the Debt must be discharged. How may I assist him?"

Tremendous relief burst through her. I won't have to argue with him!


No, Vick agreed. Once I knew he felt Rational Debt was owed, I knew he would come. There is nothing the Mydrwyll take more seriously.

She looked at Murr. "Murr, we may be discussing things that will sound insane, and certainly may involve you in dangerous doings if you continue. You have fulfilled the terms of your contract and I will pay the remainder and release you."

"Query: May I stay? I am . . . intrigued. Mysteries – seeking of understanding – have been the reason I have spent so much time in the Enforcers and interacting with aliens."

A moment of thought, then she shrugged to herself. Despite that slowly-growing sense of menace, none of it seemed associated with their guide. "If that is your wish, yes. But here," she handed him the payment crystal. "Payment in full for all services rendered thus far."

"Accepted and recorded."

"All right. Hmmmseeth, we have to hurry; I have a very
 bad feeling about how long we have. But I understand if you need to hear more –"

Hmmmseeth looked to Guvthor and Vick. "Both were shipmates. Both fellow researchers. Both of you swear that what she says is true?"

"We do," Guvthor affirmed, echoed by Vick.

"Then we shall speak of the details when you feel safe," Hmmmseeth said decisively. "I must gather my materials. Query: I am correct in assuming my research, my professional knowledge and capabilities, are what is needed?"

"You are correct," the Eönwyl answered.

"Then I require . . . twenty-five minutes, thirty maximum."

She nodded and the Mydrwyll scientist immediately flowed away deeper into his home.

"You will be departing the planet, then," Murr said.

"As soon as Hmmmseeth is ready and we can get back to The Eönwyl,
 yes."

"For a relatively small fee," Murr said, and she was certain
 that the pulses of color in his eyes were a broad grin, "I will call ahead and arrange all of the launch clearances so that your departure will be . . . swift and simple."

She grinned back. "I've still got some Mydr funds. You're on. Make sure we're cleared to launch as soon as we get back."

"Understood."

Vick nodded and rattled his crest. A wise choice. He will arrange traffic to suit us with the appropriate, as you say, 'grease'.

That won't be such a small fee, though. She sent a grin. But then, I don't need to save any of the Mydr money I got in trade.

Something about Murr's posture struck her as odd; after a moment, she realized most of his manipulator tendrils had stopped moving. "Murr?"

"Information," he burbled, in the tone of one puzzled and beginning to be worried. "Even though I have successfully interfaced with our host's transmission antenna, I cannot contact the port."

She froze. "Oh, fallen Towers
 ."

As though the words had been a trigger, the sense of danger spiked
 , and without even thinking she screamed "Down! Everybody down!
 " and dove to the side, dragging Murr with her with the strength born of panic.

And the massive front door blew inward
 with a shockwave that deafened her.


Chapter 11

The Eönwyl:



S

 he realized she'd been momentarily stunned, tried to rise, found herself shoving rubble up and away. Murr stirred and began helping her. Whoever did that is going to be coming in—


The sharp twanging sounds of automatic rannai
 fire sounded out from the smoking hole and she could see the staccato flickerings of the packeted energy bolts streaming outward. Well, by the Seven. Hmmmseeth's defenses managed to survive that blowback charge? That's impressive.


Automated weapons wouldn't hold their opponents for long – any group that used a focused blowback charge like that
 as a doorknocker wasn't playing around. But it gave her plenty of time to clear her head. "Vick, talk to me, what're we dealing with here?"


A disciplined strike force,
 Vick's mental voice replied instantly. Personal mind-shields on all of them, unfortunately. I can of course penetrate them given time, but I have not yet done so; I would prefer to not demonstrate this capability if I do not need to.


"How many, and what are they? Mydrwyll?"

I sense . . . twenty individual screens. Visualizing the area shows three are Mydrwyll. The others appear to be human.

She threw a glance at Murr, but by the way the Mydr guide was preparing a barricade, it didn't look like this was something he had expected. "Murr, I think we've got Imperial
 troops out there. How?"

The purple alien said something in his own language; from the tone, she was sure it was not fit for polite company. "Deduction: Someone's been monitoring the Nets for specific queries. Couldn't just take in Hmmmseeth, but knew he was a top contact point for outsiders. Further deduction: from your earlier conversation, knew Hmmmseeth had shipmates connected to your Varan."


Towers and caverns, he's got to be right.
 "So they paid someone well
 to watch for this."

"Even more well to permit military landing. May involve very high-up people on Mydr."

The automatic fire suddenly lessened. Blast it. They've got one, they'll have the other down in a few minutes.
 "Hmmmseeth, we don't have
 your twenty-five minutes!"

"I have deduced that," came his distant voice. "Need at least five more, however. Minimum time to acquire material."

"Collapsing Caverns.
 " She drew her own pistol, but knew it wouldn't likely be of much use against . . . whatever came through the door. "Doctor Guvthor, Doctor Sooovickalassa, if you have any ideas . . .?"

Guvthor gave a sharp-toothed grin that looked far less civilized and far more eager than she was used to seeing. "By the Ancestral Forest, I think I do." He grasped the largest remaining fragment of door and heaved it to a standing position. "Doctor Sooovickalassa, if you would . . . support me, so to speak?"

A hiss of amusement. I believe I understand. Yes, go when ready.


The immense Thovian lifted the door fragment by the handle in its center, now seeming to heft it easily, as though it were no more than an ordinary shield and not a multi-ton piece of armor plate. Looking to the side, she saw Vick's right hand touching his forehead, a look of intense concentration on his reptilian face . . . and a faint glow surrounding him.

Oh.

With his other massive hand, Guvthor reached back and freed the titanic axe, the Makthu Hok Guvthor
 . The two-handed weapon spun about, frighteningly well-controlled by Guvthor's single fur-covered hand, and even as the second automatic rannai
 cannon in the entryway finally fell silent the Thovian was already charging forward, crouched low behind his impossible shield.

The Eönwyl sprinted after him; there was no point in reserving anything, a move this desperate would need all the backup it could get . . . and she really wanted to see this.

The smoke was clearing in the shattered entry lock, and a mass of figures was crouched in the main entrance. As they saw movement they opened fire, a hellish fusillade of energy bolts and even solid slugs that would have swiftly torn through even the power armor that Sasham Varan used to wear.

But Guvthor was not wearing armor; instead he bore before him something thick enough to have been
 armor for an Imperial patrol vessel, and the beams and bullets barely slowed
 him, even explosive charges from a Shockwave cannon rebuffed by the sheer impossible mass of E-steel. Before the massed fire could even begin to wear its way through, Guvthor Hok Guvthor was upon them.

He released the shield and its apparent lightness vanished; instead it tumbled implacably onward, a careening groundcar out of control plowing through the assembled assault force. Even armored figures were bowled over, some broken and bent by the impact. The great axe rose and came down, and she saw a torso go one way and the lower body another, even as his other hand batted one of the Mydrwyll assailants aside like a child.

But being in among them without his shield meant he was vulnerable.

The Eönwyl was already raising her rannai
 pistol before she consciously thought of it, knew which of the men was going to shoot, fired, and her bolt caught his armor where it was already damaged, sent a convulsive shock of agony through her target, who dropped his weapon. A green and gold streak passed her, and Sooovickalassa was there, guarding Guvthor's right flank as her pistol shielded his left. Murr scuttled up beside her and added his own fire.

The battle did not last long.

"It is . . . done," Guvthor said, leaning heavily against the wall. Blood matted his fur in a dozen places, and she did not like the way he favored one leg. "But there will be more. A single task force? No, they will have planned for at least two or three more stages."

I agree, Vick thought. And this corridor is very, very long. I do not see an easy way out.

"Hmmmseeth, you have your five minutes, but not much more!" she shouted, mulling possible actions in her head. Vick was, unfortunately, right. The corridor was kilometers
 long. They couldn't use the same trick again. Maybe Vick's constantly-growing psionic powers could get them past one, or even two, more groups, but once he started really using them the Imperials would be alerted. She doubted they'd use mass-destruction weapons on a world they had a very shaky presence on, but they'd sure try to use anything they could
 get away with, especially since – almost certainly – there would be a Kaital
 pulling the strings on this. Although on second thought, if there was, it would have to keep far, far away. This world had a very significant R'Thann presence, and the Kaital
 and R'Thann, as they had discovered, were ancient and implacable enemies.

Maybe they could go the other direction? Into the sea? A lot of weapons were far less effective underwater, and certainly both Hmmmseeth and Murr would be completely at home there, and Sooovickalassa seemed likely to handle water well. But they didn't have an artificial lung for Guvthor, and she suspected he didn't swim terribly well.

But if we can't get through the tunnels and we can't go through the water, what the Hells can we do, fly?

And suddenly it was there, the idea she was looking for. She waved desperately to get Murr's attention.

The open eye section slid towards her. "Query?"

"Query, yes. Where's the nearest transmission relay?"

He thought. "Answer: one point two kilometers down the tunnel."

"And that's on top
 of the tunnel, right? How high?"

"Three hundred twenty-seven meters."


That's high enough to give me the line-of-sight for transmission.
 "Vick, check me on this: the Mydrwyll and the R'Thann both like people to take care of their own problems, right?"

Correct. Though there are nuances.

"Neither Mydr nor Thann'ta actually want much to do with the Imperium, so they won't care if we
 embarrass them, right?"

As long as we try to minimize casualties, yes. Self-defense is one of the sacred rights.

"Got it. Vick, Guvthor, take out the tunnel ceiling."

They blinked, then Guvthor smiled. "Ah, I see. If our adversaries await us inside
 the tunnel, they will find it much harder to stop us if we are running along atop
 it."

"More than that, but yes, that's the start." Guvthor and Vick grabbed up the fallen weapons of their adversaries and opened fire on the upper section of the tube.

Hmmmseeth scuttled up as the two scientists completed making a hole in the obdurately stubborn material of the tube. "I have what is needed."

"Then let's go.
 "

Guvthor handed her up, then the others. He tried to scramble up after them, but it required something of a jump – one that his injured leg could not manage. "I am afraid I am unable to –"

With an exasperated hiss, Vick glared at him. Drop your protections for a moment, you fool!


An instant later, Guvthor practically flew upwards, to land with a grunt on the gently-curved tunnel roof. "My apologies, I am indeed injured and not thinking clearly. Let us move onward."

Even injured, Guvthor could limp along at a reasonable speed due to his sheer size. The others kept pace, the Eönwyl leading them. "Murr, I'm going to need your help interfacing with the transmission tower. I need to override its governors so I can punch a signal through their damned scramblers."

"Understood. This is technically illegal –"

She reached into her pouch, yanked out the crystal and pressed it into his tentacles. "Take the rest, everything."

A ripple of strained amusement shifted the creature's hide. "I was about to say, but I am already targeted. Still, I will not refuse payment. My experience in the Enforcers included these sorts of maneuvers, although usually on the other side. I believe we can achieve what you want – look out!
 "

A line of figures below opened fire on the fugitives. Fortunately the tunnel ceiling – as Guvthor and Vick had proven – was very tough, but even so some of the shots punched holes straight through the glassy substance.

"Keep moving!" she shouted. "If we keep going they'll never be able to make a big enough hole to shoot us through. It'll take damn blind luck to nail one of us otherwise."


Yes, but they
 could duplicate our own actions and come up here.


"I'm more worried about them calling in reinforcements from the ocean."

"It is doubtful they have any such," Guvthor assured her, his voice strained but still confident. "We were at a location with only a single way in or out, and no resources to escape to the ocean. I am afraid that they will come to the same conclusion as Doctor Sooovickalassa, however, and I am not capable of running."

"You don't have to run very far, Doctor," she said. Four hundred meters ahead of them, the slender, dark needle of the transmission tower waited. "That's our destination. Though we will
 have to somehow keep them off us once we're there."

"That will be something of a challenge, I am afraid. That tower does not look conducive to serving as much of a fortress."

"No, and I need it to stay intact
 ."

Guvthor shrugged, and Vick rattled his crest. Hmmmseeth buzzed a dismissal. "Statement: We are committed. Either we will succeed, or we will die. But we will die trying to fulfill our Debts, and that is all we can do." From a toolbelt around his body he drew a gently-curved stafflike object of crystal and metal; she recognized it as a skip-laser rifle.

"Trust me," she said, as the tower drew nearer, "I am not
 planning on dying today!"

The transmission tower, like most such structures, was an openwork construction of beams and antennas. It was probably mostly E-steel, but that just meant they could make the beams thinner than other materials would have allowed; it would still be relatively fragile.

On the positive side, the test and servicing panel was at the base of the tower. Murr rippled his way up to it first, examining the seals. "Standard anti-tampering work. I've got a key-code for all these public support installations." In a moment, the opaque seal-shield slid back. "Access granted. Query: What will you be transmitting from? Directly from the console or –"

She pulled back her sleeve, showed her commlink bracelet. "Can I interface through this? Transmit at close range and relay?"

"Hmmm . . . standard Imperial protocols?" At her nod, he bobbed slightly. "I can arrange that. It will take a few minutes to perform the override, however."

A sharp detonation caused her to look back; about three hundred meters away, rannai
 and Shockwave fire was systematically cutting a hole in the tunnel ceiling. "A few minutes is all they're going to give us."

"In either
 direction, I am afraid," Guvthor said, pointing. In the distance, a squad of human figures was advancing from the direction they had been going.


Collapsing
 walls, she cursed mentally. "Hmmmseeth, keep up as much constant fire as you can across that hole they're making. With luck they're going to be really
 reluctant to stick their heads up, armored or not, and that'll buy us time. Guvthor, Vick, start trying to take out the group that's already up here. I've got to stay with Murr so I can act as soon as he's ready." She turned and added her pistol to the suppressive fire Hmmmseeth was providing.

For a scientist whose primary study was statistical, Hmmmseeth was an excellent shot. Skip-lasers required a well-trained sense of distance and many hours learning how to reflexively tune your firing impulses to cause the bolt to emerge exactly where you wanted it to. A good
 shot with a skip-laser, however, could judge it well enough to literally shoot targets on the other side of a wall, and Hmmmseeth was doing exactly that every so often – aiming down
 , to the area where the group doing the cutting must be standing, and squeezing off shots whose effects were obvious by the way that they disrupted the otherwise carefully synchronized fire from below. Helps that we
 know we have no friends in that direction. That might just keep them slowed down enough.


Vick stepped out, pulled a glassy cylinder from his pack, aimed, and hurled it up and out. It described a swift, high arc and came down almost exactly in the midst of the approaching Imperials. Instantly a detonation of fire and force shattered the tunnel beneath them and sent soldiers flying. Some plummeted into the sea to either side, while others fell helplessly into the gaping hole; a few others lay motionless on the shining surface of the tube. As the smoke cleared, she could see there were still multiple combatants standing, but that terrible blast had cut the forces against them by half, at least.

"Grenades? When did you get grenades
 , Vick? And I don't recognize the design –"

An impression of a laugh coupled with a steamkettle hiss. I
 have no grenades. That was an empty collection bottle.


She blinked, then grinned. "Oh, that's clever
 . They don't know you don't
 have grenades –"

- and so they will not assume that detonation was psionic in nature. Exactly.

"Interface is ready!" Murr said sharply.

She activated her comm. Transmission . . . clear, finally! If I can just get off the right commands . . .

A glint showed in the direction of the city. "Vick, Guvthor, what –"

"It appears," Guvthor said, with not a trace of his usual good humor, "to be an Imperial troop transport. As I recall, they generally carry fifty troops, or twenty-five in full combat armor. This may become . . . difficult."

"Fallen Towers
 ." She tapped out the commands as fast as she could; despite her preference for hands-on controls, she berated herself for not at least fitting neural links on the comm. "Murr –"

A bolt splashed off the E-steel just between the two of them, perilously close to the controls. "Tzil!
 Murr, what's the code for the spaceport tower – emergency code?"

One of the armored figures had reached the top of the tunnel behind them, and Murr was now trying to support Hmmmseeth. However, he managed to duck back and punch in another code.

She sent the last transmission and then turned away. "That should do it. They're still trying to jam everything, but I think this was getting through." I
 hope it's gotten through.


"Meaning no disrespect, Eönwyl," Guvthor said, firing around the antenna base which provided some meager cover. "But whatever it is had best be very
 fast. Doctor Sooovickalassa and I are formidable, yes," another two shots, and return fire that scorched his fur, "but that is
 a troop carrier and it is almost ready to land. Our hand weapons will make no impression on it, and I doubt that even Doctor Sooovickalassa can take twenty-five power-armored Imperials by himself."

I am a Master of the Dawning Light, Vick's mental voice said with a chill certainty. Perhaps I cannot . . . but many of them will fall first.

"That still ends with us falling," the Eönwyl said. "Not my plan."

"Then what is
 your plan?"

A brilliant spark of light shone out, far down the line of the tunnel, so far that it had
 to be from somewhere in the center of the city itself, and the Eönwyl grinned. "That
 ."

A distant, thunderous roar punctuated by a whipcrack boom
 reached their ears, but even before that they could see the spark growing, becoming a graceful white arc swelling with terrifying speed.

The troop transport swayed, then slewed around, heavy rannai
 fire bursting from its two defensive emplacements, but The Eönwyl
 was a screaming sword of vengeance ripping through the air so fast that sound itself lagged far behind; the sound they had heard must have come from its initial launch. The mere shockwave of its passage sent the transport spinning out of control, dipping downward to a fatal encounter with the waves; it tumbled half-over and began to sink, the armored figures inside desperately scrambling to avoid being taken down with the foundering ship.


The Eönwyl
 pulled up scarcely a hundred fifty meters away and even though it was now streaking its way almost directly upward, hurricane-force winds buffeted the little party; Guvthor went to one knee and Vick held on grimly to the tower.

The triple-pointed Atlantaean hull nosed over and dove, slower than before but still fearfully fast, and the soldiers that had made it to the top of the tunnel were tripping over each other in their haste to make it back down.


Now The Eönwyl
 slowed, flaring up and back, drifting down to a jet-supported landing that nonetheless made the tunnel's roof creak dangerously . . . and lowered the boarding ramp.

"Observation: A most effective move indeed, Eönwyl!" Murr said.

"Everyone on board now
 ! They might be sending something bigger!"

"Undoubtedly they will be," Guvthor said, forcing his injured leg to support him now that refuge was so close. "Yet they will still need at least a few moments to recover their wits! I know that I
 would, my friend!"

The Eönwyl noticed Murr hanging back. "Murr, aren't you –"

"I am curious, but you will be traveling far indeed and I have made no such preparations. A benediction: I wish you good fortune!" The Mydrwyll agent gave a complicated gesture with its tentacles that she sensed meant something like a very deep bow, and then slid swiftly off the tunnel into the water. His natural element; they're not really after him anyway, and they'll never catch him now.


She bounded up the ramp, ordering it to close after her as she saw the other three were already inside. "Everyone get secured somehow! This might be very, very rough!"

This is not an unfamiliar circumstance in our adventures.

"True," said the Thovian with a booming chuckle, "though I might wish it were otherwise!"

She commanded the ship to lift and drive for the sky even before she reached the control deck and relied on her experience – and a bit of that strange sense – to know when to grab on and when to move.

Strapping in, she scanned the indicators. There are Imperial vessels closing in . . . but only two. Marjaav or equivalent – wonder where they came from, didn't see them on our way in. Not very close, though, far around the arc of the planet. And there's so many other vessels in orbit . . .

She detected a missile launch from the nearest; this close to the planet the effective range was long, but there was still a chance of hitting The Eönwyl.


And then the missile blew up in mid-flight. She picked up a general-wave transmission.

"Command and directive: this is Mydr oversight control. No weapons may be fired or discharged in near orbit without Mydr permission. Endangering of customers and allies forbidden. Information: Imperial vessels in violation of basic directives. Command: Cease activity immediately or be destroyed."

As a mass of Mydrwyll – and a few R'Thann – vessels converged on the vastly outnumbered Imperial vessels, the Eönwyl began to laugh.


Chapter 12

Taelin:



"T

 hanks for letting me steal a ride, little brother!" Lukhas said, dragging his travel cases up the boarding ramp of Valabacal
 .

"You're always welcome," Taelin said. "After all, there's enough room to keep you out of our way."

"Ha!"

"But why do you need
 –"

Lukhas rolled his eyes. "I don't need
 to, but you and Trey are already headed
 near Karanis, and barring one of the cramped messenger ships there's no other ship that'd get me there any faster."

"Oh. Makes sense."

"Glad you agree. Hi, Trey, am I interrupting anything?"

"We were
 planning on a private trip," Treyuusei said, trying to look severe and failing; she gave Lukhas a hug instead. "But come on, let's all get inside. Takeoff in a few minutes."

Lukhas made sure the doors sealed behind them and followed to the control room. "So a second marriage flight, was that the plan?"

Trey wrapped one arm around Taelin, who echoed the gesture. "Why not? Once the shockwaves of my return settled down, of course me and Trey –"

"Like the two of you weren't seeing each other anyway," Lukhas said dryly.

"What? How –"

"Please, Taelin, I am
 Imperial Security. And you two weren't that
 discreet."

Taelin flushed slightly, then pulled away from Trey as they reached the control deck and slid into the pilot's seat. "Strap in for takeoff!"

The usual ritual of clearance and permissions led to a smooth climb into the sky. Once they were well clear of Oro, Taelin unstrapped. "All clear, and we'll be into Conversion in about three hours. I don't know about you, Lukh, but I'm going to go unpack everything; this is going to be a couple of weeks' trip, you know."

"True enough. I'll see you all in a bit, then." Taelin didn't miss the fond grin as Lukhas saw Trey take Taelin's hand and both left the control room together.

Unpacking, setting up their cabin, and various other activities took up a few hours; finally, he felt the faint jolt of Valabacal
 making the jump to T-Space. He and Trey immediately made their way forward.

"Took you long enough," Lukhas said, turning from where he'd been watching the opalescence of conversion streaming by.

"We're secure?"

"I found nothing. I assume
 you already did your own security survey."


"Both
 of us did one."

"Good. Then we're secure. If something can spy on us in Conversion, we're in serious trouble. Though our real
 key to being undetected is to keep them from suspecting us."

"That's not really possible," Trey pointed out. "Not for you, anyway, Lukhas."

"Well, they'll always be worried
 about me, but my efforts are intended to keep that on a mundane
 level. Make them mostly concerned with keeping me properly directed so that I follow their script when the time comes." He frowned, lines drawn into his face that hadn't been so clear only a couple of years before. "And the time's coming soon."

Taelin felt a faint chill down his spine. "How do you mean 'soon'?"

"No more than a year before it all goes straight to a second Fall," Lukhas said bluntly.

"Emperor's Name
 , Lukh. How sure are you?"

"Too sure, Taelin. Remember, I get all
 the reports – well, those that go through any channels I get to see, anyway – and knowing we've got a whole network of traitors or worse hiding in the Empire puts a whole
 different spin on what those reports say. On the surface it looks like the Empire's just being pressured from a lot of other directions, with maybe some overreaction internally. But with what we know about Shagrath and his allies? You can tell that something's very, very carefully playing every faction off against the other, ratcheting up the tensions in a coldly-calculated manner."

"But why?
 You've got to have some kind of idea by now of what Shagrath's after. Complete conquest of the Empire?"

Lukhas' face was so grim that Taelin's mouth went dry, and he saw Treyuusei bite her lip. "Nothing so sensible or mundane. I don't see the Empire surviving
 this, Taelin, Trey. Not the Reborn Empire, not the Zchoradan Meld, not the Ptialians, not even the other groups on the fringe like the R'Thann."

"But . . . then what . . .?"

"The only thing that makes sense of what Shagrath's doing – even though it's otherwise completely insane – is that his goal
 is to destroy every single galactic civilization within reach. He doesn't want to rule; he doesn't want to leave anything to
 rule. He's orchestrating an explosion of conflict that will cause everyone
 within fifteen or even twenty thousand lightyears to engage in all-out warfare and collapse the economies and eventually even the infrastructure of every star nation we know of in that volume."

Taelin felt as though a huge abyss had opened up beneath him, an abyss filled with incomprehensible horror. "But . . . why
 ? I mean, it makes sense to try to take something over
 , and the occasional psychopath might want to smash everything, but he's got an entire set of alien allies working with him. Are they some . . . invading empire, maybe? That would make sense, they're going to knock us down and take over."

Trey shook her head. "If they were, they're an empire we've never heard a thing about. How would Shagrath have managed all this without even Lukh hearing anything about the source of these . . . psionic allies of his?"

"But what kind of group
 – one big enough and old enough to do
 this kind of thing – deliberately sets out just to wreck everything? That's . . . that's a child with a tantrum, or a madman, or a demon, not something that . . ."

He trailed off, feeling that icy sensation spreading. "Fallen Towers
 ."

Lukh looked at him. "What is it, Taelin?"

"I think I
 might be going crazy," he said slowly. "But . . . something you said, something I said . . . put them together and I can make an insane kind of sense out of it, especially when I think about Sasham."

Treyuusei and Lukhas both thought about it for a moment; their eyebrows suddenly shot up at the same instant, but Trey spoke first. "You can't be serious, Taelin!"

"It makes sense
 . Insane sense, but if Lukh's right the whole situation is
 insane. He said we're heading for another Fall. And I said that only demons seek destruction for its own sake. Well . . . what if I'm literally
 correct? Then –"

"Then Shagrath and his allies are
 the Demons,
 " Lukhas breathed with a sort of horrified revelation. "Some kind of alien race that did
 exist back when Atlantaea did, worked with them, and then once it got a chance somehow took the whole civilization down. And now that we've seen how it's working here
 , it's all too believable. Psionic allies and manipulation on a grand scale . . . add extreme longevity to that, so that our adversaries can take centuries to work on a project? Yes. Yes, that would all work."

"And Shasham's faith . . . our
 faith, the research and belief in Atlantaea, that's probably what drew them back out," Trey picked up. "If you're right, they
 destroyed Atlantaea, for whatever reason, and we're trying to revive all that we can. So naturally we're targeted."

"By the Seven
 ," Lukhas said emphatically. "No wonder it was so hard to recognize
 . Invasion plans make sense
 . We're always trying to figure out the motives of our opposition, but we expect their motives to be ones we
 would understand. Now that I think of it this way, everything
 makes sense."

"And even harder for us to explain," Taelin said, feeling the weight of depressing certainty. "We can't talk about the Demons as if they were facts without sounding like a Believer nutcase, worse than Sash. Not without having a Demon, whatever they really are, for exhibit."

"Worse than that," Lukh said somberly. "The fact is that we have a swiftly-shrinking circle of people that we could
 tell. Most of the Five Families are compromised badly, so are most of the Greater Families, and there's starting to be extensive . . . conversion, I suppose we could say, of the Lesser. We need to get word to Sasham – I am certain he's still alive and uncaptured – but not in any way that will draw attention to us
 . And we need to prepare some kind of countermove."

Taelin thought a moment, then grinned. "I think I've got a way to get a message out. And an ally or two I can contact, if I do it right."

"Who?"

"Canta, that's who. We used associative code together years back, and while he wasn't nearly as good as me or Sash, I'm sure he'll still catch a simple couple of messages."

"He is
 under surveillance, you know. All of Varan's old associates are, except you – and that's only because of the way you got kicked out and re-accepted."

"Yeah. That's an issue, but I think Sash will try
 to contact him, and if we prep Canta for it in advance . . ."

"I like it. Remin Canta's also due for rotation to duty in Oro system fairly soon, so we may be able to use that." Lukh suddenly froze, struck by another thought. "And so is Commodore Morno."

"Veshdar
 Morno? Why in the Hells do you say that as though it's a good
 thing? I remember the beating he gave Varan –"

The grin spreading across Lukh's face startled Taelin into silence. "Well, what you don't
 know is that Varan managed to return the favor . . . on board Commodore Morno's own flagship . . . during a Ptialian-triggered honor challenge. And Morno let him go
 ."

Taelin tried to put that
 together; it took a few minutes, because making sense of that
 sequence of events meant changing his outlook on the former bully. "Morno captured
 him. He knew what the Navy said Varan was. And yet he let him go. Which means . . ."

"I think so, yes. His report
 emphasized that he had been given directives that maintaining peaceful cooperation with the Ptial was paramount, and that he thus had to both accept the challenge and abide by the results, and that's true . . . by the book. But Dragon Strikers aren't very by-the-book people usually, and Morno's record doesn't show him to be usually some slavish rules-addict. He could just as equally have justified the possible political break by relying on the general directives on psis."

"So Sash somehow convinced him that . . . what? He wasn't crazy?"

"At the least, I would say. And the fact that none of that showed up on the reports and such means Morno's keeping a very
 close rein on any of the facts surrounding the event."

"Okay, so maybe we can make use of that. But . . . it all comes down to somehow pulling off Shagrath's mask, or that of his allies, so that everyone will know."

"I know, little brother. And how we do that
 I'm not sure. But once we do
 know that we'll need to be ready to act. And for that
 part of the plan, I have some very definite roles for you and Trey to play . . ."

As Lukhas outlined that key part of their last-ditch effort to save the Empire, Taelin felt that grimness descending upon him once more. Their enemy was worse than they had imagined, they had no idea as to how to prove he even existed . . .


. . . and at best, when the time came, they would have one – and only one – chance to save the Empire. Because if they made even the smallest mistake, it would be their
 actions that would trigger a war of complete annihilation.


Chapter 13

Varan:



T

 win mandibles slashed at me, and I parried, reinforcing my parry with my psionic strength. I was still under the damper fields, yes, but it remained an edge that allowed me to hold the Grasper at bay just
 long enough to flip up and let the pressure on the blades squirt
 me higher, a seed shot from between two fingers, and somersault in midair. I landed on the Grasper's back and laid the vya-shadu
 across her eyes. "I win, I think."

A buzzing laugh. "You do, Captain Varan. A very
 impressive showing. I am not sure whether I am learning more of your people than you are of mine."

"I'd guess it's an even match there. I don't know how you were trained, but I know that most of what I knew about Zchorada was how to kill them, preferably at a distance, and something about your usual tactics and strategies. Your culture, or even personal combat preferences, weren't much discussed."

"It is . . . not that different for us," she admitted, and rattled around me; sounds told me she was opening the refrigerator of this training room. "Catch, Captain!"

I sensed the small object coming, reached out my hand and caught it without even looking around. Then it suddenly dawned on me:

A Zchorada had just walked behind
 me. Had just thrown
 something at me without warning.

And I felt not the slightest rise in my pulse, not the faintest hint of concern. A smile touched my lips, grew, and I threw back my head and laughed with a feeling of such joy and relief as I had hardly known, a cleansing rush of rightness
 that I had feared would never be mine again.

"What amuses you so, Captain?"

I turned to her and gave her a full Six-and-One. "Grasper, though your people neither planned nor knew it, you have done me a service beyond price. The hrizz-zamiza
 as you call it, the unthinking fear, the phobia I had of your people . . . it is gone. I no longer look about me and see evil and fear, no longer find the sound and movement and shape of Zchorada a horror impossible to bear. I am . . . myself
 again, and only through this imprisonment – this forced, inescapable exposure to that fear – have I found my way past it."

The mandibles fluttered in a pleased way. "This is a wonderful thing, Captain. That so cruel a necessity would produce such a marvelous result is . . . proper, it seems to me. It is what you deserve, at the least. I hope that means your remaining time with us will be somewhat less unpleasant."

I laughed again. "It will be immeasurably
 less unpleasant. Even pleasant, leaving aside the locked doors and psi-screens – not that I truly object to them. It's what we'd do in your place." Much less than what we'd do, especially with Shagrath in charge
 . "I just hope my friends get back soon."

"As do I. We are well past the halfway point of their allowed term." She shook herself with a clattering of chitinous armor like a dozen plates clashing. "Well, shall we attempt another passage at arms? I am –"

A low buzzing and a glow from her first thoracic segment cut her off. She cursed mildly in Zchoradan, but touched the comm; immediately the faint sounds of another Zchorada became audible, speaking the native language.


Something's wrong
 . I thought that before I was able to consciously recognize why
 I did. The Grasper of Sealed Holes was stiffening, slowly but clearly, her body unconsciously straightening as she listened to who was at the other end.

"Enough – I will come at once." She tilted her head at me, then called to the watching guards, "Bring our honored prisoner back to his room; I must attend an emergency meeting." Without even waiting to ensure I was properly under control, she scuttled out of the door.


That
 damped down my elation. Something terrible had happened, and given the circumstances, I couldn't think of too many candidates for that which wouldn't end up being bad for me.

Had Shagrath finally completed his maneuverings? Were we simply too slow? Was it now war?

No. It couldn't be. It might be wishful thinking on my part, but I didn't think he could
 be ready – not when Taelin, Lukh, and Trey were working against him. No matter how many people he'd suborned with his Kaital
 allies, I was sure that my friends would have found a way to avoid it, and with Lukh running
 Imperial Security, it was an absolute Towers-damned certainty that he'd find a way to slow down anything and everything Shagrath did.

I felt better even as I thought that. I knew
 Taelin, and he'd actually seen through Shagrath's lies on his own
 . I'd sent him just three words, and he'd not only read them, he'd accepted
 them and believed in me – and apparently so had Lukhas and Trey, if no one else. They were what the Five Families were supposed
 to be, and that meant that there was no way in all the Hells that they'd let the Reborn Empire fall. Not that fast.

But that did
 leave me with the mystery of my hosts' current problem. I shrugged after a few moments; there was literally no way for me to answer the question (short of breaking out or trying to read their minds, neither of them very diplomatic actions). So I sat down and began clearing my mind and preparing to practice my psionic skills again, as best I could under the pressure of the psi-screens. A while back they'd seemed to get even stronger, but things were a bit easier now; apparently they'd decided to back off on the pressure.

The practice lasted more than an hour, and still the Grasper had not returned, nor had anyone called. Perhaps the problem was more an internal
 one? A jailor, or more accurately the officer in charge
 of a prison, could have many things happen that would lead to a lot of worry and confusion. Despite her earlier discussion of how they tried to run their jails with kindness, I could easily imagine a prison break taking place. And that would surely be something to call the officer or warden out of their practice duel with a star prisoner.

Massaging my temples a bit, I walked over and tapped the door. "Is it time for lunch yet?" I asked.

"Momentarily, Captain," Hurrzador, my usual guard, replied. "I called it down ten minutes ago."

"Thank you very much, Hurrzador. I appreciate the thought."

"Your thanks are accepted; the service was minor."

Sure enough, within a few minutes my lunch arrived and I was able to start eating, having finally banished speculation about my hosts' current issues from my mind. I was just contemplating the dessert – a surprisingly tempting fluff-pastry with redfruit and cream filling – when the door gave its warning buzz and opened.

The Grasper stood in the doorway, and I could tell just from the rigidity of her mandibles that things were very, very bad. "Grasper? What is wrong?"

She entered, stiffly, slowly, her feet whispering in a subdued scraping on the deck. "The Empire knows."

"Knows? Knows what?"

"The Empire knows that you are here
 ."

I heard my breath whistle in past my teeth. Torline's
 Swords. The Empire knows the Zchorada have me?
 "How? How could they possibly
 know?"

"That they have not told us; a spy we have not yet caught, perhaps. But when they contacted our people, it was with absolute knowledge. They could even tell us which cell you were held in."

I swallowed. This was about as bad a situation as I had ever imagined. "And . . . what do they want?"

"You, Captain Varan. They ask that the Zchoradan Meld turn Captain Sasham Varan, known psionic and renegade, over to the Empire for trial and, presumably, execution."


Sinking Towers, no.
 "And what does the Vmee Zschorhaza say to this?"

"They have attempted to dissemble and negotiate. Apparently the first contact was a few weeks ago. The emergency call . . . well, the Empire has run out of what minimal patience it has displayed of recent. They are sending an emissary to retrieve you. If we do not cooperate . . . it is strongly implied that this will begin the war we have been so desperately trying to avoid."

My mouth was dry. They can't afford to go to war yet. They haven't even accepted what their true enemy is; without that they haven't got a chance.
 "How long?"

"Based on the messages?" The Grasper paused, then looked down. "The emissary's vessel will arrive in-system in three weeks."


Three weeks
 .

My deadline was a lot closer than I had thought . . . and there was no way to let my friends know.

And if this "emissary" did
 get me on board his ship . . . I was pretty sure that "deadline" would become, very suddenly, literal.


Chapter 14

The Eönwyl:



"Q

 uery: We are near to arrival?"

The Eönwyl nodded as she strapped herself into the command chair. "Very near, yes, Hmmmseeth. Please secure yourself. I do not expect
 any difficulties, but –"

"But prudence is wise. Understood." The creature went to the chair that had been modified for its use, settled in, and wrapped the multipoint harness around itself. The harness tightened and pinged loudly to announce that it was properly secured. "Information: I am ready, Eönwyl."

"Good." She activated the intercom. "Conversion Downbreak imminent, Doctor Guvthor, Doctor Sooovickalassa. Please make sure you are properly restrained."

A few minutes later, the blaze of Downbreak enveloped the hull of The Eönwyl
 and the ship emerged into normal space. All sensors scanned the area and reported no immediate threats. Thank all the powers that might exist for that. We threaded the gantlet of gateways and TC travel through the entire Empire and – just maybe – we've done it without alerting anyone!


"Zhiraz control," she said into the D-Comm, "This is The Eönwyl,
 returning from a mission for the Vmee Zschorza
 . Please notify said council and please advise as to desired course."

"Eönwyl,
 acknowledged," came the answer, after a few moments of slightly tense waiting. "The Vmee Zschorza
 will require some time to assemble. Until further notice, you may take the designated orbit around the primary planet."

"So far so good," she murmured to herself as she set her ship on that course. "Not under fire or directions to turn ourselves in. Better than the last time we came here."

"Indeed it is," Guvthor's voice agreed in its usual booming way. "I much
 prefer being welcomed to a parking orbit to being surrounded by warships. The latter seems much less friendly."


Although this will matter little if Hmmmseeth's testimony cannot sway them,
 Vick pointed out.

"It's the best we've got," the Eönwyl said, trying to banish the doubt and worry in her heart. "I mean, really, if they accept that we believe
 our story at all, they know
 they set us a near-impossible challenge."

"Comment: That truth may still not carry much weight in convincing them," Hmmmseeth said. "Yet I will do my best to pay Rational Debt, and if these are psionics they will see the sincerity."

"I hope so."

To keep herself distracted, she unstrapped and went to the engine room and began routine maintenance. There were some unbalanced coils and other typical signs of having driven a TC drive for long distances, and these would require the usual maintenance. Even here she could not entirely escape Varan's memory; they had spent so much time together working on the ship that she found she now associated
 Sasham Varan with her own vessel's caretaking – a thought she would have found offensively ludicrous not three years ago. I have changed. I hope it is for the better, but clearly I have changed.


In the midst of preparing herself a small meal, the communicator buzzed. "The Vmee Zschorza
 is assembling and will meet with you immediately, Eönwyl,
 " transmitted the Zchoradan control vessel. "You are cleared for landing at these coordinates. Please be prepared to be escorted by armed guard directly to the Vmee."

"Understood. I will be landing shortly." She breathed out a sigh of relief. "It's time, gentlemen."


And then perhaps we can actually take
 effective action against our adversary!
 The accompanying mental image included a lot of claws and teeth.

"We can but hope, Vick. I've sure got a list of faces that could use some forcible rearrangement." Shagrath being at the very top, of course. But that's probably more Sasham's job than ours.


The thought of Sasham – now no longer uncounted lightyears away, but a few thousand kilometers and drawing nearer as they descended – sent a worried pang through her heart. He was so terrified when we left him. How is he? Has he even survived?


Though not precisely designed for human vessels, the linkages for the Zchoradan port managed to connect after a few moments, and she saw the proper lights appear on her board. Accompanied by Hmmmseeth, she descended through the decks to reach the main cargo hold.

This was of course necessary, since Guvthor Hok Guvthor could neither enter nor exit via any other manner than the main cargo doors. The doors opened and the loading ramp extruded; as it did so, the Eönwyl could see several ranks of armed Zchorada waiting nearby. They did not make any threatening movements, however, but waited in more of an honor formation as the four of them descended the ramp. An odd group we must make,
 she thought with a faint amusement. One tall skinny human, one huge Thovian, a scaly R'Thann, and a floating purple single-eyed alien they probably have never seen before.


The guard closed ranks around them and escorted them swiftly along. The Eönwyl thought she recognized at least part of the route, and sure enough it was not long before they approached a set of very familiar doors – ancient, of solid wood bound and decorated with metal worn smooth over hundreds or even thousands of years.

The Vmee Zschorza
 met in the Heart of Nests, an amphitheatre whose roof was fifteen meters above their heads, dimly lit with the preferred reddish lighting of the Zchorada. As the visitors and witnesses they were standing in the center of the amphitheatre, surrounded by a three-meter tier of stone. On that tier of stone, each in a bowl-shaped depression carven from the very stone of that tier, were the thirteen senior members of the Vmee Zschorza
 , and in the center, facing her in a slightly elevated bowl, the Vmee Zschorhaza
 , the ultimate leader of all the Nests of the Zchorada. The air was warm and humid, but not stifling.

The three who had been there previously made their best effort at the mandibular-salute of respect, arms substituting for the long, scythelike mandibles of the centipedal aliens. The Vmee returned the gesture; Hmmmseeth merely bobbed in place, the gesture being one he could not easily emulate.

"Welcome back, Eönwyl, Guvthor Hok Guvthor, Master of the Dawning Light Sooovickalassa," said the Zschorhaza. "You have returned with some small time remaining to you in the year you were granted. Does this mean that you have evidence to present to the Vmee Zschorza of the story we were told by yourself and Captain Varan previously?"

"It does, Zschorhaza," she answered. "Do we have your permission to proceed?"

"You do indeed. We are most eager to hear what possible evidence you may have obtained."

She turned and gestured. "Vmee Zschorza, I present to you all Hmmmseeth, a Researcher of the species Mydrwyll. He has been briefed on the situation, and is prepared. I invite Rizzivor, or any other Master of Minds you may have, to first examine him and assure yourselves that he is here of his own will and will speak of his own accord, and is untampered with."

The red-mandibled Rizzivor scuttled a few steps forward and gazed down. Hmmmseeth quivered momentarily but otherwise remained still. After a few moments, Rizzivor withdrew. "This is a witness present of his own will, mind untampered with. His evidence will be presented and we will read it untroubled."

Hmmmseeth moved forward slightly. "Query: Are any of you familiar with comparative cultural sentiology as a discipline?"

One of the Vmee raised itself slightly in its cupped depression. "I have studied the subject area somewhat."

"Good. This is the discipline of my specialization, and my evidence is of that field."

The Vmee Zschorza buzzed among themselves for a few moments. "Very well," said the Zschorhaza. "We understand the basic concepts and are ready to listen."

"Acknowledged. Then observe and understand."

Hmmmseeth had not been idle in the months aboard The Eönwyl.
 He had assembled his information and carefully planned the method and format of his presentation to convey his data and theory in the most emphatic manner possible. He had studied what information they had on the Zchorada, so that he could tailor the images, words, and phrases to best effect.

Now that effort paid off. The Eönwyl watched as the Mydrwyll scientist carefully, systematically, and convincingly presented first an outline of his profession and field of study, then a detailed sketch of his work in attempting to understand and model the evolution of societies in the galaxy, and the difficulties he had encountered.

"Found situation intolerable. Theory appeared sound. Models designed well. Outputs violated known parameters in unsupportable ways, yet could find no flaw in models.

"Then Captain Sasham Varan pointed out that this situation could only be possible if a vital factor was missing – a factor that changed the behavior of civilizations
 ."

A murmur went around the shadowy room, but no questions were asked . . . yet.

"Given this point, it was clear that – for scientific parsimony – such factor must itself be consistent. Proceeded to devise and model multiple possible parametric factors to determine characteristics of unknown factor. Eventually found a single set of parameters that described an unknown, active factor whose behavior fit predictive model perfectly. Modeling on multiple known prior civilizations produced expected results." Hmmmseeth paused. "Modeling on current civilizations indicates that total war and collapse is imminent."

The Vmee Zschorhaza quieted the following murmurs. "Can you describe – in non-technical terms – this . . . factor you have discovered that makes your models function?"

Hmmmseeth bobbed, and his eye glowed yellow. "Malevolent," he answered. "Deliberate, long-term design of infiltration and destruction, coordinated collapse."

The entire council was silent for moments. Then Rizzivor spoke. "What level of confidence do you assign to the existence of this . . . factor?"

"Highest confidence short of verification," Hmmmseeth responded instantly. "Other aspects of model verified. Other results consistent. No other alternative has provided results approaching the accuracy of current model. Will stake personal and professional reputation, and personal existence if necessary, on these results. I owe Rational Debt to Captain Sasham Varan, and for the payment of that I have abandoned my home and crossed fifteen thousand lightyears to address this company." Hmmmseeth paused for an instant, and then, before anyone else could speak, continued. "There is an Enemy. An Enemy of all existing civilizations from the First Civilization to today. And I believe Captain Sasham Varan has met
 this Enemy."

One of the other members of the Vmee Zschorza raised herself. "These results are impressive and disquieting, but they remain theoretical. They are models. The Nests were hoping for something more . . . material in the way of evidence."

The Eönwyl closed her eyes, took a breath, stepped forward. "If I may speak?"

"Granted."

"Put bluntly, if you accept the description of our adversary – that we gave you almost a year ago – what possible material
 evidence could we present?" she demanded. "I suppose we could
 have attempted to infiltrate the Empire and kidnap Shagrath, but if he's even one-tenth
 as dangerous as we think, how would we have held
 him? Or if he'd gone with us, we'd have been bringing the enemy here
 . The same is true of the Kaital
 . They are bodiless. I have no idea if you can
 catch a psionic lifeform, but I know by the Towers
 that my ship doesn't have the means.

"You've seen our minds. You've read Hmmmseeth as well, and know he's not influenced or changed by any of us. He's given you the only evidence I can imagine for what we've claimed – the evidence that the Demons of Atlantaea existed
 – and at least one of them is still here, alive, and working against all of us. We've done
 what you demanded – gone out, on our own, without anyone's help, and found you evidence." She glared up at the Vmee Zschorhaza, and then around at the others. "You took Sasham Varan hostage
 for this. Well, we've done our part! It's time for you to do yours!"

There was a long pause, and then a murmuring in Zchoradan that she could not follow. It began to grow in volume, but suddenly both Rizzivor and the Vmee Zschorhaza screeched, overriding the others. "ENOUGH!" the leader of the Zchorada said, and then more quietly, "Enough. The Eönwyl is correct. And I believe you, Hmmmseeth of the Mydrwyll. We have seen . . . disquieting things ourselves. We were debating the course to take before; with this evidence, should we continue debate? I say no.
 My predecessor says no. Rizzivor says no. We – all the Nests of the Zchorada – are in danger. I demand an immediate vote of the Vmee Zschorza. The Nests assembled have already met on this general matter, and given it to us to decide."

The Eönwyl found herself holding her breath as the voting – in Zchoradan, naturally – began. Thirteen. Unless one abstains they have to reach a majority, but I'm not sure whether that's enough. Deciding war? Is that a majority, or do you need two-thirds or three-quarters or nine-tenths?

Finally the hall fell silent, and the Vmee Zschorhaza rose to face them once more. "It is decided.

"The Vmee Zschorza accepts your evidence and your deeds, and on that recognition accepts that it is our duty to accept the alliance Captain Sasham Varan proposed when first you arrived." He tilted his head. "Tell the Grasper –"

A brilliant white light blazed near the leader's bowl; instantly the others went rigid as the Zschorhaza answered. A moment later, the huge-mandibled head turned and then rose high in apology. "It seems we have a more immediate problem, Eönwyl.

"A small Imperial task force has arrived . . . and is demanding the surrender of Captain Sasham Varan."


Chapter 15

Varan:



T

 he door slid open without warning and the Grasper lunged in. "Captain! Captain Varan, come swiftly!
 "

Even under ordinary circumstances I wouldn't question an order from a jailor, but the grim panic in the Grasper's voice lent it vastly more urgency. I rose from my chair; the Grasper was already turning away and I followed, feeling a rising sense of nervousness. Well, she didn't come with additional guards; I presume I'm not in trouble.
 "What has happened, Grasper? Where are we going?"

"You are summoned by the Vmee themselves; your friends have returned and given evidence sufficient to convince the Vmee that you were correct all along about your Empire and those now guiding it."


Vindicated!
 I felt my broadest grin spreading across my face, realizing that this meant that not only would I be free . . . the Eönwyl
 was here, was not more than a few hundred meters from me now! She was here, she had come for me, and –

But that would be no reason for panic. "What, then, is wrong?"

"It has been three weeks."

"Three . . . Torline's Swords
 . The emissary from the Reborn Empire –"

"—arrived within moments of the Vmee's acceptance of your friends' testimony," the Grasper finished. "Yes. And there is still a powerful minority that thinks the evidence at least somewhat weak, and believes that appeasing the Empire is the wiser long-term course. Even a few more months to a year would naturally give us more time to fortify –"

"—but of course the same's true of the Empire. Niaadea's Name
 , what rotten timing. A few hours
 and we'd have been well away and you'd at least have had an excuse for not handing me over." We passed, for the first time since I had been imprisoned, through the entrance of the prison, and I felt the psionic dampers lifting away, my psi-powers fully awakening. Despite the situation, that gave me a surge of confidence and elation. I was, finally, completely myself again. Despite the fuzz of many other psi-shields, I was sure I could sense the most beautiful mind in any world ahead of me. She's there. The Eönwyl is there.
 "What now?"

"Your friends' ship has been hidden. They are now in a room to the side of the Heart of Nests and we hope to at least conceal their presence from their emissary."

I thought fast. Shagrath won't want to give the Zchorada any evidence of my testimony's accuracy. So they're not going to send down a
 Kaital. But I will bet every Eternal I've ever owned that there's one running this task force. Maybe two or three.
 "So there's at least going to be discussion of turning me over, and they'll need to exhibit me."

"Yes. Had the agreements between the Vmee and you and your crew been finalized
 , you would have been able to depart, and the Zchorada would have been committed. But the situation changed at the worst possible moment, and the minority's position is much stronger than it was mere minutes ago."

"So . . . it's possible they will vote to turn me over to the Empire
 ?"

When the Grasper hesitated, I understood, and felt my gut tightening to steel-cable tautness. "There's a good chance of them turning me over."

"I am . . . afraid so."

"Do they understand I have absolutely no intention
 of allowing that?"

"The Vmee Zschorhaza certainly does. Many others in the Vmee overall. But as the demands do not require you to be alive
 . . ."

Perfect. The allies I could
 have had moments ago might actually shoot me down so they could turn my body
 over to the Imperials. Something which would be just fine as far as Shagrath was concerned. "Grasper, if I am not presumptuous, you are on my side in this, yes?"

She did not hesitate. "Absolutely, Captain. The Vmee were convinced you had told us the truth, and if so, it is the very existence
 of all Nests that hangs in the balance. These cowardly . . ." she used a term in Zchoradan that meant, roughly, scavengers of offal, " . . . believe they can avoid the digger forever by sacrificing another Nest. In the end, there will be no Nests left to sacrifice."

"Then I need you to do me a favor. Will you be able to speak to any of the Vmee?"

"I will, but a few words only, and not to the Vmee as a whole. I am sure I could manage to speak with any given member, but only, as I said, briefly. The situation is desperate."

"Okay. Then tell . . ." I thought back over the Vmee I'd seen, ". . . tell Rizzivor this." I paused, making sure I condensed everything into as few words as possible. "Tell him, 'When the time comes, I need you to follow my lead, and drop the shields.'"

"He will want assurance that you will harm none of the Vmee."

"I will direct absolutely no attack against the Vmee or any of the Zchorada."

"Then I will do this."

"Thank you." I saw restraints in her claws. "I suppose I will have to be bound as a prisoner when presented."

"It is so." Her voice was apologetic; her next words, however, were lighter. "However, it is possible that these restraints may have failed to lock when placed on you."

I grinned, despite the growing tension of the situation. "I don't suppose my weapons might have happened to end up near me."

"Let us not expect the impossible," she said.

We came to a small room, unfurnished except for a pair of Zchoradan rest stands. The Grasper gestured for me to wait. "I must see if they are prepared . . . and pass on your message, of course."

The doors locked behind her. I took the opportunity to bring up the full discipline of Tor,
 from Fast Center to White Vision all the way through Mind Center. I must be absolutely calm, absolutely focused, ready for any event, yet anticipating none, only reacting to what
 is rather than what I hope or fear.


I could sense, very faintly, the Eönwyl's presence in another direction; Sooovickalassa was with her and, I guessed, so was Guvthor – though his Thovian resistance to mental powers made it impossible to be sure. At least they'll have a chance to get away, if things go badly here.


After a few more moments, the far door opened, and the Grasper beckoned me forward. "The message is delivered. The Vmee
 await you – as does the Imperial emissary. I pray to the Nests that you have a plan."

"I have a plan. It's a desperate one, and if it fails you're probably at war. But you would be soon enough anyway."

"I understand." She fell silent for the next few moments. Then the ancient wooden doors loomed before me. She buzz-whispered "Luck go with you," and then shoved the doors open.

The Heart of Nests was the same as I remembered . . . and not the same, with the prior overlay of unreasoning horror removed. Now I could appreciate the ancient, alien yet understandable beauty that lay within the worn, curved carvings of stone that supported the Vmee
 who lay above, rising to see me as I was conducted across the broad stone floor towards the three human figures waiting there; two in full armor, and the third in the uniform of an Admiral. As he turned, I recognized him: Altelle Dor'Kane, one of the first branch of that member of the Five Families.

"Admiral," I said, nodding to him.

"So they did
 have you," he murmured. "Even with the assurances I wasn't sure I believed it." He looked up at the Vmee
 . "May I assume that you are relinquishing all claim on this man?"

The Vmee Zschorhaza raised and lowered his mandibles. "You claim he is a traitor and guilty of high crimes towards your people. While we have a claim on him as well, in the interests of preventing open warfare, we will allow you to take him."

"Then our business is concluded," he said, and gestured to the power-armored guards.

I knew those two would have psi-shields on them, and likely would include such on any restraints they placed on me. This was the last instant I could act.

I concentrated, boosted my speed and strength as far as I dared. Instantly the guards slowed, startlingly so; I had expected to see them moving at what seemed a slow, deliberate pace, but instead they were turning so slowly in my direction that I felt I could run multiple times around them before they completed the turn. Rather than test that, I merely ran off to the side – so swiftly I could see
 their eyes trying, and failing, to keep track of me – and shed the restraints. I hurled one at each armored trooper as hard as my enhanced strength allowed.

To my utter astonishment, the restraints did not merely stagger the power-armored warriors, but punched through
 the e-steel armor and sent both flying aside, dead or badly injured. "NOW!" I shouted.

And for one moment, the psi-shields defending the Vmee Zschorza
 dropped. I reached out, scanning, calling on as many of the Zchorada to join me as possible, stretching, seeking –

And I heard a distant screaming.

Instantly I locked onto that sensation, saw
 a small, fast emissary vessel and sensed the presence of not one but two
 Kaital.

Hesitation would be fatal. We could not afford Shagrath learning exactly what had happened here. The Zchorada saw my mind, read my intent; the psionic conversation took less time to consider all possible courses of action than it took my body to blink once, and then we were united.

My power, joined with that of half the active psis on all of Zchorada itself, lashed out, caught the ship and its shocked occupants in a monstrous vise of mental power. For an instant I felt resistance as those hideous energy-eating things
 sought to win their freedom and perhaps more by consuming the very minds that attacked them; but then there was the sensation of shock, disbelief that the power ranged against them could be nearly so great –

- and the vise closed
 . Two minds – and, I sensed with an aching moment of regret, others far weaker – collapsed like drifting soap-bubbles in the draft of a furnace. The ship itself crumpled like a reed beneath a boot and exploded, erasing all trace of its existence from the cosmos.

The shields came back up.

Instantly there was a screeching and rattling and grinding of multiple Zchoradan voices raised in anger, fear, and confusion; despite the disappearance of my phobia, I still winced inwardly as well as outwardly from the fury and savagery of the exchanges; Admiral Dor'Kane shrank back, face drawn and shocked, gaze darting from me to the two fallen Guardsmen to the Vmee, who were now raised up in near-attack posture. Some of the Zchoradan tones reached the ultrasonic, piercing the ears with not-quite-heard daggers of sound.

Finally the argument began to subside, though it had been a very near thing indeed; I saw Rizzivor sliding his sidearm back into its holster, hiding the gesture from the rest of the Vmee. It must have been within instants of turning into all-out conflict.


Finally the Vmee Zschorhaza
 turned to me. "Captain Varan, you doubtless understand the situation. Have you anything to say to the Vmee, especially those who were in favor of turning you over to the Admiral?"

"Yes. Simply this: your people assisted in that attack. Ask them
 of the two minds they sensed. Were they an artifact of my allies? Were they a phantom concocted by the madness the Empire claims?"

Rizzivor raised himself up two segments. "I speak for the Masters of Minds. The beings upon that vessel fit, in every particular, the description given us of the 'Kaital'. They were of no species we have ever encountered before, and their minds were utterly beyond the ability of any Master to defeat alone. Only such an instantaneous and merciless strike would allow us to prevent them from communicating with their allies or masters. They were actively hostile to the Nests as well as to Captain Varan. This is the independent proof we have sought."

"Yet you risked the Vmee
 for this proof," another of the Vmee
 said. "They would not have threatened us –"

"Not today, perhaps," Rizzivor said, cutting her off. "But sense this mind, Ezzxalvi; is there anything of mercy within it? Anything, even, that hints of a possibility of co-existence?"

I could see Ezzxalvi quiver as Rizzivor transmitted the precise sensations of the Kaital
 – this time through a mind that was fully alert and had understood precisely what it was seeing – into his compatriot's brain. She gave a tiny screech, then sat there, quivering, for several moments before finally rousing herself. "No," she buzzed at last. "No. That is . . . that is beyond words, perhaps beyond thought. It is well they are destroyed."

The Zchoradan council exchanged a few more sentences in their own tongue, and then Ezzxalvi turned her head to me. "All objections have been withdrawn. The Vmee Zschorza
 is unanimous. Your alliance is accepted." A ripple of fear and anticipation chased the echoes around the room, as the Admiral stared in shock. "Now we must hope that you also bring us knowledge of how this abomination can be defeated."

I smiled, feeling a tremendous weight lifted from my mind. Terrible things still lay ahead . . . but now we had the chance we needed. "I think we do," I said. "But before anything else, I want to see my friends."

A wave of rattling laughter swept the Heart of Nests. "And well you should," said the Vmee Zschorhaza. "Call in the Grasper; Admiral, I am afraid you are now a prisoner of the Zchoradan Meld, and if your Guardsmen survive, they as well."

As the stunned Admiral was half-led, half-dragged from the room, the main doors burst open; framed in the opening was the titanic form of Guvthor Hok Guvthor, the whip-thin shape of Dr. Sooovickalassa, the low tentacled form that I knew must be Hmmmseeth . . .

And sprinting ahead of them, into my arms, the Eönwyl.


Section Two: Hosts Assembled and Foreseen


Chapter 16

The Eönwyl:



F

 or once, she didn't care the slightest bit about being controlled or measured; she ran, ran ahead of the others and caught up Sasham, kissing him even as she lifted
 him off the ground and spun, hugging him so tight she heard him grunt in surprise. She laughed, kissed him again, hugged and spun once more, and then stopped, but didn't let go. "I missed you," she said finally.

He laughed and touched her hair, ran his hands through it, his gray eyes wide and filled with tears of happiness. "Torline's Swords
 , I missed you."

Just hearing that archaic oath made her feel as though everything was finally right
 again, and she heard her own laugh echo through the Heart of Nests.


Such greetings are well and good,
 came the mind-voice of Vick, but we
 do have more important business to hand.
 Despite the words, the R'Thann's thoughts were suffused with a cheerful approval that was at odds with his usual calculated exterior.

Guvthor, of course, was never one for restraint; his own booming laugh vibrated the oversight nests above. "Let us not hurry them, friends; this has been a long separation and one filled with a great
 deal of uncertainty."

But Sasham reluctantly pulled away from her. She allowed it; after all, we'll be together from now on.


He turned first to the purple-skinned Mydrwyll and bowed deeply, presenting a full Six-and-One to Hmmmseeth. "I have no words sufficient to express my thanks, Child of the Seventh Hmmmseeth," he said. "I had hoped my friends guessed the meaning of a single word aright, but there were still so many –"

"Thanks are un-needed, Captain Sasham Varan," the many-tentacled creature responded, eye focused entirely on Varan. "You were owed Rational Debt; now, it seems that you are fighting a battle for all intelligent creatures, and Debt is even greater. I will assist you in this war as best I can."

He grinned, the lightning-flash of white she had missed more than she could say. "You've already assisted by getting me out – just in time."

He turned again, this time to the Vmee. "And my thanks to all of you, for giving my friends the time, and hearing them." He looked to the side, at the red-and-black Rizzivor. "And especially to you, for believing me and summoning the Minds of Power to stand by me against a foe I could never have defeated alone."

The Vmee Zschorhaza dipped his mandibles twice. "We merely fulfilled an agreement – and had nearly reneged. You owe us no thanks."

"And while I, and the Masters of Minds, accept your appreciation," Rizzivor said slowly, "I believe you may underestimate yourself. It was far from merely our
 power that crushed the Kaital
 so completely. One mind stood apart and above all the others, Captain Varan, and that one was your own."

He blinked in obvious surprise. "Are you . . . yes, I sense you are serious. But . . ." He shook his head. "Never mind, we have other issues to attend to."

"Yes," said the Eönwyl. "Vmee, what about the other members of the Admiral's task force?"

"Under control," answered another Zchoradan, a large squat creature with brown-and-green patterning. "Once their primary emissary vessel was dispatched without visible agency, the remainder surrendered immediately."

She looked at Sasham. "Sash, are there any –"

"—no," he answered instantly. "If there were any other Kaital
 anywhere in this region, I'd have known. There're no Kaital
 or any active psis in that fleet, so no messages getting out."

A minimally useful fact, if at all. Shagrath will undoubtedly know they have been destroyed – if not now, certainly within a few days.

"Indeed, my R'Thann friend," Guvthor said. "Yet still very useful. He cannot act
 as though he knows for quite some time, unless he is ready to tear the mask off. Oh, he will be able to prepare and position his forces and responses to be . . . fortuitously conducive to whatever action he decides to take, ultimately, but that action itself is still constrained by the time it would reasonably take for him to deduce that mission's failure. Weeks, perhaps a few months."

"We must plan our actions as swiftly as may be," the Vmee Zschorhaza said. "We are now committed to this alliance, and these events prove that we would soon be in opposition to your Reborn Empire in any case. But the situation is grave, and our analysts do not believe we have a great deal of time. Have you a plan, Sasham Varan?"

She sensed a new tension in him now, but it seemed . . . calmer. He made decisions, he thought things through, while we were gone. Well, he had time.


"I do," he said finally. "Parts of that plan will be kept to as few people as possible, because it's going to be delicate . . . by the Towers, it's going to be as delicate as any operation I've ever heard of. But in the end it's still going to come down to war. The only question will be if we can make it so that the war can be won
 , rather than everyone losing, which is what's going to happen if Shagrath's plans go into motion. I think it can
 be won, and if we just have enough time, we have the people to do it."

He looked around at the Vmee Zschorza
 , and she suddenly realized there was no longer any trace of the tension and fear she remembered. Sasham? Are you . . .?



Cured,
 he thought back, with the impression of a joyous smile. What has been called 'immersive reversion' therapy. I
 had to be surrounded by Zchoradans, and by so being – and by them proving that they were nonetheless honorable and reasonable beings – I finally overcame that fear and I am, at last,
 whole.


He raised his arms in salute twice. "First, you know what must be done here in the Meld. You must assemble the greatest fleet the Zchoradan Meld has ever fielded, and prepare them to be directed to a single target."

The Vmee stiffened. "A single
 target? Captain, your Reborn Empire has tens of thousands of worlds and ships to match."

"No doubt," Guvthor boomed out, "yet Captain Varan is correct. There is, in this shadow war, only one true target, only one real enemy, and that is Shagrath."

Sasham nodded, and she could feel
 the rightness of this decision, even though she couldn't even begin to fathom how it could all be brought about. "Oro. The Capital of the Empire itself. That's where Shagrath is. That's where the center of the Kaital
 on his side are, I'm certain of it. We have to break them
 if we are to save anything. But more, we're going to have to have to break belief
 in them, change their story to the truth."


That,
 Vick thought, sounds like much the harder problem.


"It's going to be difficult as the Hells," Sasham admitted. "I have a good idea of how to pull it off, but that's for later. Meanwhile, we also need to figure out how to coordinate
 everything, because we need to gather in our allies. Vick, I know that Shagrath can mentally reach insane distances. How far can people like us
 communicate, outside of mindshields?"

A sensation of a bladed smile. A very long distance indeed, especially if it is mind-to-mind with both minds capable telepaths. The same is true of many other powers.


"Then are you
 now strong enough to reach Thann'ta and the Master of the Final Light? Could you tell him that it is time for the R'Thann to assemble their
 forces as well and meet us at Thovia?"

I will have to attempt it. You have grown vastly stronger than I in this time, but I, too, am stronger far than I was but a few months agone.

"Psionic communication will indeed be a vital factor," Rizzivor said with a bob of his mandibles. "The Zchorada will assist in this. With the power of our Masters of Minds, a link to your Thann'ta should be quite feasible." He looked to the Eönwyl. "You, Eönwyl, will require much training, as you will be a vital part of the force."

She blinked. "What do you mean? I'm just a –"

"You are far
 from 'just a trader', which I believe you were about to say," Rizzivor cut her off. "You are a psionic, blessed with one of the rarest abilities known – intala
 , as the ancient texts of your people call it, combat prescience, the ability to enter a deadly situation and sense
 which of many courses of action is the correct one to take. But you have done little with
 this power."


You are correct,
 Vick said, and she sensed his understanding . . . and an anticipatory amusement she did not like at all. She has avoided grasping this weapon that has been gifted to her, and no longer can that be tolerated. For it is
 clear what position she must occupy when the time comes.


A terrible, disbelieving foreboding stole over her. "No. I don't think you're saying what I think –"

Guvthor's laugh boomed throughout the Heart of Nests. "Of course
 they are, my intrepid trading friend. We will be assembling the greatest – and most diverse – combat force in the modern history of the Galaxy. They must be directed and coordinated correctly
 and there will be barely time to assemble these forces, hardly any to train them in coordinated maneuvers. You
 will be the Commander of Fleets, the Director of Combat, the High Admiral of the assembled warships of all the worlds we can ally to our cause!"

Appalled understanding broke through. Collapsing
 walls,
 no! "I can't possibly
 do that!" she heard herself say. That was, itself, a shock; her entire life
 had been built around declaring that she would
 do something.

But, she realized even in that instant, that was because it had been solely
 her life. Her life, her ship, her choices, her risks. The few times others depended on her it was still personal
 , it was people on board her
 ship, her
 friends. It was nothing that lay beyond that, that placed her in a position to affect the lives of millions, billions, quadrillions
 of others across the galaxy. I can't do that,
 she heard, echoing inside her.

"You must
 ," Rizzivor said, and his deep buzzing voice was resolved. "And you must begin that training now
 , for time is increasingly our enemy."

She stared at them in disbelief. Me? Command a fleet? I've never directed more than three
 ships in my life, and that as a trader! I'm not an admiral, I'm just a free trader –


Varan's hand came to rest on her shoulder, and she looked, slightly down as always, into his gray eyes, eyes filled with both sympathy and grim agreement. "They're right, you know," he said quietly. "And I mean that: you know
 ."

She swallowed. "I don't want
 to know. Sasham, I'm not –"

"I understand. Believe
 me, Eönwyl, I understand. I didn't want to become . . . what I am now. Either a psi, or a revolutionary. But I had to face it anyway. Ask yourself, Eönwyl. Ask that sense
 of yours. What is it telling you?
 "

She sighed, closed her eyes and calmed herself, then reached out, into that part of her mind she had only recently begun to understand. What should I do
 ?

Instantaneously, absolute certainty came. It did nothing to dispel her fears, her doubts about herself or gut-deep revulsion about taking control of others' courses and destinies, but at the same time it was absolute and undeniable.

She opened her eyes, and saw the sad certainty mirrored in his own. "They . . . are right." She took his hand. "But at least we'll be together."

The shift of his expression jolted her. "We will
 be –"

"—not right away, no. Not once we really start," he said reluctantly. "Eönwyl, you, Vick, Guvthor, you have to gather whatever we can get from Thann'ta, and the few ships Thovia can offer, and get everything unified here, while the Zchorada are getting the main fleet together. And me . . . I've got another mission that no one else can carry out."

"What? You mean . . . oh." With a tremendous effort she forced protests back. She knew already that they would have no effect. "Ptial."

"Right. And – I'll explain later – the Empire, too. But that's going to be touchy. I'm only
 talking about that on board The Eönwyl,
 where I know we can't be spied on by anything
 ."


So I have to learn to be a, what, prescient commander of starfleets, and you have to go recruiting
 more fleets for me.
 She nodded her head finally.

"But not right away," he said, and his smile brought her own back. "I think that even we can take a few days."


If you
 insist, I suppose
 , Vick thought, but there was an overlay of a smile that took the sting from the thought.

"Indeed," Guvthor said, and the rattling buzz around the Heart of Nests was laughter in a Zchoradan vein. "Only
 a few days, but I think even destiny can be held in abeyance for that long."

"Then a few days it is. Make your own plans and preparations in that time as well," the Vmee Zschorhaza said. "For our enemy will not give us more time than he must."


Chapter 17

Shagrath:



I

 have passed
 beyond rage and reached uttermost calm
 , Shagrath noted with a faint surprise.


Varan has eluded me again
 .

There should have been no trouble in this mission. He knew
 Varan was being held by the Zchorada. He had remained there, a prisoner, for months
 . Admittedly, there was that annoying and not entirely explicable blurring
 around him, but there was no doubt that it was, in fact, Varan; though the details of the figure could not be made out, its movements and posture and other factors – such as its routine to practice the easily-recognized forms of Tor
 – made it certain.

He was also certain he had read the Vmee
 correctly. They were naturally not trusting
 of the Empire, but they were not yet ready – and perhaps never would
 be truly ready – to confront the Reborn Empire directly, so giving up Varan for the sake of even a few months unmolested would be a fine bargain.

Shagrath had even considered the possibility that Varan had told them everything he knew, but without evidence? They would not have credited it.

He shook his head, still trying to find his center as he thought. The ritual would not work if he was not focused. What if Varan did
 have evidence? There was the nagging, simple fact that Shagrath had never quite figured out how
 Varan had seen through the façade that should have utterly deceived him. Obviously he had been assisted, nearly from the first, by Doctor Sooovickalassa, but the R'Thann surely hadn't had the faintest idea of what Shagrath was; had he had such suspicions before Varan's advent, he would have acted on them.

Thus it was, somehow, Varan
 who had penetrated Shagrath's disguise, and that, quite simply, should have been impossible. That fact had never stopped bothering Shagrath. Still, even granting that for the moment, whatever knowledge Varan had couldn't have been evidence
 . It would not have served to convince the cautious and justifiably paranoiac Zchoradan leaders to ally themselves with a renegade.

It had
 to have something to do with that incident on Mydrwyll some months ago. Why and how, he did not know, but for some
 reason it had been desperately important to the Eönwyl – and presumably Varan and his other allies – that she make contact with one of the former members of Teraikon
 's research complement.

That made little sense . . . yet it had
 to make sense. Shagrath growled to himself and rose, feeling the furious calm becoming unbalanced by his indecision and confusion. Think it through.


Item: None of the crew of Teraikon
 would remember the true sequence of events that led to Varan's escape, not even aliens like Mydrwyll.

Item: No records of the true events would remain either; the magic used would assure that, even if some member or members of the crew had secretly made other recordings and hidden them.

Item: Sasham Varan had
 to be aware of this by now. At the least he would have found and read the released log recordings and know that they had been modified, despite the fact that the Empire's science would claim it was impossible to modify such recordings without obvious traces. Knowing Shagrath's other abilities, it was essentially certain he would know that not only recordings, but memories would be useless to him.

Conclusion: Sasham Varan believed there was some other data of vital interest, presumably that could be used to convince someone that he was not insane, held by one or more members of Teraikon
 's crew, but that data was not
 directly associated with the events that led to his escape . . . and thus would not have been erased.

The logic held. But what could this information be? The Mydrwyll had been a student of various species and cultures. Offhand, Shagrath couldn't see how that could possibly benefit Varan; neither the Kaital
 nor Shagrath himself were or had been members of such cultures, at least not as themselves, and most of the ones that might have known something
 of them were long dead.


It doesn't matter
 . Accept for the moment that there was
 such evidence. That was the only
 thing that made sense of the actions of Varan's friends . . . and of the subsequent events. The emissaries, with two Kaital
 overseeing them, had arrived to take Varan, and after that . . . nothing. The Nest had, of course, not been in direct contact with those two at the time; the risk of simply having
 the bodiless intellects in the task force was already high enough. But that did mean that neither he nor his allies knew precisely how it had all gone wrong.

Still, I know enough. The Kaital were wiped out, and by sufficient power that they were literally unable to even make contact with the Nest before it happened. The only force that could reasonably have achieved that would have been a union of the Zchoradan Masters of Minds – thousands or tens of thousands of powerful psionics attacking at once. And the only reason they would have attacked so swiftly and savagely would be that they knew what they faced.

And now they know for certain.

The question was . . . what would they do now
 ? And what should he, Shagrath, be doing to ensure that it did not disrupt the entire plan? The very thought
 of it coming apart now
 was infuriating; if he could not coordinate the collapse properly
 , he'd have to start over again much
 sooner and it would be that much harder to eliminate the traces of his presence.


Time to get some information
 . Having followed these thoughts to their conclusion, Shagrath felt his mind at least reasonably in balance. But after assaying the power of his circle once more, he found himself little more informed than he had been previously.


No longer a blur. Varan is
 gone now, invisible.
 Which, of course, meant that he was back on board that never-sufficiently-accursed vessel, behind the wards that Khoros and the Sh'ekatha had placed upon it. Whether he was still within the Zchoradan systems or had departed, Shagrath could not tell. Moreover, the defenses of the Zchorada had been fully activated; the number of both mechanical and living mindshields was immense.

What will he do now?

Shagrath considered the question – and realized that now he was viewing Varan
 as his adversary. The former Imperial Captain was not a fugitive, not a loose end; he was becoming the catalyst of any effective resistance, despite everything that Shagrath had done to neutralize him. A small part of Shagrath felt a grudging respect for the sheer indomitable tenacity
 of the man, but mostly Shagrath simply felt a cold, venomous hatred for Varan.

"Very well," he said aloud. "What are you going to do, Captain?"

Speaking aloud seemed to crystallize his thoughts. It was, suddenly, obvious. Varan now had allies – in fact, he had just gained the one group of allies he absolutely
 had to have if he was going to move against the Empire under Shagrath's direction.

But both Varan and the Zchorada would know that they didn't have sufficient forces to stand anything like an even chance against the Reborn Empire. Therefore . . .

Shagrath felt a slow grin starting. "Therefore you still have work to do, Captain," he said to the empty room.

The Zchorada would be increasing their production, attempting to build and crew as many vessels as possible, of course, but they'd need more allies. Varan was the key there again; there was only one more stellar power of any note, one which also incorporated psionic individuals into its innermost workings: Ptial. Varan would have
 to travel to Ptial itself and convince them to join the war against the Empire.

Shagrath didn't allow himself any illusions; based on prior knowledge and experience, it was virtually certain that Varan would succeed, although Shagrath would do his best to throw as many obstacles in the Captain's path as possible. But the important
 part of this was that it would take time.
 Even with the help of the Zchorada's known Nexus gateways, getting to Ptial and back would require at least two months, perhaps more, and building disparate groups into a coordinated assault force would also take time.

Yes. That would actually work very
 nicely. In, say, two months he could announce the Zchorada's refusal to turn over Varan – that would be plenty of time for word to have gotten back and a response formulated. That would ratchet tensions right up to the breaking point, he could make final adjustments to deployments, final arrangements with the Kaital
 to trigger the proper events on multiple worlds at his signal, and then . . .

He allowed himself a chuckle. "And then, Captain, whether I can find a way to capture you or not . . . I will let you
 – your own actions, with your own fleet – be the trigger for the war!"


Chapter 18

Varan:



Y

 es. You have become immensely more powerful since last we were together.
 Vick leaned back and studied me closely. Proportionately even more so than I would have expected.


"Really?" At his crest-rattle I held up my hand. "I'm not really doubting you, but I can't feel
 it, you know. I haven't had much to compare myself to, after all."

You – and I, following my own treatment – were improving along a strong, but well-defined, curve. I have continued to follow that curve, albeit some months behind you; your current level, however, represents a serious discontinuity.

"That's good for us, though," the Eönwyl pointed out, taking a sip of her samahei
 . "The stronger both of you are, the more certain we can keep in contact even when separated – and of course the better chance you'll have when we finally run into Shagrath."

"No doubt, no doubt," agreed Guvthor in his deckplate-rattling, good-humored voice – another thing I'd missed more than I'd realized. "Yet it is a mystery. Does this mean that our friend Sooovickalassa will soon experience a sudden elevation of his powers, or has some other factor intervened? Captain, can you think of anything that might have affected your development?"

I felt myself frown, thought back over my months of imprisonment. "Not really. I mean, the first month or so I was not thinking very clearly anyway, being locked up in a Zchoradan prison, no one around that I knew, surrounded by creatures I was still seeing as monsters, guarded, and of course I couldn't even use my powers since they had the psi-screens on constantly. Later on I . . ." I trailed off, struck by a sudden thought, and Vick's green-gold eyes met mine. "Psi-screens.
 "

His head tilted, crest chiming again. An interesting hypothesis.


"You mean . . . if he was practicing his psionics inside a psi-screen, it would be like, oh, exercising with weights on?" the Eönwyl asked. "Could that work?"

For a normal psi, no. Their development is roughly set when they emerge, and while they gain in power for a short time the limit of that gain is predetermined. But for one subjected to my process successfully . . . yes. Yes, that makes perfect sense. How many layers of concurrent screening did you have at once, Captain?

"Honestly . . . I don't know. They increased it at least a couple of times, but I didn't really keep track. I could ask."

Do so, if you could.

Since there were controls now conveniently placed in all the inhabited areas of The Eönwyl,
 and we were meeting in the cargo bay which served Guvthor as a cabin, I just stretched up and activated the D-Comm. "Sasham Varan to Zchorada; might I speak with the Grasper?"

The response was immediate; obviously the communications watch had instructions to be ready for anything we said. "Wait a few moments and we will find out, Captain."

I picked up a milkpuff and bit into it, then tried to catch the cream filling before it hit my shirt. Finishing it without making a terrible mess occupied the few minutes before the familiar voice of the Grasper came on. "You wished to speak with me, my favorite prisoner?"

"Yes, Grasper. If it would not be a great trouble, I know that during my incarceration you increased the shielding on my quarters for security purposes. I was wondering if you could tell me how many concurrent layers of psi-shielding were used at maximum."

The buzzing rattle was an unmistakable laugh. "Your imprisonment required . . . very
 interesting innovations in shield adjustment, despite the fact that our people have had many centuries to perfect the technology. By the end there were no fewer than seven concurrent phased layers of psionic shielding."

I was speechless. I'd seen three
 layers before, and heard of four or five, but . . . "Seven
 ?"

"Assuredly. Is that all, Captain?"

While I was still stunned – and from the way his crest was jangling, so was Vick – I hesitated. "Actually, not quite. How are your new prisoners?"

"We were able to save both of the Guardsmen," the Grasper said promptly. "They will recover in time, although I am sure they are not pleased with their circumstances. Admiral Dor'Kane is still . . . shocked by the turn of events. Do you have any specific instructions with respect to them? They are your people, after all."


My people.
 It was not merely a courtesy from a Zchoradan to say that; it was her acknowledgement that I was the protector of the human race against an enemy they did not yet know. "Yes, I do. I want them to be fully briefed on the situation. They may not believe any of it, but they can't possibly understand unless we give them a chance. And just maybe he will
 believe it. He's one of the Five, and probably one of the few the Kaital
 haven't touched yet; that's why he was the one sent down, so you wouldn't sense something wrong. Maybe he's seen something. It can't hurt. Treat them all well regardless, as well as you treated me."

"Ahh, Captain, that
 I will not guarantee unless they, also, behave
 as well as you. But they shall have proper care and comfort, at the least."

"Thank you, Grasper. We will be leaving soon, so if we do not meet again – many, many
 thanks for everything you did for me."

"We are balanced, Captain. But your thanks are appreciated; take my own, and our good wishes for the future of both our Nests."

"And to you and yours."


Seven,
 Vick said as I clicked off the D-Comm. Extraordinary control they must have over these systems. And it does explain your strength.
 A rising excitement was in his thoughts. I will begin this process myself, and you should continue it, although I am afraid seven layers will be beyond us.


"Perhaps . . . perhaps not, my bescaled companion," Guvthor said. "You do
 have me to assist you, and my astrophysical speciality includes extensive dimensional technology background."

A hissing chuckle. True enough. And if there is any to equal me in the science of mind-technology I have yet to meet them. Perhaps together we can succeed.


"So, what exactly are
 our plans, Sasham?" the Eönwyl said. "You're going to Ptial, of course. I guess I'll have to get ready to go out to Thann'ta again, but I'm not sure we have time
 ."


That may be something we can alleviate,
 Vick said. With the combination of the Masters of Minds here, and the Masters of the Light on Thann'ta and myself to focus and coordinate, I believe we may be able to transfer
 The Eönwyl directly to Thann'ta. We would have to use more mundane means to travel to Thovia and, of course, the fleets would have to follow at a normal pace, but effectively we should be able to halve the trip time.


I stared at him. "Wait. You think we could teleport the entire ship
 ? I thought that was something only Khoros –"

Khoros' feat was, of course, far more impressive because it spanned a far greater distance and was performed by a single being. But with these massed powers, yes, a small vessel should be transferable. A link does not exist, unfortunately, between the Zchorada and the Ptial, as far as I know, so you will have to take the longer route. It is, however, a shorter distance.

"That should work out, then. You'll only have to make the one-way trip at normal speed, with the fleet you can get from Thann'ta and Thovia." I knew that Thovia wouldn't have many ships to offer, but even a few like Hoorai'Gon Bal
 would be a hell of a symbolic force.

"How will you get
 there?" the Eönwyl asked.

"Our Zchoradan allies have small craft I can borrow for the trip. We'll have to choose a good meeting location, but if we can manage a psionic link over that distance . . .?"

I expect we will. We will come up with a semi-random table of contact times to minimize the ability of our adversary to predict when they might catch us with shielding down, and keep the length of communications to a minimum.

I nodded.

"But after we have
 the fleets assembled . . . and, I suppose, after I've gotten good enough with this combat-prescience of mine to be of use . . . we still need a way to pull Shagrath's mask off, Sasham. Yes, maybe we'll be able to take Oro, but if we can't win the people to our side –"

"I know. And I think I know how – the only possible
 way how – to do that." I looked around my little group of friends. "We have to get him
 to take the mask off. And he has to do it at just
 the right time. We'll need Taelin and Lukh and Trey's help, and maybe a couple others."

Guvthor looked at me, huge brows raised. "And you believe you know how
 to convince our enemy to remove his mask?"

"Yes. I started to figure it out back on Earth, when I learned about who he really was, and I've had time to plan it out. Like I said, it's delicate – it's a one-shot possibility that we couldn't even have thought
 of if we hadn't gone there in the first place – but I think it's a solid plan, because it doesn't depend on us overpowering him. It depends on him being who and what we think he is – Viedraverion, one of the destroyers of Atlantaea and the one who killed the Eternal Queen."

I outlined the entire plan then, watching their faces as I did so.

"Fallen Towers
 , Sasham . . ." the Eönwyl said slowly. "If any of that goes wrong at all
 you're dead. And the rest of us not far behind."


Yet . . . I like it very much. It is
 psychology you are using, and psychology well supported by what we know of this being. Your tactics could work. They
 should work. And the very audacity of this plan . . .


"Indeed, audacity
 is an excellent term," Guvthor rumbled. "But I concur. It is a desperate plan. It is a delicate plan, and one that must be properly arranged. But it is also the precise type of plan that Shagrath will not understand
 . He will not see this coming, because the set of circumstances that make it possible at all is, essentially, unique, and depends on facts he will not know."

I sighed, letting myself relax. "I thought you were all going to argue me out of it."


If I had
 any reasonable alternative I assure you I would forbid this plan.
 Vick's thoughts were both worried and humorous. But its very insanity makes it the only course of action likely to succeed.


"Insane. But . . . yes, Sash. It makes perfect sense now that I think about it. And . . ." she smiled. ". . . and the really dangerous part's only at the end. If we can't get all the set-up prepared, you won't have to take that last step."

"Yeah," I conceded. "And by Atlantaea
 I would really rather not take it. But if this doesn't work . . ."


If it does not work,
 Vick completed grimly, the Galaxy will pay the price for our failure.



Chapter 19

Taelin:



"T

 aelin? Taelin Mel'Tasne, what in the Emperor's Name are you doing here
 , you pictureboy?"

Taelin turned around, already feeling the grin starting. "And that has
 to be Remin Canta, the Imperial warning symbol for 'think once, act twice!'"

Canta – only slightly taller than Taelin but outweighing him more than two-to-one with his heavyworlder build – caught up Taelin in an exuberant hug that sent Taelin's breath whooshing from his body. "This can't be an accident, not in the whole breadth of the Galaxy! What're you doing here, Tae?"

"Ugh! Let me get my breath back first!" As Canta released him, Taelin let his arm slide down, bringing the mind-shield bracelet into momentary contact with Canta's hand. Thank Atlantaea . . . no reaction. He didn't even notice
 . He saw Trey's face relax just the slightest fraction, reflecting his own immense relief.

Now sure that Canta was truly himself and not . . . something else, Taelin surveyed the blocky Guardsman; the black eyes matched the hair, but there were a couple of lines on the square face that hadn't been there ten or twelve years ago, and a fine white scar stood out from the medium-brown skin, running from the cheek down to the corner of the jaw. The rank wheel glittered with a rainbow of color, with red uppermost. Full Guard Force command – two thousand or more under him.


Canta noticed his glance. "Yeah, you believe that? And me the guy everyone had to keep coaching back in the Talanda."

"Not because you had trouble leading, though. I always figured you'd get there if you kept focused." He gestured behind him. "Canta, you remember Trey, right?"

Canta gave a huge, exaggerated Six-and-One and grinned at Trey, giving her a wink. "You think I could forget
 ? She dumped me for you, remember?"

Treyuusei grinned back. "Can you blame me?"

"Ouch! Well, no, he'll look a lot better in the family portraits. Anyway, me and Amalandi have been married for eight years so it's not like I never dated again." He glanced more narrowly at Taelin. "But you didn't
 run into me by accident."

"No, we didn't, but it's nothing bad. I know, the way things are in the Galaxy everything we didn't expect looks like a danger, but don't worry. It's a good
 thing. Come on, I'll brief you."

"My people will be –"

"I sent word on ahead that you've got an important meeting with the Five Families. No one'll question it."

"Families' business? Great, just what I tried to stay out of." Despite the grumbling, Canta looked intrigued, and paced next to Taelin and Trey as they headed away from the Intrijia Base entrance.

"You'll like this
 business," Trey said. "It gets you a trip to the Capital. With your whole Force."

Canta stopped dead, and Taelin couldn't help but laugh at his dumbfounded expression. "Wha . . . you can't be serious!"

"Come on
 , Canta," Trey said. "We'll answer all your questions when we get to Valabacal
 ."

"Wait, what, your starship
 ? We're not –"

"We have to head home anyway," Taelin said, enjoying watching Canta try to deal with the sudden disruption to his routine. "But not another word until we're in private."

Canta maintained silence – with an expression that indicated constantly-rising pressure – as they took the fast shuttle to the spaceport. But when he saw obviously-familiar cases being loaded into the ship, he couldn't remain silent. "What in the . . .? Taelin, I don't care if you're Five Families or not, I
 am still just a Guardsman, and I can't just go running off to –"

"Remin," Taelin said, with another grin, "Do you think I don't know that? This was already cleared with your superior. They know you've got a priority call from the Families, even if they don't know the details. Now up the ramp, Guardsman!"

Canta glanced at the two of them suspiciously, then turned his hands up and looked skyward. "Torline's Will, I suppose," he said with a sigh, and walked up and into the waiting ship.

The three of them reached the control room a few minutes later, and Taelin glanced down at the telltales. "Loading's almost done. Ours was completed earlier, anyway."

"Now
 can you tell me what's going on, or do I have to beat it out of you?" demanded Canta.

"We have to get you to Oro in time for your Security interview," Treyuusei said.

"Security
 ?" Canta looked suddenly nervous. "Wait, now. I haven't done anything
 to draw Security's attention. Or I sure hope not!"

"Not true at all. But it's the good
 kind of attention. Your unit's been decorated four times in the last seven years, and despite seeing a lot of combat your attrition rate's been very low. No scandals in your ranks – and when you've got a couple thousand people below you, that's pretty impressive. Multiple awards for personal heroism in your command, too, both for your people and a couple for you—"

"—I just pulled my people out of the crap when it got too deep and they gave me a medal for it."

That attitude was so familiar that Taelin felt a touch of painful nostalgia. "And there
 is why people thought you and Sash were
 alike."

At the mention of Varan, Canta looked suddenly downcast. "Yeah. I guess."

The control light went green; Taelin touched the panel and sealed the lock, then checked all the security indicators to make sure there hadn't been any unwanted additions. "Intrijia Control, this is Valabacal
 . Requesting a departure window."

"Valabacal
 , this is Intrijia Control, you may depart from your current berthing location in four minutes thirty seconds, with a five-minute window."

"Thank you, Intrijia."

Canta's brows had been drawn down, the very picture of the Guardsman trying to think something through, and just as Taelin clicked the D-Comm off, his expression cleared. "An interview for a posting
 . On Oro
 . That's what you mean!"

"And not just any posting," Trey confirmed.

"But why the racing speed? They could've sent for me through regular channels –"

"Because there's five other Forces who want the post, that's why, and all but one of those are in the inner systems. So four of them can get in on the interviews and politics easy. Sending for you through channels? They might already have picked
 someone by the time you got there. Probably would. You'd get your interview, but unless you turned out to be the reincarnation of Torline it wouldn't make any difference."

Canta stared at the two of them. "So you're . . ."

Taelin slapped him on the shoulder. "Paying back a promise. Told you I wouldn't forget what you did for me and Sash on Xaltine, you and Diorre. Now hold on a couple."

While Taelin finished prep and, a few minutes later, launched Valabacal
 into its home element, Trey absented herself. She came back into the cabin as the little starship settled into its maximum-automatable drive speed, pushing eighty percent of the speed of light on its way to the safe conversion limit. He saw her give a tiny nod, and relaxed.

"So," Canta said slowly, "you're going to get me to Oro in a couple weeks instead of a month or two. Still, that won't guarantee much."

"By itself, no," Taelin conceded. "But who
 does the interview, and what they say, will make a difference, and in this case you're going to get interviewed by the man at the very top."

Understanding dawned on Canta's face. "Ohhh. You mean that your brother, Lukhas, is going to personally
 conduct the interview?"

"Targeted that one dead-center," Trey agreed. "And unless you completely lose your head, Canta, Lukh will give you top rating. No one except Shagrath or the Emperor Himself would be able to overrule him, and they're not likely to. So you should probably start thinking about what it's going to be like to be the man in charge of the Palace Protectorate."

"Palace Protect . . .
 " Canta swallowed his obvious disbelief. "The main Guardsman force protecting the Imperial Palace? My people are going to be the Protectorate for the next cycle?"

"That's the plan."

"I sure hope Lukh
 knows about this plan!"

"You think we just came up with this on our own? Security whittled the candidates down themselves over the last year. What happened was that Lukh recognized your unit in the set of final candidates; knowing I owed you, he let me learn that little fact and that he'd be willing to do the interview. Assuming I thought you could handle it."

Canta had the look of a man just recovering from a concussive blast. "Protectorate
 . Handle it? Atlantaea's Sinking
 , I don't know. That's . . . that's the highest post for a Guardsman Force there is."

"And the way things are going these days, it might not be a quiet one. That's why I want you around, Canta. Your group is tops in battle readiness and combat experience; some of the others are good but they're a lot more inner-system
 types."

Taelin could see Canta understood what he meant; Canta's Force hadn't just faced minor riots or other civilian disruptions, but actual military assaults. If unrest or war came to Oro, the Emperor was going to need a Protectorate that knew how to deal with the big things. "And the fact that you're pretty tight with the Emperor means I'll be able to keep an eye on you and yours, too. But what about Amalandi?"


That's a different problem. But hopefully not for too long.
 "She'll probably be able to join you later, once they offer you the post and you've accepted. You've been on traveling duty quite a while, it's about time they let you have some sit-down time."

Another light blinked on the board, and Taelin activated the TC Drive. The distant high-pitched whine sounded, and abruptly the screens went dark with Conversion space.

Canta looked up as Taelin's grin shifted. "And now," Taelin said, "we can really
 talk."

"I got your messages. I think. Something about Varan . . ." he hesitated, watching their faces, ". . . not
 being a monster?"

Taelin nodded.

"Towers
 . But the recordings –"

"Faked. We don't know how."

"Isn't that supposed to be impossible
 ?"

"Yes, it is," Trey said. "But it's happened just the same."

Canta leaned forward. "Sasham's not
 a killer psi? But your brother's own office
 is pushing the –"

"Because whoever's behind this is at the top
 ," Taelin said quietly.

Despite common protestations, Canta was not, actually, stupid in any way, shape, or form. His face went noticeably paler. "But . . . the Prime Monitor
 ?"

"And maybe even the Emperor, now. Look, Canta, this is going to be a dangerous assignment. The
 most dangerous you've ever been put on. Your message back in associative code said you'd do whatever you had to, but . . . well, you're not nearly as good at it as me and Sash are. We'll have to practice it more on the way, but first we have to fill you in."

Canta did not ask any questions as they told the story – from the time of Varan's delivery to the Prime Monitor, to his departure, the mysterious three-word message, and other events. But Taelin could see his old friend's features hardening like setting pourstone.

Finally, they finished. Canta sat silent for a moment, then stood, looking out the port at the faintly-twisting scene of Conversion Space. "So Varan's demons were real after all," he said finally.

"It's the only thing that makes sense of everything," Trey said.

"And what do you think's going to happen?"

"You know Sasham. He's still alive out there. He's doing something
 , and Lukh's sure that whatever he's doing is keeping Shagrath nervous. The Empire's right on the edge of destruction. I want the right people on-site to help, so that if there is
 anything we can do, we've got our best chance. The fact that Shagrath's made Varan the biggest psi threat ever tells me Varan is out there doing something big
 . He's going to try to stop Shagrath somehow, and I think it's going to come down to a war."

Canta cracked his knuckles as he thought, a habit Taelin remembered from their childhoods. Finally he turned to them. "It is
 going to be a war," he said slowly. "Anyone can see it's coming. But if you're right, it's not going to be fought out there on the Rim; it will be fought on Oro."

He bowed, and his Six-and-One was rock-steady and perfect. "I'm in. Varan protected our backs when we were young; we'll cover his now."

Taelin felt a fierce joy and relief burn through him. Canta would make a huge
 difference. "Then let's begin!"


Chapter 20

Varan:



T

 ake care of yourselves.
 I thought that with all the intensity I could muster.


And you as well,
 Vick replied from on board The Eönwyl,
 far across the Zhiraz system. But you need not echo so loudly in my brain! Your power will reach far, Captain; for such trivial distances you need not focus.


"All right, I guess I need to learn to judge that kind of thing better," I said aloud to the D-Comm.

"Yes," the Eönwyl said, with a smile from the screen lighting the control room of Hikitt-a-Hrrdr
 , the fast attack scout craft the Zchorada were lending me. "Vick's shaking his head and holding it in both hands; you must have almost mentally deafened him."

"Sorry, Vick. Really, I am. It's just . . . you're literally millions of kilometers away."

Apology accepted. But understand that as you have reached and surpassed the level of ordinary Masters of the Light, distance begins to matter less and less. Even now, I am in contact with the Master of the Final Light.

Without warning, that diamond-hard, space-cold mind touched mine. You can hear me as well, can you not, Captain Sasham Varan?


Yes. Are you reaching out to read my mind, or am I sending to you now?

A flash of humorless teeth. A bit of both. But your mind is capable of reaching mine on its own; I can sense its power, and it is vastly greater than when first we met, Captain. Now, at least, you may share one advantage of our great Enemies: though separated by the gulf of the stars, still you will be able to speak and be heard.


"But only at proper times," Guvthor reminded us. "At each conversation we will re-synchronize our timekeeping, and appoint another time to speak – at random when possible, so as to prevent any likelihood of our enemies finding us with protections down."


A wise precaution,
 Rizzivor said. The red-and-black Chakron Master of Minds had volunteered to come with me, to assist me on the ship which had only hastily been customized for a human's use. Ordinary adversaries would find attacking minds at such distance a daunting task, and the defender would be at a great advantage; but we cannot say for sure that this would be true of the
 Kaital or of your Shagrath.


"And leaving that aside, the less he can sense of us, the less he'll be able to guess of what we're doing," I finished. "All right. Eönwyl . . . I'll miss you more than I can even say. But we've got to get going."

She looked, perhaps, the slightest bit embarrassed – I knew how private a person she was – but her smile rivaled her spectacular hair. "I'll miss you too, Sasham. Don't get yourself killed."

"Try not to, anyway."

Then we are prepared. Masters of Minds of Zchorada, have you the link fully in mind?

I could sense the tremendous echo of thousands of powerful consciousnesses all responding YES
 .

It is well. Sooovickalassa is the bridge. It will be a great Test you undergo, Sooovickalassa; if you fail, it may be a disaster indeed. Are you both prepared and certain?

Vick's mind-voice was confident. Am I not a Master of the Light now? There is no room in my soul for doubt, nor time for us to waste. Do it!


A titanic pulse of psionic power rose, so swift and powerful that I closed my own shields in reflexive defense, but not before sensing a strange superimposed panorama of empty, deep space and a spaceport in the midst of a lush jungle. On the forward screen, the tiny dot that represented The Eönwyl
 shimmered and vanished.

I stared in awe, probing the area with my senses. That hadn't been the activation of any stardrive. The Eönwyl
 had not used any technology at all; somehow, the combined power of Thann'ta and Zchorada had teleported
 the entire ship . . . hopefully safely! . . . fifteen thousand lightyears away.

I opened my mind again, thought hard about Vick, his mindvoice, and the direction in which lay Thann'ta. Vick?



I . . . am alive. The transfer . . . was a success.
 His mental presence suddenly cut off.

Vick? VICK!

Clear your mind of concern, Captain Varan. Master Sooovickalassa has collapsed, yes, but I sense no permanent injury done. He will recover. See for yourself.

For an instant I found myself looking through an alien pair of eyes, seeing in spectra subtly different than human, smelling other scents sharp and intriguing, looking down at Vick. The little R'Thann scientist was being tended by the Eönwyl.

Just as quickly the vision ended. Wow. I . . . hadn't done that before.



It is an experience worth availing yourself of when the opportunity arises. Understanding the nature of the Tests confronted by a species is always aided by understanding the nature
 of that species. Now, we have our work to do, and you have yours.


I know. Blessings of the First World on you.


And may the Testing favor you, Captain. We will speak again in one week plus six and one-half hours.
 He cut off instantly and I was once more alone in my head.

I turned to Rizzivor. "I guess we'd better get moving."

He bobbed his mandibles. "You are a pilot; are these controls satisfactory?"

"Good enough. Someone obviously stripped them out of an Imperial fighter, though an older design."

Older or not, the controls responded well enough, and it took me only a few moments to become sufficiently sure of myself that I was ready. "Zhiraz Control, this is Hikitt-a-Hrrdr
 , preparing for departure."

"Hikitt-a-Hrrdr
 , you are clear of all obstructions. You may Convert when ready."

I touched the control and the attack scout instantly disintegrated itself and reintegrated on the other side of lightspeed. "Smooth Conversion. Your drives are good, Rizzivor."

"Give me no credit, Captain. While not incapable in technical matters, I am no engineer or designer of drives. I am here to be a companion and teacher in the time you have remaining."

"And I certainly need a teacher. We won't have to come out of Conversion until the next contact time, so I suppose we should get started. What will we be practicing?"

Rizzivor buzzed thoughtfully. "You are accomplished at telepathy – both the simple communication, and combat of the mind. You have also been well-trained by our enemy in the more direct physical manifestations – telekinesis and its relatives as well as personal physical and mental enhancement. This would seem to me to leave only a few specialities untouched, and it is my view that we should begin with what we just witnessed: teleportation, the ability to bridge distance without crossing it."

"You think I can do
 that?"

"I am certain of it, Captain. We discussed aspects of his process, Dr. Sooovickalassa and I, and while he was – understandably – extremely reluctant to go into details as to how the process worked, he was very clear on the purpose of the design and his expected results. If the process worked as intended – and all evidence thus far is that it has – then you should have access to all known psionic fields to one degree or another, possibly excluding peculiarities such as the Eönwyl's precognition."

Well, if he and Vick thought so, they were probably right. "Can you
 teleport?"

Rizzivor buzzed a laugh, and then was suddenly on the other side of the control room. "A poor teacher I would be if I did not know what I was to teach!"

I remembered that Raiakafan could do that in combat as well; sparring with him had been a challenge in more ways than one. "True enough." I glanced at the screen. "So teleportation works even when in Conversion space?"

"Within a vehicle in Conversion, yes. I would not recommend attempting to teleport from here to, say, Zhiraz while traveling!" A telepathic impression of a very sudden and devastating explosion. "Transporting oneself from one point in a known universe to another is one thing; performing it from an object in one plenum to another, far less simple. I know of very few who have ever attempted it, and even fewer who have succeeded."

"But it's not impossible?" My engineer's brain was hurting trying to figure out how you'd even reconcile the vectors without wiping out a planet.

"Not impossible, no. Few things may be said to be truly impossible. But not something to be attempted without great skill and
 great justification for the necessity."

"Well, right now I'll settle for being able to move across the room."

"That will indeed be enough of a challenge. In fact, you may find it more challenging than you think."

"So how do I do
 this, anyway? In some stories you just sort of . . . imagine
 yourself there, and suddenly there you are."

"That would be convenient, but it is not quite correct. Teleportation follows something of the same essential principles as what you call the Nexus drive; you are attempting to enforce a spatiotemporal equivalence on two separate points in the universe. However, Nexus points are what amount to natural channels between locations. A psionic teleporter has no such natural channels; they must bridge that gap on their own, by, in essence, pulling the distant point to
 you, superimposing your current location on that point, and then letting the current location . . . spring away, so to speak."

I thought about that. "So I have to keep both
 my current and destination location in mind?"

"More; you must visualize
 them, with as much precision as possible. At the moment of teleportation you must have combined their visualizations so that they are
 the same, and only then can you choose which one will remain with you, and which will recede in the distance. The actual act
 of preparing a teleport is experienced differently for each psionic; some simply report the need to merge the visualizations, but most describe some sort of effort involved in, conceptually, pulling
 the distant location to their current one before they can truly superimpose the destinations and successfully transport themselves."

I chuckled. "Visualization again. Well, I have had a great
 deal of experience with that!"

"Indeed?"

I summarized a number of the more visualization-heavy tasks of learning Tor
 ; Rizzivor's scent and mind-presence showed he was impressed. "This Hand Center is actual? You visualize your own body in such detail?"

"Oh yes," I said, my head having a phantom ache just from the memory. "Every
 detail."

He buzzed to himself. "Well, if you have mastered such visualization discipline, you should find teleportation far easier than I would have thought."

I grinned but shook my head. "Oh, I'd love
 to believe that," I said, "but at least my hand
 was already right there for me. Visualizing something that isn't
 there, and then superimposing it on something that is
 ? No, Rizzivor, we're going to be working on this for a while!"

I closed my eyes and began to focus, building up an image of the deck and space around me, even as I relaxed myself, made myself prepared for a long, long session of meditative discipline.

But I felt cheerful
 as I did so. Oh, the dangers ahead were incalculable. The Eönwyl was now a quarter of the Galaxy away and who knew what she might run into. Ptial itself wasn't going to be safe or easy, and I was now, once more, a mere student.

Yet we were all alive, we were still free, and I finally had a plan that might – just might – let us save the galaxy.


Chapter 21

The Eönwyl:



S

 he found herself ducking without knowing why, then dodging to the side and bringing up her arm to parry a blow that drove her to her knees. The Master of the Final Light looked down on her expressionlessly, golden crest chiming ever so slightly as it rippled above his head.


Acceptable
 , the Master thought after a moment, and withdrew his clawed hand, allowing her to rise.

"I wasn't even at
 practice this time!" she snapped, the aftershock of fear and combat making her voice shake, even as she reached down to gather up the tools she had dropped. "I was just working on –"

Your enemies will give you no warning of their intentions, Eönwyl. The only training that will suffice for your talent is to push it – constantly test its reactions and boundaries, so as to force it to extend itself, to show its limits or reveal that it has none.

"Everything has limits."

A flicker of amusement from both the Master and Vick, who was standing near one of the ship's control panels. Perhaps, though there are some that appear to have none that are easily discovered. Whether your combat sense is one of those is something worth exploring, as – even if Captain Varan gains all the allies he seeks – we shall all be heavily outnumbered in the coming conflict.


She shrugged. "And you really think this power will make a difference
 in a Galactic-scale war? The fact that I can dodge –"


Dodge?
 Dodge? You . . .
 Vick's mind-voice faded in strangled indignation. The greatest dodging you are
 doing is to evade the simple truths of your abilities, and neither I nor the Master of Final Light can grasp
 why this is so!


She didn't have a retort, but she wanted
 one, and stood frozen in angry defiance.

"Ahh," Guvthor's voice rumbled through the control room from its dedicated connection to the cargo bay. "I believe I
 can penetrate this mystery, my R'Thann friend." The immense furry visage gazed down from an auxiliary screen. "It is, I suspect, something very difficult for your people to understand, but much more familiar to myself. Captain Varan would not have to ask the question, but alas, he is not with us.

"Eönwyl," Guvthor said, with a gentler tone to his deep voice, "I believe you are more obtuse than usual because you truly dislike
 the idea that you, personally, have some possible grand purpose, something setting you apart in a manner that you neither chose nor controlled."

She winced inwardly, and tried to look at him defiantly, or casually, or . . . something. But instead she found herself looking down.

"Your life is your own – and only
 your own. You want no connections – save those you choose – to the past, to the future, to the present, and that includes your personal abilities. I suspect most other people would have acknowledged, at the least, that they had some strange premonition of danger, but you –"

"I don't want to be special
 !" she snapped.


What an . . . absolutely incomprehensible statement. All beings want to be special,
 the Master said.

"I think what our esteemed trader means is that she does not wish to be special due to circumstances she did not choose."

The Eönwyl turned away, feeling tense and confused in a way she could not describe. "I . . . yes. Maybe. Something like that."

She could feel the sympathetic gaze of the Thovian and turned to face the screen. There was no sign of anger or disappointment on the fur-covered face, only understanding. "Understandable. Some details you and the Captain withheld, but your encounter with that ancient . . . force or being within the deep caverns of Fanabulax surely caused you to withdraw from any acknowledgement of your unique nature – a nature that had drawn that being to you. And then you devoted yourself to an escape, to a personal liberation, based only on your personal fortune and capabilities. In a sense, you wanted to prove that an ordinary miner could rise above anything and free her family . . . and so anything that makes you extra
 ordinary undermines everything you thought about yourself."


Utter nonsense
 , Vick said.

"To you," the Eönwyl murmured, and swallowed. "To you it's nonsense. But he's . . . awfully close."

"As close as any could get, I suspect," Guvthor said. "But just as Captain Varan had to accept the inevitability that he would become a revolutionary – literally planning to overthrow the Empire in order to save it – so you must accept that you are
 unique, and your uniqueness may be as absolutely vital
 to our victory as anything the rest of us could achieve."

It was the reminder of Varan's choice that really stung. She knew just how much the Navy, the Empire, meant to him. And he had accepted that he was going to have to become its greatest enemy in order to possibly salvage even the smallest part of it. If he complained about it, I never heard it. Once he realized what he had to do, he accepted it, and started doing his best. I can't do less.


With an effort, she raised her head, looked at all three of the others. "All right. All right, I understand. I've got something that no one else has, and you think it's going to be important. But explain it to me. How can my being able to dodge—"

Guvthor cut her off. "When we first came to the decision of the part you would have to play, you acknowledged we were in the right – but you were, understandably, distracted and not thinking clearly. Your defenses were down. Now you have attempted to deny what your heart already knows.

"Your peculiar power is not merely 'dodging'. By our extensive tests over the last few days we have verified that you have precognition
 . You know what is to come
 , and that sense is not fooled by any method we have yet tested. It is limited
 in the detail you perceive – you do not appear to envision the precise identity of a threat – but it functions regardless of the distance, size, or nature of the threat. There may also be a temporal limitation – that is, we do not know if you can sense a threat a day, a week, a month, or a dozen years in advance – but such would be very difficult to determine without testing that took place over that time period. Evading a threat that is to come seven months hence would likely require only very small changes to your actions and not any outside the reasonable realm of behavior."

Exactly, the Master of Minds said. The important questions to be addressed are whether you can extend your power to something beyond the merely personal. All the known instances of your power's use are ones in which you were personally interested – where it was your life, your ship's safety, the safety of those you called friends, for whom you had accepted responsibility.

But, Vick continued, it should not be limited to that. You should be able to extend it to situations and questions that you focus on sufficiently.

The general concepts they had discussed back on Zchorada were coming into a frighteningly clear focus. She wanted to evade that realization, but she had accepted Guvthor's analysis and that meant she couldn't
 evade any more. She closed the panel she had been working on before the Master's unexpected attack and turned back to the others. "You mean . . . to what's going to happen to other ships. In combat."

Not just other ships; entire fleets of vessels. You were able to sense when your vessel was about to be thrown from Conversion space; you have often stated to your friends when you realized that a course of action was, in fact, the right course. That is precognition of abstraction. The Master's voice was emphatic. That means that it is not merely the direct and simple threat you can sense, but threats of a much more broad nature – or even choices that are not threats in and of themselves. You knew that it was the right choice to leave Captain Varan in the hands of the Zchorada, even when you had absolutely no idea how you were going to solve the conundrum the Vmee Zschorhaza had presented you with. Do you grasp the implications, Eönwyl?

She forced herself to contemplate what the Master of Final Light was saying, what her other friends had told her. The implications . . . horrified her. A part of her simply did not believe that anything good could come of knowing the future, in any form; such a power tampered with one of the most fundamental facts of the natural order, that the future was unknown and unknowable because it was not yet decided.


But we need every possible advantage
 . Drawing a deep breath, she nodded. "If I can do that . . . I might be able to stretch my . . . intala
 , as Vick says, to recognize future patterns that affect ships and other military forces under my command."

Especially if you, as a commander, feel the same personal connection and responsibility that you did for your crew.

"The same . . . maybe not. After all, I was in love with Varan even before we realized it," she said, realizing with surprise that it was no longer hard to admit those feelings, "and Vick and Guvthor were my friends, not just passengers. But responsibility . . . yes, if I have to command ships, believe me, I'll feel personally responsible for protecting them. It will be my job
 ."

The Master's crest rose in a pleased gesture. Excellent. You will have time to practice on your return to Imperial space, and perhaps a bit en route to Thovia.

"Which we should be heading to soon, now that other issues have been . . . dealt with," Guvthor said with one of his more predatory smiles.


Dealt with
 was a good phrase. What lay behind
 that phrase was the utter eradication of every Imperial vessel or agent in the entire R'Thann Meritocracy, including Mydr. The Eönwyl
 had been teleported directly to a berth on Thann'ta, allowing the Eönwyl, Vick, and Guvthor to immediately have a private meeting with the assembled Masters of Light.

One advantage of a telepathic government had shown itself; the discussion and deliberations of the Masters had taken a grand total of two and a half hours, at which point they had immediately declared war on the Reborn Empire – on all planets of their small star nation – and with a coordinated savagery frightening to behold had wiped the Imperials from the sky, including some waiting short Conversion jumps away.

Naturally Shagrath would know what had happened, but there was little he could do about it – and he couldn't even mention it for months, at least, unless he was ready to reveal that he got his news via psionic links.

And with the observers out of the way, the R'Thann were free to assemble their fleet.

"Are we really prepared
 to depart?" she asked. "Is the whole –"

Yes. The entirety of the R'Thann Fleet is assembled and awaiting our orders. Look upon it, if you would, the combined might of all the R'Thann Meritocracy gathered for war.

She looked back at the panel she had been working at when the Master had attempted his unexpected assault. "Remind me to finish that bit of maintenance. It's not crucial
 , but I hate leaving anything undone."

I will not forget, Vick said with a telepathic smile. After all, I, too, will be on board this ship, and I would not have any of it neglected. You have your tools?

She finished gathering the tools up and replacing them in the case. "Yes."

Vick touched her arm, and between one blink and the next she was on the control deck of The Eönwyl.


Before her, looming in front and to port and starboard and high to the zenith and far down to the nadir, was the R'Thann Fleet.

The ships mostly shared the aesthetic she had come to know well – sharp-edged, compact vessels whose lines suggested jagged daggers forged from warships – but the sheer volume
 of the vessels was staggering. They marched away into the distance before her, dwindling to dots dimmer than stars, the perfect ranks in array forming a grid that dwindled in perspective above and below and left and right. Scattered amidst the black-blade deadliness of the R'Thann warships she saw enclaves of other vessels, curved, rounded shapes that evoked the sense of shining, smooth pebbles worn by uncountable waves on the shore. Mydrwyll
 , she thought, and Vick nodded.

They, too, have sent the vast majority of their forces. We all realize how vital is our mission.

"How many?" The Eönwyl asked the question reluctantly, because she could already feel a grim, fearful weight descending upon her. I will be
 commanding those vessels. I will be
 responsible for them.



Sixty-five thousand,
 Vick said, overtones of pride clear in his voice.


"
 Torline and Niaadea,"
 the Eönwyl murmured. "From the few worlds you control? That's . . . incredible."

You look on the Fleet of the Testing, the Master of Final Light replied. These are the ships that ply the Galaxy about us, seeking and testing new species, new civilizations. It is our mission, our very life's purpose. We have been doing this for long years indeed. It would be even larger, were not the Testing an expensive and dangerous profession in and of itself.

The Eönwyl swallowed. In some ways, this
 brought home the evolutionary fanaticism of the R'Thann more clearly than anything else could have: a gigantic fleet of survey and warships whose only purpose was to explore the Galaxy and test every species they encountered, sometimes to destruction. "It's . . . impressive. Even frightening."

Both R'Thann bared their teeth. Then let us hope the same feelings are brought forth in the Imperials. The R'Thann come for them!

She nodded, and felt a hint of her own predatory smile. "I can live with that." She touched the D-Comm button. "R'Thann Fleet, this is The Eönwyl.
 Prepare for departure."

The reply was instantaneous. "Fleet of Testing
 to Eönwyl:
 we stand ready. Destination?"

"Thovia," she said. The Fleet acknowledged. She gave them a few moments to propagate the order through the entire fleet, and then spoke once more.

"Fleet of Testing
 , this is The Eönwyl.
 Departing in five seconds on my mark. Five . . . four ... three . . . two . . . one . . ."

Her finger reached out and touched the control, and The Eönwyl
 leapt forward into Conversion.


Chapter 22

Varan:



"C

 aptain Varan, Downbreak is imminent."

Rizzivor's words from the intercom awakened me instantly. "Thanks, Rizzivor. I'll be up there momentarily."

The tiny cabin had a repurposed cleansing-jet enclosure that did well enough at removing dirt and sweat, but after a couple of weeks I really
 missed a proper shower or bath. Still, it was
 very fast, if sometimes stingingly uncomfortable, and in a few minutes I was getting into my uniform and checking my appearance in the mirror. Passable. If I had better lighting and didn't have to crouch I could do better.
 However, the only parts of the ship that a human being could stand straight in were the command deck and the engineering core area; that was the price I paid for riding in a ship originally designed for Zchorada.

I started for the door, then checked myself. No, stick with the training.
 Rizzivor insisted I practice constantly, and he was right.

I brought up my Tor
 visions and meditations, expanded them to include all my surroundings. Then – with incredible strain – I started to overlay the details of the command deck, visualized from my usual location just in front of the cup-shaped command station. It had seemed impossible a couple of weeks ago; how could a human brain possibly
 maintain a vision of two separate locations, in detail, in one
 vision? At first I'd tried to simply switch back and forth between the locations as quickly as possible, but it didn't work; the fact was that it wasn't just like thinking of something very simple, like switching the thought of a redberry with a kuma slice or something, but a pair of very complex details – and if I tried to swap them back and forth I inevitably blurred or confused details.

So I had to build up two
 Visions, two High Center sets of imagery at once, with one being based on what was actually
 around me and the other on a memory of where I wanted to go
 . Rizzivor said that in other cases – such as teleporting to a moving ship – I would have to also include some level of understanding of the relationship
 between the locations, something that made my head ache just to think about it. But for locations that maintained a close relative relationship between each other, such as those on a ship or, presumably, a planetary surface, it was just the accuracy of the envisioning – and the ability to coordinate their separation and release – that determined whether your teleport worked properly.

The twin Vision hovered within my mind, a contradictory yet sharp depiction of two divergent locations, something as though a set of binoculars were seeing two different scenes, presenting each to just one of my eyes. Now I must concentrate on the command deck and . . .


It was something like stepping onto a moving platform – you had to simultaneously understand where you were
 and at the same time pay attention to where you were going
 , and at the same time almost like crossing or uncrossing one's eyes, the way that two sharp scenes could move apart or merge. But in this case, when I took that step, moved the vision, I focused
 the power in one sudden spurt –

- and without even the faintest sensation
 of a pause, I was standing on the command deck. I wavered on my feet, slightly dizzy.

"Good," Rizzivor said. "This time, you succeeded on your first try. Excellent progress."

"A lot better than the first one, where I jumped a grand total of four meters and then fell down and lost my lunch on the deck."

A buzz of a chuckle. "A not uncommon reaction, as I said when it happened. To transfer from one point to another without actually crossing the distance between is disorienting for any." He turned to the screen. "Downbreak in ten seconds."

"Good timing."

"I know how long you take to prepare yourself by now, yes."

The screen flashed even as I heard the characteristic whine of the Downbreak, and the blackness of space, sprinkled with stars, was before us. I stepped to the D-Comm and activated it. "This is Captain Sasham Varan, formerly of the Mada
 of the Reborn Empire. I seek an audience with the Hyarale."

I waited a full minute, then transmitted again. "This is Captain Sasham Varan, formerly of the Mada
 –"

"Your message has been received, Sasham Varan," a Ptialian voice – deep, rough, but not without humor – answered. "And it is asked if your vessel will drop its shields, that your identity be verified mind-to-mind?"

I glanced at Rizzivor, who bobbed his mandibles in assent. "We shall."

As soon as the shield was down, I sensed not one, but many
 psionic presences. But unlike those of the R'Thann, which were perhaps not hostile but precise, cold, uncaring, or the terrifying hungry multiplicity of the Kaital
 , these mind-touches were energetic, cheerful, curious, amused, vital, human
 in a way the others had not been, and ebullient compared to the Eönwyl's reserved and sometimes too-guarded mental contact. I found myself smiling even as I opened my own mind. I am here,
 I thought.


Then tell me,
 came a warm psionic voice, what your name is to the Hyarale, and where you were given it.


I grinned more broadly. I am
 Ka Rerroweria, the Stubbornly Unbending, and Hyarale Selenriale gave me that name in her very chambers.
 I took a guess and continued, as you well know, Killaren'tian
 .

A sparkle of thought like the bursting of a rainbow bubble. Ha! And you
 are sharp of thought.
 She paused. And
 powerful you are with the Lady's blessing.


Killaren'tian's voice spoke aloud from the speakers. "Welcome, Captain Sasham Varan, welcome back to Ptial. We see you have come on a vessel of your once-enemies; this alone intrigues the Hyarale
 . She will see you directly after you land. Please, follow the beacon."

"Many thanks, Killaren'tian."

"Thank rather the Lady and the Hyarale
 , for it was their will and destiny that brought you here." The signal cut off.

Rizzivor gave a satisfied buzz. "It seems a most auspicious beginning. You are indeed known here; what brought you to Ptial?"

I locked our tracker onto the Ptialian beacon. "Two things, really; the Ghek'Nan Extermination and the Uralian Pacification."

The tilt of the head was the equivalent of a human staring at me with a disbelieving expression. "In truth? You were part of both of those actions?"

"I was. In the thick of it, both times." I was surprised he knew about those actions; Uralia had been on the other side of Ptial and not something to concern Zchorada, at least as things ended up. If things had gone differently . . .

"I cannot believe there are many living who could say they were in both, even peripherally. Casualties were high, were they not?"

I couldn't repress a shudder as I remembered, a memory almost as intense as flashback; walking down what seemed a deserted pathway underground, then movement out of the corner of my eye, spinning, seeing the water-polished black rocks rising up
 , unfolding into obsidian-glittering death, realizing my entire squad and I were trapped in a nest
 of Ghek'Nan . . . a tawny streak flashing through a mass of trained, prepared, armored
 Guardsmen, ripping helmets off, ramming a clawed fist through a chestplate, shrugging off rannai
 fire as though it were no more than a spray of hot water . . . "High enough, yes. But there were an awful lot of people in on both actions, so it's not like I'm unique."

"But if you attracted their leader's notice . . . you were in the ground actions
 ."

"You sound as if you understand what it was like
 ."

He buzzed, a sound of partial agreement. "I cannot say I understand to the extent of one who has been
 there, but the Ghek'Nan are known to the Zchorada, and I have studied what is known of them. As for the Uralians, there is some information traded between Ptial and Zchorada." Another buzz, rising-falling-rising. "You have had an interesting
 life, it seems."

"More interesting than I would've preferred," I said, with a wry smile. "But then, I wouldn't have gotten to meet you or a lot of my other friends if my life hadn't been quite so . . . unusual."

"And so we accept what the Universe has to offer us, yes." A laughing rattle-buzz. "What should I expect?"

I looked at the blue-green dot that was slowly growing before us. "Honestly? I can't be sure. I'm here to get them into a war. I don't know what they'll think of that, or me. You . . . well, Ptial and Zchorada haven't had many conflicts, so they'll probably be okay with you. They'll test
 you, though." Another grin on my face. "Not like the R'Thann, I'll admit. But they'll want to see how you handle, well, the unexpected. Partly because they're kind of unpredictable." I shrugged. "You'll have to see. Ptial . . . it's not like anywhere else I've ever been."

As we approached, what I'd said became more obvious; even the spaceport
 wasn't like any others. It sat in the middle of a sculpted city of shining metals and polished woods and glowing crystal that blended with the forests and hills surrounding it, as though it was, itself, an elaborate crystal structure that had just happened to grow out of the ground. The port wasn't separated from the rest of the city; as we dropped to our landing spot we passed over a park and what I thought was a school; the school sat not fifty meters from where the nose of Hikitt-a-Hrrdr
 ended up.

And we weren't even finished unstrapping from landing before a few Ptial were actually wandering around the ship, studying its configuration and decoration patterns. I stepped out of the airlock and dropped to the ground; my heels had barely settled to the pavement when I saw a contingent of four Ptial heading for me, moving with the deceptively relaxed speed I remembered so well, the beautiful stalking motion of a confident predator.

I was glad, too, when I saw that Killaren'tian was in the lead, wearing the brief but unmistakable costume of the priest-rulers. "Blessings of the Lady upon our meeting, Killaren'tian," I said as she halted a few steps away.

"And upon you, Unbending One," she said with a smile. "Surely our circumstances are now more auspicious than when last we met!"

"At least in my case, yes. But you no longer cruise the stars with the Empire."

A hiss-spit and disdainful look. "They have decided to 'distance' themselves from us; they fear the blessings of the Lady and nothing we can teach them will dissuade them." The anger was suddenly less formal and more personal. "And they spread vicious falsehoods about one that is favored by the Lady."

I smiled, then stepped forward and accepted a hug of greeting. "I thank you for the anger you feel in my defense, but beg you let go of it; for we know the ways of anger and destruction."

"Too well," she murmured in my ear. "Very well, Sasham Varan; I will forgive them their ignorance and fear." She pulled away, leaving for a moment a scent of warmth and spices. "But introduce me to your companion!"

Rizzivor was not very suited to hugging as we humanoids understood it, but he did as well as he could under the circumstances. Killaren'tian then gestured to her three companions. "Ellanina'till, Vathalisha'den, and Meilinata'lith, this is Ka Rerroweria Sasham Varan, and Rizzivor of the Zchorada. We will be their guides and protectors in their visit here."

The three knelt with arms crossed before them and said something in Ptialian which meant roughly "I accept this honor and offer you mine" – a pledge to be both host and defender of a visitor. Two of them of the warrior clans, two from the priest clans; this is high honor. A good sign.



Are they truly guides and defenders, or jailors?
 Rizzivor asked with a touch of cynicism.

I allowed a telepathic smile to flash through. Anywhere else that might be a reasonable suspicion, but the Ptial don't work that way. Yes, there'll be people watching us carefully, but with that ritual? Unless we obviously and deliberately betray them – say by assaulting the Hyarale or whatever – these four will fight to the death to protect us, even against their own clan if need be, and will safeguard our privacy and property as well. The ritual goes back to the earliest days of Ptial, or so I'm told – it was a way of convincing ambassadors and other potential allies that the Alliance of Clans was not necessarily a threat. They could send their representatives with absolute assurance that, regardless of the meeting's outcome, their people would come home safe and unharmed, with all they had learned as well.


"Come," Killaren'tian said, and beckoned for us to follow. "I must show you to your rooms, and then, Sasham, you must immediately go to the Hyarale."

I blinked. "That soon?"

She laughed and linked arms with me. "So soon? Our ruler and friend Selenriale has been awaiting your return for years
 , o Ka Rerroweria. Now that you have returned, she intends to wait no longer than necessary."


Awaiting my return?
 "It was not even certain that I was
 going to return."

"The Hyarale knew you would one day; the Lady said it would be so."

"The Lady" was the goddess of their central religion, Narleya, and if – as high priestess of the religion – the Hyarale claimed Narleya had foretold something, then as far as most of the Ptial were concerned, it was absolutely set in stone. I had yet to enter one of the temples directly – even though I had, technically, become one of their people when the Hyarale made her offer and named me, she had said I was not yet ready, though "ready for what" had never been specified. "Well, then, I compliment the Lady on her foresight."

"Narleya eltinn namatrill,
 " she said, which was basically "Narleya knows many things". "I am sure the Lady appreciates your words."

We entered one of the graceful buildings; at this range it still
 looked as though the structure had grown naturally from the ground, its base supports appearing to emerge from the ground like roots rising to the base of the trunk of a mighty tree, the ridges of the supports only slowly fading into the shape of the building as a whole. Once the door had closed behind us, I saw a shift in Killaren'tian's expression. She looked at me directly. "The Hyarale welcomes you, and will do so in person, Sasham Varan," she said, "but she says that if you come on the mission she believes you have, your welcome may also become a trial most perilous."

I could not quite restrain a wry grin, and glanced at Rizzivor. "Of course," I said, and Rizzivor buzzed his own amusement. "Why should here be different?"


Chapter 23

Varan:



T

 he doors before me were familiar, and that sensation – of coming again to a place I had known before
 everything changed – brought an unexpected combination of heartache and joy. Oh, it was nothing like walking in from the blowing snow to see my parents in our old house, or dropping in on Taelin at his sprawling estate, but this was part of my old life, filled with both fond memory and responsibility . . . and maybe, as with all my good friends, a little embarrassment.

The doors themselves were worth studying for a moment. The Ptial were an ancient people – no one in the Empire knew how old – and I'd been told that once every generation, a new figure or image was added to the doors. They were nearly filled from their base to the top of the archway, five meters high, from the far side of the righthand door to the edge of the lefthand door, five meters again from one side to the other.

Elaborately carved starships vied with ancient ceremonial processions and a line of laughing children against backgrounds of mountains and skies and deep caverns, somehow all rising up to hint at a story of unimaginable age and depth. I could almost
 understand what the doors wanted to tell me, what they meant
 . . . and at the same time I knew I would never truly
 grasp their meaning, even if someone were to sit down and explain it for hours.

I shrugged, and with a grin pulled on the curved crystal handles set into both doors.

The massive portals opened smoothly, silently, even though it could be seen that their interior was solid battle plating, not wood. As they opened, a glow of light – multicolored, flowing, soft yet penetrating – streamed out from within.

The chamber within was filled with crystals – crystals of every shape, color, and size, yet all unified
 , growing in a complex pattern that made
 the walls, the floor, even the ceiling above, and did so in a way that somehow seemed as inevitable as it was beautiful. Some of the crystals were shifting columns, floating up and down without sound or vibration, a sparkling and awesome display of mystery and power.

I could feel
 a melody, no, a thousand melodies in harmony singing in my head, the merest touch
 of the power that lay behind them, and for a moment I could not move, felt my mouth open in stunned awe. When before I had come here, my mind had been ordinary, unawakened, and though I had seen the beauty, I had not been able to hear
 it, to sense
 the echoes of will and mind that chased themselves in endless chorus through the heart of the stones before me.

"Come, Ka Rerroweria
 ," spoke a long-remembered voice, warm and amused. "Come and join me, long-absent one."

The Hyarale sat in a throne at the far end of the great chamber – though "throne" was, to my mind, a pathetically inadequate way to describe the shimmering perfection of gem-crystal that surrounded and upheld the ruler of Ptial. It put me in mind of a delicate bouquet of flowers of titanic size, a bouquet whose gently-curved petals of purest gemstone were themselves only barely worthy to support the one that sat upon them.

Selenriale's presence
 filled the room, strong and sure and comforting all at once, yet with an undertone of hard determination that echoed the beautiful yet obdurately unyielding stone about her. Once seen, it took effort
 to look away from her.

And it suddenly occurred to me that I had sensed a presence like that before.

I walked forward, letting the doors shut behind me, and went to bow –

- but the Hyarale had once more surprised me. No sooner had the doors closed than she was there, embracing me and then stepping back to observe me at arms' length. "Sasham Varan," she said fondly, "it has been far
 too long since you graced my court. Have you come, perhaps, to claim the place that was offered you these many years ago? For I have heard the sad and terrible lies being spoken of you in your home. This could be your new home, my Unbending One."

I smiled and laughed; it occurred to me for the first time, as I looked down at her, how tiny
 the Hyarale was. Her charismatic presence might fill a room, but the top of her head barely reached to mid-chest on me. "If I had to seek another home, Selenriale, I would surely come here. But I am still of the Empire, no matter what they may say about me."

"Hmph. Well, it is true that a close alliance between us would have less political
 import now that your people have rejected you. Yet . . . I feel the Lady's blessings lying strongly upon you." Her brows rose like dark wings above golden eyes. "Very
 strongly. Such a one as you cannot forever fail to achieve the destiny that lies upon him." She sniffed. "And I scent urgency upon you as well. You have come merely to ask a favor and not to stay?"

"I would never insult your hospitality so, you know that. We are not here merely to take from you and depart."

She stepped back another two paces, still scrutinizing me carefully. Her smile sharpened. "Of course you are not, nor would I expect you to insult me in such a manner. Yet your urgency is also my own; I, too, can see the pattern of motion, the implications of words and history. Not long now, no, not long at all before the Empire takes grievous action. I would not restrain you so unwisely."

She bounded swiftly back to her throne and beckoned. "Now come, Unbending One, and tell me what you seek."

I came forward and stopped a step below the throne, then bowed my head and knelt. "I ask for the aid of all Ptial, Selenriale. I seek your support in arms, as you sought that of the Empire against the Ghek'Nan and Uralia, but this time . . ." Even after having faced the truth many times, the words still came hard, ". . . this time to join me against the Empire."

She was silent a moment; then she spoke, and her voice was hard. "Is this truly Ka Rerrowerria
 before me? The true patriot, the faithful of the Mada
 of the Reborn Empire, who refused high honors in this very room for the sake of his Empire, now asking me to help him raise arms against his home?"

"I am still
 Captain Sasham Varan of the Mada
 , Selenriale," I said, and just saying
 the words threatened to bring tears to my eyes. "But to save the Empire I knew, I must defeat that which has infected her, corrupted and betrayed everything I believed in. I ask you to fight monsters
 , literal monsters, great Hyarale, and one of them a Demon, one of the true and living Demons that led to the Fall itself."

Another pause of silence, and then her whisper-soft footsteps raced back down the steps of the throne. Her hand, gentle yet strong, gripped my chin, pulled my head up to look into her eyes; her sharp claws brushed my neck and cheek with shivering almost-pain. "You speak of things that are said to be legend, symbols of disaster, of events that have faded and been distorted with time – so much time that even our people are unsure of the truth, that even the Priests wonder about the stories told in the remnants of ancient records and your Book of the Fall in its many incarnations. How certain
 are you of this, Sasham Varan?"

I met her gaze, let her mind touch the surface of mine as I would never have permitted before; but it was vital
 that she know I spoke the truth, and I was no longer the psi-fearing young warrior I had been. "I, and my friends, voyaged to the homeworld, found ancient Earth itself, and there found remnants of the First Civilization. I know
 my enemy, great Hyarale, and I can name him; and on the world of Thann'ta, I learned the name of his allies, the Kaital
 ."

She stared into my eyes for long moments, and I felt the gentle touch of her own mind, brushing over my own like warm, polished steel across my skin. A smile suddenly lit her face, showing the sharp, short fangs. "You believe this, and you have seen wonders; that I can sense from your mind. And I also see you have found love, and lost, and found it again."

What? How had she . . .

"You have lived
 , my Unbending One, and we are very pleased; what was merely promise and courage and ideals has become so much more." She stepped back, and her face became more serious. "But still . . . you ask much. For if Ptial is to act in this, it can be no half-hearted gesture, but an assault in full force, our fleets gathered and hurled against your enemies without hesitation, in unstinted measure."

"Great Hyarale . . . Selenriale, I believe that if you do not
 join with us – if everyone we can reach
 fails to join with us – all of us may be doomed. Shagrath has no intention of letting the Ptial live."

She walked slowly back up the steps, jewelry chiming, and sat in her throne. "I do not doubt your belief, Ka Rerroweria
 ; your mind is clear, your blessings strong, and your soul as bright as last I saw it. But this is a grave decision you ask me to make. I must consult with Narleya, and put it to the Chamber."

I nodded. This wasn't unexpected, and we certainly had a little time. I would honestly have been surprised if she'd been willing to commit without
 a lot of discussion. "I will await your decision, great Hyarale."

She gave a graceful nod in return. "It will not take overlong; you, of all your people, understand that the Ptial do not like wasting time."

Yes, because they prefer to reach decisions by the considered and time-honored method of beating the crap out of each other until someone wins. I didn't say that out loud, of course – partly because in some ways I thought their approach might be better than others I had seen. Shagrath would never have gotten a foothold here. "I do indeed."

Her smile returned. "But I may need more information. So I direct that you and I will dine together, and you will tell me everything
 . About your life, and your perils, and your loves."

I swallowed. Such an invitation sounded lighthearted – and to a Ptial it was
 – but it was also much more than a simple dinner and chat. Selenriale had invited me to a similar dinner after the Ghek'Nan operation had been completed, and I had realized – just barely in time – that her invitation included the possibility of, well, very personal interaction.

And if I hadn't known just how the Ptial viewed
 that kind of interaction, I might have been tempted. Well, no, I had
 been tempted. Selenriale was one of the most fascinating people I had ever met. But the Ptial viewed sex as being marriage – a fact I'd used to my advantage when Morno had captured us – and the Hyarale effectively marrying an officer of the Reborn Empire would have had huge political implications. Political implications that the Hyarale certainly didn't mind at the time, admittedly, but I certainly wasn't ready for that kind of circus. Fortunately, I had
 known, and spent that evening working really
 hard on saying "no" in the most polite and flattering ways I could possibly imagine . . . resulting in her naming me Ka Rerrowerria
 .

But I'd come all this way to ask for her help. So I took a deep breath and smiled. "I would be more than honored, if you would also tell me of yourself, great Hyarale."

"I will tell you of our wars and our celebrations, my loves and my duels, and we will speak of many things," she agreed, her eyes sparkling with what I was absolutely certain
 was mischief. "Come, Sasham; I've been looking forward to continuing our old discussion for decades
 !"


Chapter 24

Taelin:



"A

 nd here
 is where you'll be working, Taelin; directly under my command."


What
 ? Taelin kept any hint of the consternation he felt from reaching his features. "Under you
 , Uncle Borell? I thought you were returning to Fanabulax."

Borell Dellitama – or whatever was imitating him – grimaced. It was not a friendly grimace, the sort of wrinkled expression that included the understanding and camaraderie of those who shared a bond, but the ugly countenance of one who is experiencing misfortune and blames the one they face. "Oh, I am
 , boy. The Emperor made that rather clear. Clever, I'll grant you that; you devised a stratagem that forced the Emperor to recognize the Contract excesses on that hell-world, and put it neatly on my
 head. So I've a mandate to start relaxing the strictures immediately, with as quick a path to full remediation as is practical under the current situation."

If they were at all right about what was going on, Taelin knew, this was just lights and shadows, no truth in it. Still, he had to play along. "Surely he doesn't blame you for the whole
 mess. My research showed this wasn't anything new – not that that excuses ignoring
 it, but still –"

"Oh, to the Hells
 with your sympathies! You've reawakened a heroic zeal in the Emperor, and he's all for returning full responsibility to the Five Families. Including 'if you see a problem, it has become yours', which I'm sure
 you remember from your childhood."

Taelin burst out laughing. Not only would that be expected, it echoed what he felt. Of course it's just a shadow-game . . . but they have to play it convincingly around me, at least until the lies are no longer needed . . . and that means that, at least for a little while, they do have to play by our rules!

Borell bared his teeth in a humorless smile. "I suppose there is a certain amusement in it. You're the star-shining new favorite, and I'm going back to that soul-crushing remnant of the Fall. But
 ," this smile had dark humor in it, "now you get to work in my
 department. And I
 will be judging your performance here as well, Taelin Ardan Mel'Tasne."

Taelin looked around the immense room. It was circular, and so wide that the ceiling ten meters above looked low. Dozens of people – mostly human with a smattering of other species – sat at consoles with huge screens, some displaying ships arriving or departing, others showing streams of figures, graphic projections, or symbols in multiple languages. There was a constant low murmur, the sound of many voices quietly and efficiently conversing.

"This is Commerce Central," Taelin said, and despite his long experience with every level of the Empire's government, he couldn't quite keep a touch of awe from entering his voice. "I'm going to work here
 ?"

"That is the intent, yes." Borell's voice was a touch less strained, obviously affected in his own way by Taelin's ill-concealed astonishment. "I know your studies and their course, boy; what do you
 know about ComCent?"

Taelin had to admit he was somewhat at sea. He'd known of course that the Dellitama family had a strong speciality in the commercial areas, just as the Mel'Tasnes were heavily into both the military and security areas, but he hadn't studied that heavily; since he'd married Trey, he'd figured she had that part of the professions covered. "Well, obviously what everyone knows; it's the central clearinghouse for trade in the entire Oro system, responsible for overseeing imports and exports . . . umm . . ." he paused, frowning. ". . . which means it must track trading vessels, examine manifests at least in some kind of statistical way, enforce quality and safety laws maybe?"

"No 'maybe' about it, boy. And ComCent oversees similar centers across the Empire. We have reports on trade movements, harvests, production, everything that the Empire produces or consumes as part of its business."

Taelin boggled. "But . . . we couldn't possibly
 track everything on every planet!"

"You might be surprised, Taelin, but no, not everything. Only things directly associated with official Imperial activities and installations. Even so, that's immense reach, as you can imagine. What else?"

Taelin bit his lip, thinking fast. What else? They track all this. They don't control the distribution and sale, I know that, and I really doubt they're monitoring every single Eternal traded in-system. Too many are paychip-straight transactions, not traceable. Even so, this is a huge operation. Just knowing how much is being shipped where, you can . . .

Taelin raised his head slowly, looked with narrowed eyes into the knowing gaze of Borell. "Intelligence. ComCent is also another intelligence-gathering operation, separate from ImpSec and the Monitors."

"We are often called the Emperor's Third Eye, yes indeed, Taelin. And we have another, related function." Borell waited, eyebrow raised.

He's testing me, that's obvious. What other function? Well, let's take it apart. Knowing trade gives you a good grasp of logistics – what can be transported, supported, whatever, and under what kind of a schedule, but that's part of the intelligence we've already agreed is a major function of ComCent. That's true of most of the other obvious stuff – how many ships and what type are where, conditions on major trade and production worlds, so I have to look at this from a different direction. That's all what ComCent accomplishes. Maybe it's more about what ComCent is capable of.

He glanced around the room, looking at all the screens, and it was suddenly, blindingly clear. "Communications. We're not just Commerce, we're Communications
 Central. You have to have communications at top efficiency to keep this data flowing, be able to respond to emergencies, get the information as fast as possible, so you've got a direct link to major communications throughout the Empire." That triggered another thought. "The Nexus Broadcasting stations. ComCent runs them, doesn't it?"

"You pass well enough, boy. Yes. That's one of our major information channels, the relays through Nexus points. Thus we also assist ImpSec and others with all forms of war communications. And you
 ," he gestured sharply, "are going to be running this."


Towers and Waves
 , Taelin thought. This was going to be a challenge. He might have been brought back into favor, but he was undoubtedly on an unspoken but very real probation. Two probations, in fact – the surface one, where they would be watching to see if the apparently-reformed Taelin wasn't really up to the demands of being one of the Five, and the real underlayer, where Taelin's enemies would be watching for any stumble, any slip, that revealed that he was either not malleable enough, or that he was too
 aware of what was going on.

That meant, of course, that determination of his responsibilities wouldn't be left to Lukhas, his brother, but to someone else – and Borell, being already involved, was the obvious choice. It was true that he had a vested family interest in Taelin succeeding, due to Taelin's marriage to Treyuusei . . . but a very personal interest in wanting Taelin to be pushed to his limits and show any weaknesses that might exist.

And running Commerce Central . . . The more he thought of it, the less Taelin liked it. It was a massive
 responsibility, in an area Taelin was little versed in, with incredible opportunities to make mistakes that could cost the Empire dearly.

At the same time, it was a position with immense potential for abuse, both direct and subtle, a tempting power for one who was either corrupt or – from the point of view of their assumed Demonic adversaries – too noble for their own good. He would have to resist any
 temptation to use those resources for his own purposes unless he could figure out some way to make sure that it was impossible
 for Borell, Shagrath, or any of their unknown numbers of associates to detect.

"Meaning no offense, Uncle Borell . . . but are you sure
 ?" Taelin said, after only the smallest visible hesitation – the thoughts had flashed through his head in moments. "It's a huge honor, of course, but I'm hardly trained in this area. I've got other training. Wouldn't Trey be a better choice?"

"Maybe she would, Taelin, but she's already got
 her work to do. You're the one who abandoned your old job and came back, to find it already filled. Oh, one day you'll be sent out to assist the Greater and Lesser in their work again, no doubt about it. But for now
 you'll work here." Borell nodded, a satisfied sneer visible on his face. "More of a test than just handing you something you already know. You showed me you could play the game of words and shadows well enough, but no trickery's going to get you through this. Show me you really
 deserve to be one of the Five."

Taelin let his eyes narrow. "That's for the Emperor
 to decide, not you
 . And he's already made
 his decision."

"A decision can always
 be reversed, boy
 . Don't you ever
 forget that. And it is the Emperor's
 decision that I choose your function for the Empire. You think he didn't guess what I'd do? You're still being watched. And even though I'll be on Fanabulax, don't think you'll be out from under; Kyrell will be observing you, under my direction."

Taelin glared into Borell's dark eyes for seconds, as the older man's smile widened. Finally he turned away. "All right, then. I'll take ComCent Control, and I'll show
 you I am one of the Five."

Borell chuckled, then turned away. "Do that, Taelin. Make me believe in you. Now that you know what the risk is."

That last taunt was just the slightest bit past
 what the old Borell might have done. But it was also the assurance that Taelin needed that he was doing the right thing.


And if I work this
 just right, it might be the exact break we needed.



Chapter 25

The Eönwyl:



"A

 n impressive array of vessels you have," Hargan rumbled, surveying the R'Thann fleet. "You do realize their arrival caused considerable consternation in the Thov Hok Shu
 before we received your signals."

Vick rippled his crest in a shrug. With your species' minds so well-defended and none of you with the Power, we had no way to warn you.


"Which we're going to remedy," the Eönwyl said.

"Ho! You would change our minds, so to speak?" chuckled Boduras, his immense form quaking with the sound.


More that we're going to give you a piece of
 our minds,
 Vick responded, with a corresponding touch of humor that showed just how far he had come from the grim, controlled creature Varan had first met. We will be leaving several Masters of the Light here to provide us with communications at all times. This will allow us to speak with the fleet, or our home worlds, as needed.


"And, at the prescribed times, with Sasham Varan."

Hargan tilted her head. "Why at prescribed times? If you can speak over such distances at all, why limit the time?"

"It may be overcautious on our part, admittedly," Guvthor replied, "but we would rather be overcautious than overconfident. As we know of our adversary's interest in Varan, any actions or communications by him have a greater chance to be spied upon. A minimal
 chance, yes, as it seems extremely unlikely given his history that he would fail to detect any attempt to spy upon his conversations, but a risk there is nonetheless. Thus, by scheduling our contacts at limited and, from the point of view of an external observer, random times, we greatly reduce the chances that we can be spied upon."

Hargan nodded thoughtfully, and turned away from the screen. The others followed her as she left the monitoring post in Thalam Hok Shuvan
 , the massive secret installation called Shield of Knowledge in the Imperial tongue, and led them out into the bright artificial sunlight of that immense cavern-like base. "A wise precaution, I agree. When is the next communication with Captain Varan scheduled?"

"Three and a half Imperial days from now," the Eönwyl answered promptly. She smiled to herself. Of course I count the hours until I might speak to him again. I expect he does the same.


"A tight schedule to prepare everything, indeed. I presume we must ready ourselves for war, as have the R'Thann?"

The Eönwyl sighed. "We will not assume
 your aid, Hargan hok Hargan, and it is, in a way, difficult to argue that we need
 you to throw yourselves directly into the war. You have one operational warship we have seen, and I would assume a few others, but your people are mostly living in the primitive cycle. Still . . . there is a symbolic power in having as many allies with us as possible, even if most of the strength of our forces will come from the Zchorada and to a lesser extent Thann'ta and Ptial."

There was a momentary glint in Hargan's eye which was either humor, or annoyance at being told her people were symbolic, and the Eönwyl went on, "Thovia has already been of utterly invaluable
 service to the cause; without you, we would not have found Earth, and thus not known our true adversary. So it is not absolutely necessary that you send your troops with us."

"Hrrm. I understand your words, and I think you also mean some of this as a kindness – that we, at least, need not risk more lives in this war. But the Thov Hok Shu
 is united, and our people do not fear war or weapons. We will not hide behind others, no matter how mighty those others are, and strike not our own blows. What forces we can send with you, those shall go, and perhaps you will find Thovia not so small a force in the end."


So you
 do have other vessels,
 Vick's mental voice said with a touch of vindication. You have spent some of the intervening time since our first contact preparing.


"And why not?" boomed Boduras, whirling the great Spear of his clan around and down to slam like a massive staff into the ground with a rifle-shot report that echoed in the distance. "You came and told us of the monsters that awaited beyond the stars, and our own Guvthor spoke to us of the menace in wait beneath the surface of your Empire, Eönwyl; and we knew, already, that the R'Thann might well make the mistake of Testing us." He bared immense teeth in a grin that made Vick shake his crest in appreciation and humor.

"And our own cycle of rises and falls has been deliberately orchestrated to give us the strength to prepare, and to endure when others fall. Remember: we have seen
 this before. We remember Melossa," Hargan said. "We have known
 that there is an Enemy, a shadowy force that waits, and watches, and then in some manner we did not understand crushes
 civilizations when they have reached a peak and seem poised for even greater things." Her own grin was also a snarl. "And we
 have waited, and watched, and hoped for the chance to strike back at this Enemy . . . a chance you have now at last given to us. So yes, prepared we have, prepared long and well. Though you will see no lights of cities like your own, know that our people have been learning the truth of their past and ours, have been given the knowledge of the rises and falls of before, and are ready to rise to this challenge."

The Eönwyl found herself laughing. "My apologies. You are right; if anyone
 shouldn't be underestimating your abilities or resolve, it should be me. I've traveled with Guvthor, after all. You've known this war was coming for millennia, just not exactly when.
 "

The Thov Hok Shu
 bowed to her. "Precisely."

She glanced at Vick, and behind him the Master of Final Light. The ruler of Thann'ta stepped forward. Then let us give to you the summary of the strategy and tactics of our assault, as we currently understand them.

The Thovians nodded, and furred foreheads wrinkled as they deliberately reduced their inherent resistance to mental interference. Eyes widened then, as the Master of Final Light delivered the complete summary of all he knew of the strategy in a single thought.

Hargan was the first to speak. "I admit to being first impressed with your mind, Master of the Final Light. So you
 are what the R'Thann can be."

The smile of a fanged hunter. I am what we are, the true and final Arbiter of Creation's Word. But I see your minds as well, and am not unimpressed myself.

"Hmm, yes, and a compliment that is indeed," Boduras said. "Yet while the overall outline is clear, I seem to perceive a certain . . . lack of detail in aspects of this plan. Centering on you, Eönwyl, and your shipmates, especially Captain Varan."

The Eönwyl nodded. "That is necessary, Boduras. I will be . . . hard as this is for me to say and accept . . . the high commander of all our forces, because of this precognitive power I possess. And Captain Varan has devised a plan to force our main enemy, Shagrath, to reveal his nature, but that plan is . . . terribly delicate," her mind replaced the last two words with insanely dangerous
 , "and we intend to restrict the number of people who know any details of that plan to those who absolutely must know in order to play their part."

"And we have no need to know," Hargan said meditatively. "I see. So his plan is already being carried out?"

"He is preparing aspects of it, as well as recruiting certain additional aid to our cause."

The hardest truth to say, Vick's mindvoice inserted, is that in truth we have no hope of direct victory if this is purely and solely a contest of arms. The Reborn Empire's forces outmatch all of ours combined. With that and the Kaital to aid them, the Empire's victory is assured unless we can deal them a more substantial, if less physical, blow.

"Ha! I see. Varan has a plan to damage the faith
 of the Imperial forces in their cause, at the proper moment to assist our assault."

"Exactly." The Eönwyl's grin responded to Boduras' sharp-toothed smile of understanding.

"Very well," the Hargan said. "Captain Varan has proved multiple times that he can and will do what he claims; his integrity and skill are attested to by many here. We accept Doctor Sooovickalassa's assessment of our strategic situation, and thus we must put our faith in Varan – who put his faith in us. It is symmetry."

She nodded decisively. "So I ask, must we prepare so swiftly? Is there time, or no, Eönwyl? You have given us the plan, but what is the time?"

The Eönwyl opened her mouth, and a chill fell upon her. She felt
 it, the sudden vision of the formless nature of the future, the strands that connected it to past and present, to all of those around her, and she knew
 . "Yes," she said, and knew her face had gone pale. "Swiftly indeed. By the time we speak with Sasham again, we must be nearly ready to depart.

"We are running out of time."


Chapter 26

Varan:



"Y

 ou just got these?" I asked Killaren'tian as I began re-reading the documents carefully.

"Yes. The Hyarale said you should get such news as soon as possible. She is concerned that you may have no allies left at home."

"Hmmm," I said absently.

On its surface, the story was about the preparations being made in the Empire to defend itself against the increasing threat of the Zchorada and other psionic forces, with strong implications that all the disparate psi forces had some kind of connection . . . that connection possibly being that terrible renegade, mass-murderer and monster, former Captain Sasham Varan, of course.

But there were extensive quotes from both Lukhas and the newly-reinstated Taelin, and I had the feeling there was something else there. "Killa, how long before I must appear before the Chamber?"

"An hour, no more. Why?"


That's going to be cutting it tight. But I need to examine this.
 "Then please, give me this time alone. Rizzivor . . ."

A clattering shrug of back plates. "Do not worry, Sasham; I will go explore the exterior gardens more."

I thanked them and then turned back to the articles. Let my guess be right. Because if it's not . . . we're doomed already.


But as I dug deeper into the phrasing, I felt a smile growing. The associative code was
 there, buried in the quoted material – quoted under a Family requirement to be precise in the phrasing, just as Taelin had done before. It was hard – Towers-fallen hard
 – to do, because Taelin was being even more cautiously circumspect than usual, and
 because parts of it had been written to mimic Lukhas' style as well – but slowly the key points emerged.


Ha! Lukh and Taelin and Trey have got
 Canta in on it now!
 I remembered the brief rivalry I'd had with Canta, but the thought of that solid, unbending certainty being on my
 side was immensely reassuring. By the Towers, he's been given the Guard detail. That's brilliant maneuvering, Taelin.


That meant that – if and when the war came to Oro – we'd have significant forces on-site that weren't all loyal to Shagrath and his mind-bending forces. If . . .

I laughed out loud as another part of it came into focus. Torline's
 Swords, Lukh is playing a dangerous game, but he's actually using the Conditioning techniques for defense.
 I had no illusions that this would protect him or anyone under him from a direct assault by Shagrath or a Kaital, but it would
 keep casual scans from betraying anything, and maybe protect them long enough to trigger an alert or something.

Taelin had some kind of protection too – something the code implied might even be Atlantaean in origin, which might mean real
 protection. And . . .

Well, I will be sunk with the Towers. Morno. Veshdar Morno, along with his whole task force, is being recalled to Oro System. And Lukh thinks Morno picked up on the basic situation after our encounter. If that's true . . . that could be a real break.

Of course, now I'd have to find a way to contact them
 . . . and to make sure they understand the part they'd have to play in the plan. Without giving it away to anyone.

There was a chime from the door. "Ka Rerrowerria
 , your presence is required by the Chamber."

"I come as requested," I answered, and stood. I glanced quickly at my image in the mirror, quickly brushed a stray strand of hair into place, and then stepped out.

Killaren'tian was there, along with Ellanina'till, Vathalisha'den, and Meilinata'lith. My four protectors formed a square of honor around me and I walked in step with them towards the Chamber.

"The Chamber" was both the name of the ruling/deciding body of Ptial (other than the Hyarale herself, of course) and the place where that body met. More formally "The Chamber of the Lady's Strength and Wisdom" if you were to translate it roughly into Imperial, the Chamber was one place I had never been to before, because it was not only the center of the government, but the foyer or first chamber of the high temple of the Lady Narleya herself.

The four escorted me in a long arc, circling around the central area I knew held the Hyarale's rooms, all the way to the opposite side of the sprawling crystal-metal-wood palace that was the center of the city. Then we turned in to the center and were facing another set of huge carven doors, these also decorated with intricate pictures of scenes, events, people of history. Some were very similar to those seen on the Hyarale's doors, others I had never encountered before.

These doors were even larger than the Hyarale's, filling a broad arc of a doorway fifteen meters across and ten high. The doors opened at our approach, opening at the top and falling away to either side, sliding into slots over a meter wide in the floor; glancing up as I passed, I could see that when closed the doors were embedded in the surrounding walls a full two meters, and they, too, were of layers of modern armor that nothing less than a capital ship's cannon or missiles would penetrate.

Within was something like an amphitheatre in reverse – rows of seats in circular arcs that rose concentrically to a platform both distant and high above; the room was huge, easily over three hundred meters across. At the same time, it somehow seemed nothing like a room
 . Here the motif of wood and crystal and polished metal flowed upward with a rippling grain like that of the interior of an immense tree, and though I knew I was within a building, it felt more that I stood within and between the roots of a tree so mighty that the deep and titanic woods of Thovia would be but saplings, sprouts of tiny seeds before this Great Tree.

At the top of the tiers of seats, the platform melded into the wall, which was itself like that of the Hyarale's throne room, a melding of all materials in successive arcs, each glowing and shimmering with its own unique light.

Most of the seats were filled, and I could see just by the subtle angles of costume and ornament as we walked up the single staircase and walkway to the top that on the left were amassed the priests and the right were the warrior clans. I tried quickly counting them and realized, with a chill, what I was seeing. "They're all
 here," I murmured to Killaren'tian.

A barely perceptible nod. All who could possibly come, yes,
 she answered mentally. The entire Chamber has not been gathered thus in a handful of centuries, I think
 .

The Hyarale stood at the very top of the path, her arms upraised, her aura of command drawing every eye to her, helping me walk up the stairway without effort. We reached her, and the front two of my protectors stepped, one to each side, to allow me to come directly before the Hyarale.

She embraced me then, before the assembled multitude of the Chamber, and raised one arm. "This is Captain Sasham Varan of the Reborn Empire, Ka Rerrowerria
 as I have named him, a true Child of the Lady by claw and courage and honor. I say to you that he is of us, has been of us even as he walked the stars, and he comes to speak not as a stranger, but as one of our own. You will heed his words as you have heeded mine, for he brings a tale strange and dark and frightening, and a demand upon our people that will be great and fearsome and brilliant as the blade drawn on the field of battle."

She stepped away from me.

I turned and faced the Chamber. I had thought long and hard about what I could say in these circumstances – how I might argue the Ptial, including their more cautious military clans, into listening and believing me. But, ultimately, I'd finally realized that this was not a situation where mere words would serve. These were the rulers of Ptial. There could scarcely be a one of them that did not have at least a touch of what they called the Lady's Blessing.

So instead of speaking, I simply opened my mind and let them have it all – the attack on Tangia, my screaming battle against a Zchoradan psi, the secret project, that hideous sensation
 of Shagrath's true mind, Vick's desperate gamble that got us out of Shagrath's reach, our encounter with our first Kaital
 , the escape to Meletta and then outward, to Thovia and Thann'ta and then to Earth itself . . .

. . . and then I felt a sensation of shock, of disbelieving recognition, and the whispering, echoing sound of hundreds of people rising slowly to their feet without even realizing it, as every one of the Chamber stood, staring at me in awe.

And I knew my impossible guess was right.

But before they could recover, could talk about this revelation, I continued – the discovery of our true enemy's name and purpose, and our return, and the desperate straits of our situation.

The Chamber was deathly silent, and I turned away, turning towards the inner rooms, the tall, peaked door that lay in the wall at the far side of the high platform. On each side of that door was a statue, of a man and a woman, Ptialian, yet something else about them, almost familiar, ancient statues of ancient days indeed. Without moving, without opening the doors, somehow I knew what must lie beyond them: a chamber with the faint glimmer of stars, a pure pool of water, and a simple altar.

I turned back, slowly, as one of the people in the top row stepped onto the top platform.

"I am Herrender
 Gorrensha'den," he said, and gave me the briefest gesture of greeting; I returned it. "You have given us a great tale, a saga even, and I accept the Hyarale's direction that you are to be considered as one of us."

He looked about. "I will therefore not insult you by questioning what you have seen, or what you intend. Yet I must question whether you are ready
 for the war you ask us to join."


As if I don't ask that every night.
 "Are we ever truly ready
 for war? Or if we are, do we wish to be?" I asked. "I don't think we have the luxury of being 'sure' we are ready. The war is now ours, whether we want it or not."

"You would duel with a Korregeravin'kira
 , a Dark-soul corruptor, a Demon as you say," Gorrensha'den said. "Have you done so before? Aside from that unguarded instant where this Shagrath perceived you not, have you ever truly touched him mind and soul?"

I started to answer, then shook my head. "No. I admit that all I have ever touched of his mind was pretty much what he wanted
 me to see. I've fought the Kaital
 , but not him."

He nodded his head, pacing slowly around me. "Then you have not faced something like our enemy. For you agree, do you not, that this Shagrath must be surpassingly powerful to keep the Kaital
 under his control?"

I couldn't argue that. The Kaital
 wanted to basically eat their way through the local populations. I was quite sure from my brief and horrific contacts with them that they did not care the smallest fraction of a bit about what anyone or anything else wanted
 ; the only thing that could be keeping them from creating their Nexus and then consuming everything in range would be something far more powerful than they were. "True enough. Neither has anyone else, as far as I know. At least not since the Fall."

"But I would see whether you might have the power to attempt
 it," Gorrensha'den said bluntly. "We have many with powerful blessings of the Lady here. More than enough, I believe, to give your Kaital
 great reservations about ever entering our space." He looked down on the rest of the Chamber. "Agreement? Argument? Are there those who would challenge me?"

"No," said the Hyarale after a moment. "You wish to challenge Sasham Varan, to have him prove himself, and I think there are none here that dispute your concern, Gorren." She turned to me. "Will you accept this contest, Ka Rerrowerria
 ? It is yours to say. For understand you clearly: what Herrender Gorrensha'den proposes is to become the focus and avatar of all the Blessed of the Lady of the Chamber, and he will be your sole and singular adversary."


Torline's Swords
 . I'd been prepared to take on – physically or mentally – any of the Chamber. That's the way things worked on Ptial. And I'd been sure someone
 would challenge me that way. Again, not only was that the way it worked, it was just good sense
 that some of them would want to see how this outsider could handle himself.

But this wasn't me against even the strongest Chamber member. This was me against all
 the Chamber. At once. "Great Hyarale, I ask if you, yourself, are included in the Blessed who will support my opponent?"

She smiled, but there was a hint of fear and sadness in it. "Of course I am, my Unbending One."


Of course she is
 .

I looked around, feeling my heart hammering, my brain already cringing
 at the thought. But . . . Gorrensha'den was right
 . Whatever Shagrath was, he was something so far out of our ordinary league that ordinary beings didn't stand a chance against him. Yet even the very sketchy outline of the plan I could give to others made it clear: ultimately, I'd be facing Shagrath down myself. If I couldn't at least hold off the Chamber of Ptial . . . I was fooling myself, and risking the lives of every single person joining my cause.

I swallowed, then squared my shoulders. "Then I accept this challenge, Great Hyarale."

I saw her – saw the Hyarale
 of Ptial, perhaps the most powerful and confident individual I had ever known – swallow hard, and the voice that rang out across the chamber resonated with the fear she felt for me and for the Galaxy should I fail. "Then in Narleya's name and in the traditions of our people, the challenge has been given and accepted." She looked at Gorrensha'den. "You will be the focus, the conduit and avatar of all the Chamber, Gorrensha'den; stand you ready, knowing the cost?"

"I do," he replied, though I could sense the tension, and no small fear, within him. I couldn't blame him, either; he was going to be a handgun hooked up to a battleship's main cannon leads, and even the best handgun might not survive that experience.

Her gaze moved to encompass both of us. "Is it your desire and pleasure that this challenge be decided here and now?"

"It is necessary," Gorren said – and I thought I heard reluctance even in his
 voice, above and beyond the fear of the obvious.

"We cannot wait," I said. "Yes. Let it be done now."

The Hyarale bowed, and moved off of the platform, leaving us alone on the great dais. "Prepare yourselves. I shall speak the word to begin, when I sense all is in readiness."

That by itself was a mercy that Shagrath wasn't likely to give me – though if my plan worked
 , I'd at least be somewhat prepared for the denouement. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the meditations of Tor
 , even as I slowly brought up all the power I had gained knowledge of. There was no telling how Gorren might begin his attack, so as I rose past High Center and into the Water Vision to embrace the Mind Center, I grasped them all – physical and psychic shields, assaults for the mind and body, energy and mental pressure, brought them to full readiness. I felt not only my own mind, but the icy-chill calm of the sliver of R'Thann power Vick had given me, and let that become the exterior of my shield, certain and strong and deadly.

Beyond my closed eyes I could also sense, like an approaching thunderstorm, the building power concentrated in Gorrensha'den. It rose higher, a wave approaching the shore and rising in beautiful cataclysmic threat, overwhelming my senses with the impossible concentrated presence
 of a hundred, two hundred, perhaps five
 hundred Ptialian psionic masters, the full measure of the Blessed of the Lady that Ptial had to offer.

"Stand tall before the Chamber, both of you. The honor and courage of Ptial is in you both," the Hyarale said. "Now . . . begin!
 "

An out-of-control starship crashed into my shields, or at least that's what it felt like. Light flared from the insubstantial yet unyielding barrier I'd erected, brighter than the sun outside, throwing the rest of the Chamber into pale, flickering shadow. Torline's
 Swords, this is his first attempt! I don't think I can
 handle much of this!


But I had
 to. The Empire depended on my surviving – no, not merely surviving, on my winning
 this battle. All my friends were going to die if I failed – not now, no, but soon, as soon as Shagrath could spare the time. I forced High Center to keep my shields as they were, and then as Gorren's attack paused, a breath between shouts, I sent a telekinetic ram streaking at him, a bludgeon the size of a groundcar moving at sonic speeds.

He blocked
 it, took the impact, and the reverbrating thunder of that intangible collision shook the foundations of the Chamber, sent the people in the higher rows flying, tumbling down with expressions of shock and amazement.

His assault wavered for an instant at that strike, and I took that fraction of a second and focused on the cool hunger within the R'Thann, reached out and stole
 the power he was driving into my own shields, channeled it back
 into my defenses, letting his own attack reinforce my own protection.

Gorren cursed in startlement and his mind recoiled in shock, coiling back and wrapping him in an impenetrable barrier as he strove to understand what I'd just done. That wasn't a surprise; I would've done the same thing if I hadn't understood what the R'Thann were truly like.

I whipped out my vya-shadu
 and leapt for him.

To his astonishment – and mine – those green-glittering blades carved their way almost effortlessly through the first three layers of his defenses, and he had to bring up his own weapon, an armor-banded staff-blade reinforced by his own power, to parry the stroke. Even those strokes echoed with unimaginable might, and without my body being reinforced beyond anything I had imagined I would have been deafened permanently, had bones broken by the merest echo
 of that clash of blade and staff.


Torline and Niaadea, what in Your name are we doing? We could be
 killed here!


That was the real problem; I didn't want
 to kill Gorrensha'den, let alone any of the others in the Chamber. I didn't think he
 wanted to kill me
 , either, but as his next assault ignited the air about me in white-hot flame I realized that want
 had nothing to do with this. He was committed to testing me against the greatest power Ptial could muster, because he truly believed
 what I had shown them. I was to pit my power against a Demonlord, a being whose power lay above and outside anything either of us could comprehend, and if I could not survive this
 , I would not survive that meeting either.

I clamped down on the uncertainty and reluctance, drove them from my mind, even as I seized the air and energy about me, drained them of motion, turned fire to ice and sent the condensed razor-sharp shards in swarms towards Gorren. That itself was nothing, a mere distraction to harry him, as I also grasped his mind-shield in an iron-hard grasp, visualized spikes of battle-armor impaling him and drove inward, boring through his mental screens. On yet a third
 level I stretched outward and down, wrenched at the dais beneath Gorren and broke it, two great slabs of alloy and crystal coming up like a pair of titanic jaws closing on their tiny victim.

The power of the Chamber roared defiance from Gorren's blazing eyes; he vaporized the ice-shards, refused my mind-vice's assault with iron will and raging power, and sent the broken pieces of the dais hurtling directly at me.

I had no time to be complex or fancy; will combined with blade and I carved the air as they came, the stone and gem mass split like a board struck by an axe, and the pieces were blown aside with such force that they flew to the sides and smashed into the far walls of the Chamber. My focused cut continued on, ripped into Gorren's shields and drove him backwards with a scream of frustration.

A fountain of air and obdurate willpower hammered at mind and body, and I felt Gorren's assault mounting. I could – faintly – sense the strain in him as he channeled the power of the Chamber, but he was far from breaking. Instead he threw more
 of himself into the assault, cannons of air and crackling bolts of lightning and another wave of fire intertwined with a vicious and unrelenting series of mental assaults that burned against my mind like a rain of coals. I staggered, stumbling back. I could sense his mind, thought maybe if I focused everything
 on that I might break through, but what kind of control could I have at that point? The R'Thann Hunger caught his power, made it mine, but if I pushed it too far, what might that do to him – or me, for that matter, if I ended up with that Hunger touching the actual soul of my opponent?

Yet I had
 to win.

I held him off as I had these thoughts, and felt a trickling of anger and despair. Gorren, channeling the entirety of the Chamber's psionics, was far stronger than I'd expected. I'd come here ready to take on one
 of the Chamber's strongest, not all of them at once! I had to win . . . but the only ways I could see to win this might be to lose
 at the same time.

And if I didn't
 finish this quickly, it might not matter
 for Gorrensha'den; no body, Ptialian or human or even R'Thann, was really meant to channel the power of a hundred other psionics at once. I could see
 the signs already, the strain on his body showing in the tension of his stance, the veins visible even through the coating of fur on his face.

I tried to muster the will to do what had
 to be done, to defeat him, calling up the R'Thann fragment within me, preparing the focus of mind and power to follow that soul-draining power through and make of Gorren a ruin, a body whose heart might still beat but in which there was neither mind nor soul remaining . . .

. . . but I could not do
 it. I could not unleash that assault. And in that understanding I found myself unable to do anything except defend, hold off the attack that redoubled with every second, driving me backward, eroding my defenses.

FLICKER.

For a moment neither I nor Gorren stood within the Chamber; instead, we floated in the depths of space. Even in the midst of our combat we both paused, startled, and then gasped.

Before us was a woman . . . a woman whose features seemed both human and Ptilian, changing even as you focused upon them. Her hair was midnight ebony, fanning out across the sky, intertwined with stars and nebulae until it blended imperceptibly into the cosmos. Her face, nearly as dark as her hair but with eyes that glinted brightly with gold and black and star-blue, was stern and wise, but now filled with sadness even as it smiled at us. Then she shook her head, and her long, slender arms came up and gestured us apart.

The pressure on my mind ceased immediately. I stared across at Gorrensha'den, whose face was as stunned as my own. "What . . .?"

The Hyarale stepped upon the broken-surfaced dais. "The Lady has spoken to me, and shown herself with great effort to these two courageous combatants. The challenge is concluded."

"Concluded?" A tall female – Merrinrrian'ver, I thought, of the warrior clans – stood. "How is it concluded, then? I saw much exchange of wills, but it seemed that Ka Rerrowerria
 was losing, on the defensive. Is he, then, defeated?"

The Hyarale shook her head. "The Lady spoke to me, and these are her words: Save for mercy, the Chamber would not stand.
 "

There was silence, then Gorrensha'den chuckled ruefully. "I understand, and I sense there is truth – as always – in Narleya's words."

"What?" Another Chamber representative, this one I did not know. "Are you saying that Varan is the victor?"

"The Lady's words say clearly that only mercy spared the Chamber its defeat," the Hyarale answered. "Sasham Varan could
 have defeated his opponent, but he had no hatred in his heart, no desire to destroy or end our representative and friend Gorren. Therefore, he refused to use his strength to anything approaching its fullest."

She gave a savage grin as murmurs rose about the Chamber, and silence descended again. "Neither I, nor the Lady, believe that he will have such mercy for Shagrath or the Kaital. I say he has proven himself, and the Lady so believes. Gorren?"

Gorrensha'den shook his head, then smiled. "I will not argue against the Lady. I felt incredible power within this man, enough to match that of the entire Chamber. If any being lives who might accomplish what he intended, then Captain Sasham Varan is that being. I yield this contest to him, and ask only one thing in return."

The Hyarale tilted her head, then nodded. "Speak your request."

Now his smile was that of a predator indeed. "Give me the command of our ships, the great battlefleet to be assembled. I would come myself, and see with my own eyes and mind the battle that will decide our fate!"


Chapter 27

Varan:



I

 felt the touch of the mind I most missed. Eönwyl
 ?


Sasham!
 A sense of a joyous smile. You're all right?


Suddenly it was as though a curtain was withdrawn from my mind and sight, and I could see
 her, see and hear and sense all my friends as though I stood with them. "What . . .?"


A small gift for you,
 the Master of Final Light said. I have shown your mind how to project a semblance hence, where these people, this vessel, gives anchor to your presence, and where Master Sooovickalassa and myself provide the strength for that manifestation.


I was still vaguely aware of my real body, seated in my chambers on Ptial, but most of my existence and awareness was here
 , on board The Eönwyl
 . I reached out, and felt a chill of awe as well as a thrill of wonder as the Eönwyl herself enfolded me in her arms and we kissed. I may have
 power,
 I thought, but the Masters of Light have
 skill I won't understand for decades, if that.


I looked around, saw that in addition to the Eönwyl and the Master of Final Light, Vick and Guvthor were there, for they were all in the cargo hold of the Eönwyl's ship – the only room large enough for Guvthor to fit comfortably. A holoprojection nearby showed Hargan Hok Hargan and several other members of the Thov Hok Shu
 .

"Well met again, Captain Varan," the Hargan said. "The Eönwyl warns us that our time grows short; how have you fared in your mission thus far?"

"Ptial's forces are assembling. They will meet us at the appointed place," I said.

A rumble of approval from Guvthor. "You accomplish miracles of diplomacy in days, Captain. Perhaps you missed your calling."

"Ha! If everyone held diplomatic meetings like the Ptial, you might even be right." I glanced around. "Since I can see you're at Thovia, and the Master of Final Light is still with you, Thann'ta must be with us, then?"

For answer, the Eönwyl touched the controls and another holoscreen appeared.

I heard a faint gasp, realized it was from me; that array of points of light, as ordered as the atoms of a crystal, was a fleet – a fleet far
 larger than I had imagined the R'Thann could muster. "By the Empire
 . There are tens of thousands
 . . .?"


Nearly seventy thousand, counting support vessels
 , Vick said proudly. Sixty-five thousand combat vessels, fifty thousand of them R'Thann, fifteen thousand from the Mydrwyll. No such force has ever been assembled by the Meritocracy in all its existence.


I was truly impressed. Yes, the Ptial would field far more vessels, perhaps half to three-quarters of a million of them, but they covered vastly more territory than the R'Thann did. "I thank you for this, Master of the Final Light, you and all your people."

An airy gesture of tail and crest. Thanks are unneeded,
 the cold, precise voice replied. We shall all be fighting for our survival and freedom. It would be folly to send anything save our greatest forces to this battle.


Then, to my surprise, a trickle of humor and the hint of a blade-toothed smile both in mind and on the green-glittering face. But I accept your thanks, and we of the R'Thann are gratified by your surprise. It was one of the small, anticipated rewards of our assistance.


"And one you've earned." I looked to the Hargan. "And as I see the Thov Hok Shu
 assembled, may I expect that you, as well, will be with us in this war?"

"It is a war we have hoped to fight for generations untold, Captain Varan," she answered. "You would have much work to keep us out
 of this war, for we have dreamed of the opportunity to oppose the hidden destroyer."

"Are your people ready to depart?" I didn't have to ask the R'Thann that question; the crystal-perfect organization of that fleet told me that they were.

"If you will tell us our destination, we will prepare for departure within the hour," the Hargan said.

"Eönwyl?" I asked. Her sense of danger was one of our major advantages, and here it was critical. What I was really asking was is our target still the right location
 ?

She closed her eyes and then nodded.

"All right," I said, and suddenly felt my heart rate rising. I am about to commit these forces to war. When I give this order, there will be no turning back; we will be en route to a collision with the Empire itself.
 "All right," I repeated, and swallowed. I took the controls and brought up a Galactic map. "This is Oro system," I said, pointing out the brilliant white dot that represented the Imperial capital. "We can't all head directly for it, since the timing of the different fleets would be impossibly fine. We are hoping
 that the Eönwyl will be able to coordinate the strike properly with the assembled fleets once they are gathered."

I moved the pointer to a location near to Oro. "Therefore, this is the rendezvous point. You'll note that there are no stars near this location. It also lies just
 outside the sensing boundary of Oro Defense – I know a lot about the defenses of the system, so I'm sure of that much."


Conversion flash by so many vessels at once can be detected, however,
 Vick pointed out.

"Yes, but there are no sensing platforms closer than six light-months from this location. They won't detect the flash before the war is over; we're not going to be sitting there for six months."

"Understood," the Hargan said. "And we are to depart now, yes?"

"As soon as possible, yes. Your fleets have by far the farthest to travel. I'm going to have the Ptial and Zchorada launch their fleets to arrive at as close to the same time as your own that I can."

"Then please, stand by and witness, as Thovia rises to war," Hargan Hok Hargan said.

She barked commands in the Thovian tongue, which were answered offscreen; more voices became audible, and I realized she had patched us into the Thovian communications network.

A faint, rhythmic chant became audible, deep, heavy beats like a relentless drum. The chant became louder, as more and more Thovian voices joined in, and then it suddenly swung into a full-fledged song, deep and powerful and proud despite the fact that I could not understand the words.

The Eönwyl looked at Guvthor. "I heard part of this before. What are they singing? What does it mean?"

"Ahh, yes, you would not have any way of knowing. This is a song composed in the Second Cycle, an anthem that we of Thovia adopted as our symbol. It would be a matter of some time to give a fully accurate and yet melodic translation, yet I can give you some basic sense of it." He paused, thinking, and then spoke:

"Time has come! Time has come!

To rise to the call

To throw down the mask

And take up the axe!

Daramanda's bright hope

Will be realized at last

Time has come! Time has come!

To claim our stars!"

He grinned fiercely. "There is much more, speaking of the final coming of the Enemy, of our long wait, of the rising and falling, and of the hidden blades that are finally to be shown. Oh, a glorious day it is to hear it sung now
 , to hear it sung not in hope but in truth
 !" He began to sing himself, and his voice was so low and resonant I felt it rumble through my chest.

On the holotank, we began to see bright sparks of ships, Dimension Tap generators making their characteristic signature detectable from millions of miles way. The Hoorai'Gon Bal
 I knew, as the massive warship appeared scant kilometers from The Eönwyl
 , but there were more . . . many more, I realized, as spark after spark of luminance appeared on the screen. Fifty, one hundred, a hundred and fifty, as the chant rose to a crescendo, two hundred and fifty immense ships of the void. The chant faded, to a low droning, an expectant, tense sound, anticipating things to come.

"Two hundred and fifty?" I said, in a respectful tone. "More than I expected, Hargan, Guvthor, many
 more. Especially given how long you have had to spend hiding, with most of you unaware of the technology needed to build such vessels."


Truth
 , the Master of Final Light said. And though it is both a pain and surprise to admit it, I can sense that in many ways your vessels surpass the capacities of even our own; they will be a strong core for us to build around.


"Your words are kind and welcomed," Guvthor said, "But a mere core
 ? Captain, Eönwyl, Master, did I not warn you not to underestimate us?"

The chant began to swell again as Guvthor bellowed, "Activate the MAIN FLEET
 !"

And suddenly lights began to appear like stars in the sky, curving away in twin arcs, forming a mighty double band of light across the expanse of the Thovian system. I stared as the ships continued to appear, rank upon rank, massed numbers I couldn't grasp, as that great chorus thundered from every speaker.

I felt my head turn slowly, even as my presence wavered, my R'Thann anchors themselves so stunned that they almost lost my connection. "The asteroid belts. You hid them among the asteroids."


"Within
 the asteroids, Captain," the Hargan said, and her smile too was savagely triumphant as the lights moved, formed into immense fleets, each with one of the first great warships at its head. "Hollowed out over the years, in every cycle of rise. And now, with months to prepare, our people have become ready to crew
 these vessels, though we are stretched to our limit."

I saw the final tally and swore. "Torline's Swords
 . . . two hundred and fifty thousand
 vessels."

"It is all we have, for the eighteen thousand years we have waited, Captain Sasham Varan," the Hargan said. "It is still small, in truth, against the might of your Empire. But perhaps . . . just perhaps . . . it will be enough."


Chapter 28

Varan:



R

 izzivor looked at me with deep concern in his posture and the angle of his pincers. "This is a terribly perilous course of action, Sasham, and we are moments away from the irrevocable step. Are you certain
 this is the proper way, and proper time?"

"Oh, if I could
 be certain," I said, hearing the tension in my own voice, "what a wonderful thing that
 would be. No, but it's the best I can do."

He was silent for a moment as he worked the consoles, tweaking the TT+ drive to bring us onto the precise course necessary. TT+ drive systems were harder to separate out from the general traffic noise in a heavily populated system, and had the major advantage that you could with appropriate sensors "see out" and maneuver to destinations that you hadn't pre-programmed. "Surely there could be other ways to accomplish the delivery of this message," Rizzivor said finally.

We'd discussed this more than once, but I couldn't blame him for bringing it up again. Among other little details, this part of the plan required that I perform a successful teleport both from, and back to, a vessel under stardrive. True, it wasn't a Conversion drive, but even TT+ effectively put the ship into a different spacetime coordinate system. On the positive side, I'd have Rizzivor as a mental anchor and support in both cases.

But even after the practice we'd done after my victory at Ptial – stopping at various locations en route
 to our destination – I could only manage this trick about four times out of five, and at least one or two of those times I'd be left incapacitated by nausea and teleport strain. If that was on my way back
 , no problem. But if it happened on my first
 jump, well, I'd be half-conscious somewhere on a planet where I was the absolute top most wanted criminal in the Galaxy.

"Yes, there are. But I have to do this in a way that fits both
 with the propaganda they've been putting out about me, and
 with what Shagrath knows is the truth about me. In short, once they find out about it, it has to be scary as all the Hells if you put it out as a public release, and satisfactory to Shagrath's expectations so he doesn't start digging too
 deep." I swallowed my other misgivings. I would be relying not just on Taelin and Lukhas, but on Canta, doing everything right as well. Any one of us dropping this explosive ball would get all of us killed or worse, and doom the Empire and all my other friends.

A rattle-buzz of a sigh. "Yes, I know. I just promised the Hyarale that I would not let you do anything foolish, and if this is not a foolish risk I have not yet seen
 one."

"It's the kind of foolish risk you take when there're no other options," I said, and stood up. The meditations of Tor
 came back to mind easily, and I began the focus of myself, a self separate from any specific location. That would make it easier to superimpose two locations on myself. "Give me the countdown."

I built up the Vision of the ship around me . . . and simultaneously of a military memorial, an almost complete circular wall with seven stylized towers at the top, close-cropped grass and flowers nearby, the sun slanting just so
 , the faint sound of rippling water nearby.

As this second Vision began to clarify, I could feel myself adjusting, the flowers' locations and colors subtly shifting, the grass just slightly shorter than my memory, the stream's sound more urgent from recent rains, the sunlight momentarily dimming as a cloud passed over it. As I expected given local time and patterns of work, there was at the moment no one else standing before the memorial; had there been, I'd have had to abort the countdown, come about, and try a second approach to an alternate location.

Both places were superimposed, impossibly both there
 , our ship's little control cabin and the Black Dragon Memorial both simultaneously where I was
 . And then, as the countdown reached zero, I chose my location.

There was a wrenching, disorienting twist to my perceptions, as of someone on a long swing suddenly feeling the swing break and send them hurtling into space. But even as vertigo began to claim me, my perceptions solidified, and I looked up to see my grandfather's name engraved as I had remembered it, in the center of the second line on the wall.

I leaned against the wall for a moment to steady myself, but overall, that was one of my better moving teleports. I checked my chronometer and noted the time carefully. Rizzivor would come back at a very precise time. In theory
 of course it didn't matter how far away he was, but in practice the farther the actual separation, the harder the jump would be. If that hadn't been true, I could've just teleported straight from Zchorada to here.

I stepped out of the enclosed circle of the memorial and looked outward, towards the horizon.

For the first time in . . . by the Towers, more than a year, perhaps two . . . I felt the soil of an Imperial world beneath my feet. The shining needles of Imperial towers glittered not six kilometers away: Intrijia, capital of Alada Tenjo.

My eyes stung and my throat was tight, and for a moment I just stared with a mingling of pain, joy, and fear. Pain for all I had gone through for the Empire's sake, joy that I had finally returned and that we were ready, finally, to move, and fear for the ultimate outcome. I wasn't so much afraid for myself
 , but for the plan and my friends.

This was the beginning of the endgame.

The timing of this visit was also critical; if the Zchoradan intelligence info was right, Canta would be here on a short leave from Oro system to help his family pack for the move to the Imperial Capital now that he and his people had passed their probationary period as the Palace Protectorate.

Even here I could feel huge blank spaces in my perceptions, psi-screens covering almost every dwelling in reach, larger ones covering entire neighborhoods in a second layer of coverage.

Canta's home was a few kilometers away, in prime real estate on the outskirts of Intrijia proper – just inside the main city shield. I started walking. One advantage I had on Alada Tenjo in keeping my cover was that a lot of the population came from similar stock as my family, so the same general dark-wood brown complexion, narrow face structure, and build as my own was common. Of course, I also wasn't wearing anything vaguely military, so people hopefully wouldn't associate this random man walking in civilian clothes with the mad Captain Sasham Varan, Imperial Most Wanted criminal.

It seemed to be working; most people barely gave me a glance as I walked along the sidewalks through a local market district; I stopped and bought a haral
 , a crunchy-sweet fruit I hadn't tasted for a while, helping to establish me as just an ordinary citizen out for a stroll.

There were of course a few monitoring cameras, but they wouldn't have the carefully-monitored identification and tracking capabilities that would be unfortunately common on military bases; I just had to make sure I didn't do anything to draw attention to myself while in view. Naturally, after-the-fact Imperial Security and the Monitors would be able to trace me back, but that wouldn't matter for my purposes.

I could feel the oppressive blanket of the psi-screen descend on me as I passed the official city limits, then a second layer when I entered Canta's local neighborhood. Impressive. They're balancing the citywide screen with so many separate local shields, and those with individual screens. Someone
 has been doing a lot of work.


That was fine, too; sure, I had learned to operate pretty well in heavier screening, but the assumption would be – even, I thought, by Shagrath – that in three layers of screening I'd be very much crippled. That would explain the methodology of my approach.

I looked around, made sure I was out of sight of any cameras before fading into the hedges separating Canta's house from his neighbors. I had to make sure I timed this exactly
 right.

From this angle I could see the skytruck being loaded with boxes and furniture. Normally a military family moving tries to keep the amount moved down, but in this case the commander of the Palace Protectorate would have a bigger
 home than they were already living in, and shipping costs would be covered by the Empire, within any reasonable bounds.

So they were clearly taking pretty much everything worth keeping (the stuff not
 worth keeping already being in a bin to one side of the property). Listening carefully, I could tell they were about halfway through the loading process. With everyone focused on that, I wouldn't need to worry about being spotted. The key would be to arrange to talk to Canta without other witnesses.

Fortunately, I knew Canta almost as well as Taelin. I waited patiently – if Tor
 had taught me nothing else, it was the ability to ignore discomfort and boredom for extended periods of time – until I could see they were nearly done. Then I rose carefully, stretched cramped muscle groups, and prepared to move.

Sure enough, the rear of the truck came down and Amalandi came out to their own skycar. Well, looks like I also need to congratulate him again; I think she's got a child on the way.

That thought added one more tiny drop of worry, of course; now I had to hope I could make sure their little one got to grow up.

But the important thing was that Canta, after checking the truck door and the back of his car, headed back into the house for one last, thorough check.

It had been a guaranteed bet that Imperial Security had surveillance on the house of the guy chosen to be head of the Protectorate. Knowing what to look for, I was able to find the key bugs and disable them – which would alert Security.


Now
 the clock was ticking very, very fast. There would be an audio bug still active; someone might still hear
 things, but they wouldn't be able to see
 , and that would make a big difference.

I was waiting in the back hall – farthest from any windows or doors – when he came around the corner.

He stopped dead, face going pale. "S . . .Sasham."


Boy, I hope you can pull this one off, Canta
 . The message Taelin had gotten to me had let me know that Canta would expect to be contacted, and given Taelin's record so far I figured he'd have briefed Canta in detail. But in the end Canta was going to have to play this right.


"Canta. It's been a long time." I made an abortive gesture, as though I wanted to step forward and hug him in greeting, settled for a Six-and-One.

His hands were frozen in position, like a man held at gunpoint. Of course, if you're facing a psi, no gun is needed to make you freeze. "Last time you weren't on the run," he said.

The tone was good; it had the right amount of tension and uncertainty. "No. No, I wasn't." I let my face show a dark anger – which wasn't hard. "But there's a lot you weren't told, Canta. A lot
 ." I shook my head. "Put your hands down, I'm not here to hurt you. I need to talk to someone
 and there's no way I can reach Taelin now."

"Taelin and Lukhas would shoot you on sight."

I grimaced. "I guess they'd try." Depending on how you read that expression and my words, it could be a wince or a sneer.

Canta had lowered his hands. One was – very
 slowly – sliding back behind him. Which would be where he kept his concealed sidearm, if he was the Remin Canta I remembered.

I reached into my jacket, and the movement made Canta jump, his hand leap back and come out with a small-caliber rannai
 pistol – as mine came out holding a sealed envelope.

"Oh, Torline's Swords
 , Canta, I said
 I wasn't here to hurt you. And what do you think that's
 going to do against me, if I'm even one-tenth of what they're saying I am?"

He smiled tightly, though his voice wasn't nearly so confident as his gaze. "You're inside a triple-layered psi screen now, Sash."

"True enough," I said, allowing a tiny hint of uncertainty to show in my voice. Too much? Too little? Sinking
 Towers it's hard to know.
 "True enough. But look, I know there's no time. I'm not stupid. But neither are you, Canta. The Empire's lying to you – to everyone. Not just about me, but about . . . about things I don't even have time to tell you." I put the envelope on the floor.

His right eyelid flickered in an unmistakable wink, and I felt relief course through me. Canta really was
 on our side and this was
 the playacting I expected. I winked back, then made a gesture of pointing and shooting at myself; his eyebrows rose as I went on, "Shagrath . . . he's not human
 , Canta. The whole of the Monitor Corps is –"

Canta aimed the gun carefully. "If there's really any of the original you in there, think
 . The Monitors are processed
 , conditioned to loyalty –"

"It's an alien invasion
 , Canta! Shagrath's allied himself with something called the Kaital
 , bodiless mind-parasites that –"

The noise Canta gave was, I had to admit, marvelous – it was a cross between a laugh and a groan of someone realizing their worst fears. "Sash, listen
 to yourself, for the love of Atlantaea, listen
 ! Bodiless mind-parasites working with the Prime Monitor? You couldn't sell that one to a third-rate imageplay house, Sash!"

"Torline's Swords
 , Canta, you have to listen to –"

I broke off because I was dodging; Canta had opened fire when I stepped forward to plead with him.

The rannai
 bolt slammed into my calf like a spike of flame; I didn't even try to restrain the scream, just drove myself around the corner and out the doorway. The moaning howls of approaching Imperial Security forces were already audible from three directions; wounded and under psi-shielding they'd have me boxed in awfully fast.

I scrambled through the hedge, suppressing pain as best I could. The weight on my mind lightened as I passed Canta's shield, but there would only be the narrowest of intervals between his and that of his neighbors.

I could
 teleport from here, of course, but I didn't want Imperial Security – and most especially Shagrath – to know that. I dashed up the hedge line, heading away from the city.

But Security was living up to their reputation. As I sprinted across the road, two skycars came slanting down, giving chase. Torline and Niaadea, this is going to be a close one.


"Sasham Varan, halt and surrender immediately!"

The amplified voice was like the command of the gods, echoing through the neighborhood, an alert and warning in one. Even under the shield I could sense the whispers of other minds, shocked, wondering, frightened, knowing the monster was even now there
 .

I heard a distant screaming in my mind, too, and smiled a humorless smile. One of the approaching Imperials was not what he or she appeared to be.

But I was still running, with only a slight limp from the damage to my one leg; halt and surrender had never been in my plans, and – almost certainly – it was just a formality from the point of view of the Imperials. They had no decent way to capture an ultrapsi alive.

Rannai-bolts spattered around me, blowing holes in the neatly-manicured lawns and carefully-kept hedges and fences. Some came frighteningly close, shrapnel stinging like a dozen firemidges, and my shields were on a hair trigger. I did not want
 to reveal anything of what I could do at this point, but I also had no intention of dying.

I vaulted over another fence and evaded another fusillade of fire, just barely, before dashing under cover of a grove of trees. They couldn't just fly after me and if they started shooting trees the resulting smoke, steam, flame, and debris could easily lead to them losing track of me. I heard one of them landing behind me, and the other screaming onward, probably to land on the far side of the grove to cut me off.

But – as I'd expected – halfway through the grove I felt another
 layer of screening fade away, as I passed from the neighborhood and approached the city limits. I looked forward, sensing, probing, and shook my head. No, there was no way I was getting away from this on foot; the Imperial response had been astonishingly fast and comprehensive. The grove was already nearly surrounded, would
 be surrounded before I could escape.

However, Shagrath already knew
 I could function reasonably well under one psi-screen, and would be unsurprised to know I'd gotten somewhat stronger; specifically, while the old Varan might not have been able to teleport at all, now
 would be a different matter. This was far enough, and my chronometer was humming; the window was open.

I brought up the vision of the current place, and of the control deck of a small Zchoradan vessel, Rizzivor at the controls, and made them coincide, made them simultaneously real
 . At the same time, I felt contact, Rizzivor's mind linking me more strongly to our ship. And then, just as one of the Imperials came into view, I waved ironically and made there
 into here
 .

Instantly I regretted the tiny diversion of attention of that wave; I felt as though I had been sent spinning off a cliff into a raging torrent. The deck was hard and cold under my knees and hands as I brought up that morning's breakfast; I tried to get up, collapsed onto my side with the room spinning and a throbbing, burning ache beginning to scream at me from my right leg.

But even so, I was smiling through the pain and nausea, and Rizzivor gave a buzzing laugh of relief. "A success, then?"

"A success," I said, and managed to roll to a sitting position. "Now all we can do is wait and hope."

He scuttled forward and his eyes glowed; the mess on the deck disappeared, a small but impressive demonstration of teleportation of other
 things. "Do not worry, Captain," Rizzivor said, as he began to examine my leg. "We have done what we can; now we must trust your friends to do what they must. Do you trust them?"

"Yes."

"Then we will wait; and instead of hope, we shall have faith."


Chapter 29

Taelin:



A

 yawn threatened to crack Taelin's jaw in half; he forced his mouth to close, blinked his eyes, and took a gulp from the samahei
 mug nearby.


That
 woke him up, because it had gone cold probably two hours ago and the bark-grit that somehow always snuck through the filters coated his tongue with the bitter sadness of wasted time. "Argh!"

"Problem, Director?"

"Just not paying attention to what I was drinking, Zamus. Ugh." He bent over the comm and ship traffic coordination tank again. "Think you could do me the favor of getting a fresh cup?"

"No problem, sir. Two squirts of pelam
 and a drop of redfruit, right?"

"Gotten to know me that well already? Yes. Thanks so much."

He watched Zamus – a gangly-looking young man from Holti, all skinny arms and legs and white hair that matched his skin – hurry off, carrying Taelin's cup like it was a delicate artifact. He's a good kid. At least I
 think he is.


The worst part of this whole situation was the more he learned, the less he dared trust anyone
 . The Demonic conspiracy – if that was what it was – had spread far and deep. Lukhas was pretty sure that the influence was now widespread through all of the Five Families (even to their own cousins), probably fifty to seventy percent of the Great Families, and a significant percentage of the Lesser Families, with a large number of key figures in the military and governmental sectors of at least four or five thousand planets likely compromised.

In a place like this
 ? One of the nerve centers of the Empire? The Demons or whatever they were would be utter idiots
 if they didn't have this place covered in depth. There was probably a plan – or three or four plans – already in place to remove Taelin Mel'Tasne as soon as they no longer needed to maintain their cover. He was technically in charge here, but from their point of view he was simply a convenient tool.

So the likelihood was that Zamus's "earnest lieutenant trying to make good" act was exactly that, an act, by something ancient and monstrous. At least, that was definitely the way to bet.

The stream of traffic – physical and data – didn't slacken. Another Fallday was approaching, and that always
 meant a vast increase in traffic to the Capital, and an accompanying headache for everyone concerned with security.

Huh. Fallday. It was just before Fallday that this all started, really. That was when the Zchorada attacked Tangia Station.

Another group of ships came popping out of the seventh Nexus gateway. Five of the six stayed together, but the sixth accelerated at high speed directly for Oro. A courier ship from . . . Alada Tenjo
 ?

Even as that registered, the ship's symbol turned silver. A priority code!
 Taelin immediately activated the privacy screens around his panel – required when answering a priority – and keyed in the acknowledgement code. "This is ComCent, Director Mel'Tasne speaking. Identify and state nature and destination of priority alert."

The voice that answered was one he'd been waiting to hear. "Director, this is Protectorate Commander Remin Canta, in Courier Vessel Eight Echoes
 . I have a White Priority message for Imperial Security, reference: Fugitive Sasham Varan."

"Fallen Towers . . ." Taelin didn't entirely have to fake the startlement or worry. This is it. It has to be a message from Sash.
 "Eight Echoes
 , proceed immediately to Oro Imperial Spaceport. White Priority Landing is authorized." That meant that Canta's landing would override anyone and anything other than the Emperor himself. "You will be met by cleared Imperial Security personnel."

"Acknowledged. Still Standing, Director."

"Standing and Unfallen, Canta." He could afford the slight informality.

As soon as the signal cut off, Taelin activated a direct line – one of three installed on the Director's station.

It was only a matter of seconds before it was answered. "Mel'Tasne here," said Lukhas, raising an eyebrow as he saw who it was.

"And here too, Lukh. Remin Canta's inbound in a courier
 ship – running ahead of his family, I guess – and he's got a package for you." Taelin let his face go grim. "A package about Sasham Varan."

Lukhas' eyes narrowed, then he nodded. "Of course. Varan must have tried to contact him. Canta's lucky to be alive, then."

"He's landing at Oro Imperial in Eight Echoes
 . Can you –"

"For something like this
 ? Of course I can. Leaving immediately."

This was the most risky part of the operation in some ways. Taelin didn't know exactly what might be in . . . well, whatever message Varan had contrived to send, but in order to convey any significant detail it would have to be pretty long. And it would have to be consistent with the truth that Shagrath knew, which meant that Shagrath would ideally want to keep it quiet. If Lukh got there first, that wouldn't be possible, of course . . . but then he'd have to be concerned that something Varan said might actually convince Lukh, or even Taelin, to start looking too
 hard at what was going on around them.

And if Shagrath really
 thought that was likely . . . well, Taelin had no illusions about their chances, sitting on the homeworld surrounded by the unknown enemy.

Still, he was pretty sure they'd all played it right thus far; alerting his brother when the message was for
 ImpSec wasn't even a question, and it would be expected that Lukhas would alert the Monitors himself. Taelin let out a tense breath and went back to his regular work; it was busy enough to keep him distracted.

Armed Monitors did not
 , in fact, try to apprehend him on his way out, so that was a good sign. If I get home intact, I figure our chances might have reached fifty percent.


The flight home should have been short, but it seemed to take forever; Taelin kept fighting back the impulse to watch in all directions. Doing so would have been worse than pointless; anyone really good at following and observation wouldn't be easily spotted, and if he was
 being watched closely, acting nervous like that would set alarm bells ringing straight to the Prime Monitor's office.

So he leaned back as usual, guiding the car with lazy touches on the control yoke as he let strains of Haruchi's latest orchestral piece waft through the sound system, the very picture of a confident, relaxed member of the Five Families.

He landed in his usual spot, leapt out and strode through the front door. As he entered, he glanced at a wrist indicator; it verified that the two-layered psi screens were indeed active. He reached inside his uniform jacket, retrieved a very particular set of tools, and started an unobtrusive check for other monitoring devices as he walked into the main hall.

The dining hall was dark, but that wasn't a huge surprise; with Mother and Mishel off-planet there were only two or three people at mealtimes, and the kitchen was more than large enough for that. He could see the kitchen light was
 on.

To his immense relief, he saw that both Lukhas and Treyuusei were there. Taelin didn't allow relief to show, of course, just the usual smile and wave. "I'm back! Hey, Trey!"

They kissed – and even in his current tense state, he didn't make it quick. He heard a tolerant sigh from his brother. "When you come up for air," Lukhas said, "I actually have something to talk about with you."

"Oh," Taelin said, breaking away from Trey. "That message."

Lukhas looked grim. Taelin began pacing nervously. "Was it really about Varan?"

"About
 him? It was from
 him." Lukh's face could have been carved from basalt, and that was matched by the hardness in his voice.

"You mean it. A letter for us?"

"For Canta, actually." Lukhas gave a snort of derision. "Face it, little brother, with our known associates and behavior, even a crazy psi isn't going to trust us
 directly."

Taelin continued the pacing, with occasional shifts of his gaze downward. "So he thought he could get to Canta
 ? Towers, Lukh, is he . . ." He broke off.

"Yes. Yes, he is, I'm afraid."

Taelin completed a nervous circuit of the kitchen . . . and none of his instruments had twitched. "You mean, he's fully aware of what we're up to," Taelin said, grinning and sitting down. His stomach rumbled and he reached out to start carving a slice off the urumbe
 roast.

"Perfectly," Trey said. "I can't make out the code – it's for you, not us, after all – but Canta played it just as we hoped it would. Varan showed up, did his playacting of trying to contact Canta, Canta shot at him, and Varan barely got away."

Lukhas shook his head. "Well, 'barely' is more a matter of what Imperial publicity will say. If I read the after-action reports that Canta brought along right, Varan was actually shot but still
 eluded pursuit and then vanished – maybe even teleported."

Despite his conviction that Varan really was on their side, the idea of him teleporting
 sent a chill down Taelin's back. Teleportation was one of the most terrifying powers – how could you protect yourself when walls meant literally nothing, when an empty room could suddenly be home to your enemy? "And the letter?"

"Canta played the loyal Imperial to the hilt – which of course fits his profile. He didn't even open
 the message, just reported the incident and asked to be the courier. Since he had a personal connection twice over, that wasn't a problem." He grinned. "And of course there was a second sealed courier message with him that went to both me and Shagrath. That one included the audio transcription from one of the bugs Varan didn't get, plus forensics that showed Varan was
 shot; plenty of blood and signs of him having to push himself to the limit to escape. That should keep Shagrath from asking too many questions too soon."

"And do you have a copy
 of the message for me, big brother?"

Lukhas passed over a sheaf of paper. "I would hardly have come home if I didn't
 ," he said with a wry grin.

Taelin immediately sat down and started reading. In a few minutes, he reached into his jacket, took out a pen and started tentatively writing out words on an empty sheet of paper.

Time passed. This was not the simple three-word message Varan had sent so long ago; this was at least as long as the message they had conveyed to Varan through the publicized interviews, and the nature of associative code made it an absolute monster
 to decode properly. Sometimes the choice of word could be affected by your current mood
 , and you had to decide if that was the right mood for this message.

Taelin ate absently, not even noticing what
 he was eating; almost everything was focused on wringing Varan's words, the right
 words, from the obscurity of references and nods, of deliberate choices of phrase that echoed people they both knew and places they had been, from names that meant something different to them than they would to nearly anyone else, from the urgency in one paragraph and the understated words of another.

Finally he sat slowly back in his chair, staring at the final paper, the last of sixteen covered by scratch-outs, question marks, guesses. "This . . . this is it."

Lukhas' head snapped up; he had been half-asleep in the chair across from Taelin. Treyuusei drew in a breath and swallowed audibly. Outside the night of Oro was dark above, with the blaze of light from the capital dominating the horizon. Taelin realized he had been working on the message for over six hours. "This is it," he repeated, and handed the paper to Lukh.

His brother scanned it, brows coming together, and then a second time, more slowly, as his face grew more pale. "Great Torline and Niaadea . . ." he whispered.

Trey took the sheet from Lukh and read it. "Demons and Gods, Taelin. It's really happening. Torline help us, it's happening.
 Civil war. Revolution."

"And here, here
 , in the capital system itself," Taelin said, feeling sick. "But what Sash plans to do . . . Fallen Towers
 , it's insane."

Lukhas shook his head, then stood. "Not insane. It may be the only chance we have, if he's right. And I think he's right, though I'd have thought he was absolutely out of his mind if we'd tried to talk about this a few years ago." He looked down at Taelin, and Taelin took his own breath.

"Then we've got to get ready to help him. If he can pull this off . . . we've got to neutralize Shagrath's own plans. He can't be allowed to cover up anything. And then there's Borell. He's going to be
 here by next week. He'll still be here when it all happens."

Trey looked at them both. "I will take care of Borell Dellitama," she said, and her voice was frozen iron.

"He's yours," Taelin said without hesitation. Then he smiled, as the scenario began to clarify for him. "They've probably taken one of the flagships for themselves, maybe even the Niaadea
 , right?"

"I would bet on it," Lukhas said. "Lot of traffic in my top suspects going back and forth from there."

Taelin looked at Trey, and felt a predator's smile on his face. "Borell's yours . . . but I think I can deliver
 him to you."

The three bent over the table, and Taelin began to outline the most desperate last-ditch plan he had ever heard of.


Section Three: Strategies of the Fall


Chapter 30

Shagrath:



H

 e studied the reports dispassionately. Some mentioned confrontations on the Zchoradan border; others a burst of traffic seen near Ptial and its adherents; reports of psispies, sightings of Sasham Varan.

Then there were the reports significant in their absence
 . Most importantly, no word at all from the forces that had been picketing Thann'ta, Mydr, and – from farther away – Thovia. Admittedly, courier service from such vast distances was slow and unreliable at best, but still . . .

He opened his mind and keyed in the variance that allowed a tiny slit to appear in the psi-screens surrounding Silan-Luria Base. I require verification. Are the elements in detached duty near your ancient enemies no longer active?


A pause, then the screaming babel of the Kaital
 responded, shock and fury manifest in their answer. They are gone. Impossibly not felt, no knowledge of loss until sought for!


A thin smile crossed Shagrath's face. Of course they hadn't. Their enemies had known precisely what had to be done, and that the Kaital
 could ill-afford the strength to maintain constant direct contact with their agents a quarter of a galaxy distant. Their opponents had located their targets and removed them with such swiftness and force that not a single thought
 had escaped to warn the rest of the Nexus of the Kaital
 that something was amiss, the way that a man might look down to find himself bleeding after a wound from the anaesthetic-coated razor-teeth of a gyrhunter.


Silence,
 he thought, as the Kaital
 began to focus anger and rage into purpose. To you these are trivial losses, with the great mass of your selves here in Oro system. This is what I needed to know. They have chosen to act. They are active and moving.


In that light, the reports he had seen took on more significance. There were still occasional skirmishes on the border with Zchorada, yes – but all the vessels seen were either of smaller or older designs. In the last month of reports, few of the Zchoradan front-line units had been seen. So, too, with Ptial.

The reports of Varan, of course, were hysteria – all except that most unique event, his contacting his former ally and friend Remin Canta. That
 had been the real Varan, and his ability to escape showed just how formidable he had become. Teleporting to – I must presume – a moving vessel, from a planet, through a full psi-screen? Impressive indeed.


Varan had clearly realized time was running out. Canta had been under observation, of course, as had been other close associates of Varan, but the question was why Varan had chosen to contact Canta now
 , and not, say, Taelin Mel'Tasne, whose recent performances had shown that he still retained some of his basic idealism even underneath a newer shell of realistic cynicism?

After a moment's consideration, Shagrath thought he could answer that. Canta was about to be permanently relocated to Oro. Even with the ability to teleport from a vessel, Varan would know – none better – how impossible it would be for him to escape Oro system even if he managed to arrive
 unseen. Taelin and Treyuusei had been more and more kept to the capital, inaccessible, and now Canta was about to become impossible to reach. Varan had had no choice but to try to contact him then, or lose the last reasonable chance he had to find allies in-system.

But the propaganda – both the decades of terror-messages about what happened to humans who became psionics, and the specifically horrific stories circulated about Captain Sasham Varan – had had the effect intended. Canta had tried to reach out to his friend, but had not trusted him, had in fact shot him (and if forensics was right, might have killed Varan if he'd shot a little higher), and turned in the documents Varan had left unopened
 .

That was a telling sign, of course. Varan's document had contained a detailed – and, Shagrath had to admit, startlingly accurate – description of what was really happening to the Empire and its surrounding star nations. Oh, it was clear that even with the help of the remnants of Atlantaea on old Earth Varan had not been able to determine the actual identity of his adversary – something that would cost the arrogant human very dearly – but still, it was written in the clear, concise, and effective manner that Varan had used for all his reports. It was more . . . personal, of course, as it was meant for a friend and not a disinterested Navy agency, but no less accurate and effective for all that.

Since Canta hadn't opened it, however – something the laboratories had confirmed – that meant that the Guardsman had given essentially no credence to Varan's story, not even enough to waste time and curiosity reading what he already knew would be the rantings of a madman. And – knowing the sentimentality that people such as Remin Canta were prone to – probably not wishing to discern in those rantings the traces of memory and thought that had once been a friend.

Shagrath froze. Something about that last thought was echoing in his mind, causing dormant suspicion to open a cold eye and rise from slumber. What is it? What about that thought bothers me? Traces of memory. Pieces of a friend. Reading something filled with madness to find only the tiniest bits of . . .


His eyes widened. "Associative code," he breathed.

Was it possible? Could Varan have sent a message to . . . yes, to Taelin Mel'Tasne, a message literally under the noses of the Kaital
 and Shagrath himself? Worse, could Taelin have possibly sent him
 messages? Could his enemies have been exchanging knowledge and strategy all along?

He quashed the immediate impulse, which was to have Mel'Tasne dragged in and rip the truth from his mind – even if they had to saw that ancient artifact off his arm to do it. No, no. If Shagrath was wrong, there was no urgency. And if he was right
 . . . well, now would not
 be the time to alert them that he had caught on. No, the important thing now
 was to find out if it was possible, and if so, how much information might have been transmitted.

It wouldn't, alas, be possible to recover the actual information without help from the recipients; if magic were fully operative in the world, perhaps, but this was one of the most subtle and individual-dependent of codes. Even with ritual he wouldn't be able to force meaning out of the words that only had
 their true meaning to the writer and recipient.

But he could
 determine what could be sent in such a fashion, and perhaps could determine if, indeed, that method was being used. He pressed a button on his desk console. "Archives."

"Archives here," came the reply, from a slender, aristocratic-looking gentleman with short white hair. He knew the speaker – Keymac Ravell, head of the Naval Archives, and of course one of those co-opted long ago by the Kaital
 . "What can I do for you, Prime Monitor?"

"Associative code. I understand it's a method of communication that was used by some branches of the Families. What is it, exactly, and is it still used?"

"Well, now, that
 is a term I haven't heard for years, Prime Monitor. What it is
 , as you say, is probably the most difficult and convoluted personal means of communication ever invented. It's true that some of the Families used it – Rishak and Mel'Tasne most notably – but it's more of a, well, stunt
 than anything else. It only works between people who know each other extraordinarily well, often only close family members. The basis of associative code is the building of associations of concepts with words, and words with concepts, in a very complex network." Ravell's image looked down, obviously reading from another display. "According to some accounts, a very
 good practitioner of associative code could write a story or a letter to an appropriate recipient which would look like a completely ordinary discussion, but carry an entirely separate message through the associations with words and phrases in the overt text."

That fit with what Shagrath already knew. "If it is built on associations, then, it must be very difficult to transmit and translate, probably with a good deal of redundancy through multiple invocations of related concepts, yes?"

"A very good summation, yes. Depending on how much one was attempting to obfuscate the message, it could end up being as little as one word per page of text, or, when crafted with more attention to delivering information, possibly twenty times that, but no more. This is assuming standard text and page sizes, of course."

"If you weren't
 the recipient or writer, could you extract the meaning without their help?"

The Archivist grimaced. "All things are possible
 , but unless you had an exceedingly
 good grasp of the associations in question, both intellectual and emotional, I would be astounded if you could even attempt it."

"What about determining if something is
 hiding an associative code message? Not the meaning within, but just whether or not there is anything hidden in that manner?"

A smile – one just a tiny
 bit off from the smile that a human would normally have given in that position. "Oh, that
 is feasible. You would need a good body of written work from the sender that you were sure did not
 include any associative code, of course, and the associative message would have to be of some reasonable length – say, over five standard pages, anyway. Given that, the proper phrase and word statistical analyses would show the associative message to have significant anomalies compared to a non-encoded message."

"Excellent. Thank you, Archivist." He signed off; no need for the empty Imperial formalities with one of his allies.

Fortunately, he did
 have access to a large volume of Varan's writing, as the Empire had obtained copies of all the correspondence they could when he went rogue. He couldn't use any messages sent to Mel'Tasne, and perhaps not to Canta, of course, as it was possible they
 had in fact been associative code messages, but there was a wide variety of others to choose from. He set the word and phrase analysis going, and then directed a comparison with the transcribed message Canta had brought back.

He had barely begun to deal with some of the coordination paperwork on his desk when the process completed and chimed for attention. He felt a savage, hungry smile spreading across his face as he looked down, to see the message glowing with anomalies.

"Clever indeed, Captain, and young Taelin. Very
 clever." A thought occurred to him, and he checked public statements by Taelin – and his brother and wife. A few of them also showed such anomalies, especially the interview after the Meletta Freestyle.

Considering Taelin's prior behavior in the light of this revelation brought everything into focus. Taelin and
 Lukhas Mel'Tasne had been working against him from the very beginning . . . and Treyuusei Dellitama had obviously joined forces with them long ago. All Lukhas' maneuverings, which Shagrath had taken for the cynical plans of one who intends to take control for himself, had instead been a wide-flung and detailed counterinfiltration plan to allow them to somehow neutralize Shagrath's designs.

He shook his head, torn between the rage of being tricked so thoroughly once again
 , and grudging admiration for the sheer perfection
 of Lukhas' work. His Monitor-based conditioning will have been very carefully modified; none of the hidden triggers will remain. It will actually take the
 Kaital noticeable effort to suborn his conditioned operatives. And if they have now directly communicated with Varan . . .


He chuckled grimly. Then Varan would have told them what they faced. And the fact that they were still carrying on their operation meant that somehow
 the renegade Captain had managed to convince his friends to believe in myth-become-real.

The question was . . . what to do? Certainly he could simply kill the three of them. But now he knew something they did not know
 he knew – that he was aware they were communicating with Varan. Could he make use
 of that?

He rubbed his jaw, a thoughtful motion normal for his human body as much as for the real one he concealed. Think it through
 . Varan must have known this was the only chance he had to convey the message; it would not do to underestimate the man. He might even have guessed that the attempt to send a message could be detected, even if there was no way to decipher it. So this . . .

Suddenly Shagrath chuckled, and the sound would have caused any human to blanch; it was not a human sound, and for a moment the shape in the chair loomed larger, darker; the air itself seemed to withdraw in terror. This message means
 readiness. They must be gathering to strike. Strike very soon. And if it was directed to Taelin Mel'Tasne – as this obviously had to have been – then they will not strike at our borders. They understand something of what they face, and they know the war is to be fought
 here.


He opened his mind once more. Send the recall at once. Gather the fleets hence.


All? Without delay? What of the anomalies in alerting that you have told us to avoid?


All save the pickets necessary to maintain a short fiction that our forces remain unchanged in disposition. By the time any can compare notes to see something is amiss . . . it will all be over.
 His smile was utterly inhuman, and he felt the anticipation, the approaching of the endgame. The war will begin here, and it is Captain Sasham Varan who will begin it!



Chapter 31

The Eönwyl:



"T

 his location is uncomfortably close to the Capital, Eönwyl," observed Hargan. "Admittedly there are no stars of any note nearby, but could that not also make this a fine rendezvous point for either smugglers or covert operations vessels?"

"It could," the Eönwyl admitted, "and in fact is
 , sometimes. That's why I knew the coordinates off the top of my head. But if we've timed things right, we won't be here very long, so not much likelihood someone else just happens to drop in."

She held up a hand to forestall the inevitable comment by the Master of Final Light. "But yes, we will have to be prepared to interdict anyone, civilian, renegade, or Imperial, who happens to stumble on us."


And by 'interdict' you mean prevent from leaving or somehow getting out a message. By any means necessary,
 Vick said.

The thought of giving that order stung. Brace up and hold, miner
 , she told herself in a deliberately brutal echo of her childhood. You're about to command a fleet going into a full-scale war. This just means you might fire the opening shots a little early
 .

"If it's a civilian vessel, do everything you can to capture rather than destroy," she said after a moment, with a nod to Vick and Guvthor. "But Imperial forces . . . fire at once, with a simultaneous psi assault; we have to assume that any Imperial ships this close to Oro are controlled by Kaital
 ."

"A wise decision, I think," Guvthor rumbled. "If our secrecy is violated now, the entire fragile plan collapses, and our only choice is through main force of arms – a forlorn hope indeed, given what the Zchoradan intelligence forces have determined about Imperial military strength."

"But is that truly a concern?" Boduras Hok Boduras asked, his image and voice transmitted from the command deck of Hoorai'Gon Bal
 . "There has been no announcement of our approach – if we have at all managed our transit properly, that is. Will not our enemy still be disposed to counter invasion from any direction? They can, after all, ill-afford to have their forces gathered at the Capital and leave their thousands of other worlds undefended."


If all else were equal, you would be correct,
 Vick said, his telepathic voice as diamond-clear as ever. However, it is Varan's opinion – one which I, Guvthor, and the Eönwyl share – that it is virtually certain that Shagrath will guess our objective, by noticing anomalies in deployments along the borders, through checking on the
 Kaital pickets we were forced to remove, or even by deducing the actual purpose of Varan's visit to Canta.


"So you believe he will be recalling his forces to the Capital now
 ?"

"Already has
 done so, I suspect," the Eönwyl said. "Canta's message would have arrived at Oro while we were in transit – probably shortly after the Zchoradan fleet departed, if we're all on time. If Shagrath guesses our purpose, the majority of the Imperial Navy and the Guardsman forces will have already been recalled and the last of those forces – those previously in the outlying systems – should be coming in about now."

She touched a control. "Outlying pickets – have you detected any passing traffic?"

There was a pause, then a Thovian voice replied, "This is Picket Central. Yes, Eönwyl, several more on extreme range than we expect under normal circumstances."

"Were you able to detect any signatures?"

"Regretfully, no. We were fortunate to detect them at all; even with our rather advanced sensing capabilities, detecting vessels in FTL drive, especially Tachyon Conversion, is a very difficult business. We could
 determine direction, however, and all but one were on course to Oro, not outbound from it."

"Good enough." She turned back to the others. "I think that's a good indicator, though; if that many vessels within sensing distance of our location are traveling to Oro, there must be a huge number of inbound vessels."

"Hmm, yes," Boduras said with a chuckle. "Our plans proceed apace, then, and all is well; the greatest military force in the entire Galaxy is now assembled to oppose us."

"Let's just hope our plans do
 proceed apace. Because then we just might not have to fight a full-scale war."

Vick looked at her, golden eyes somehow dark. The war is already here, Eönwyl; the only hope we have, truly, is to change its
 outcome.


She was silent; within, that premonition told her that he was all too correct.

And then a chill ran down her spine and she looked up and out, even as Picket Central's voice snapped, "Incoming traces! Many
 traces – too many to count!"

For an instant, all of them were frozen, staring, waiting. The Eönwyl knew who they hoped
 would be arriving . . . but if Shagrath had anticipated them just
 a bit better than they thought, it could be an entire fleet manned by the Kaital
 .

And then space began to sparkle, to flicker, to flame, to blaze
 with the light of dozens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands
 of Conversions, division after titanic division of broad-beamed, blunt-nosed Zchoradan ships, interspersed with a smaller yet still staggering number of delicate crystal-and-metal warships of Ptial, glittering and dancing in the light of distant stars and the flashing splendor of the oncoming tsunami of ships, hundreds of thousands, more . . .

And then another flash, one only meters away, and Sasham Varan was there,
 and she felt a singing joy that sent her leaping forward into his arms, his head lifting, their lips touching, then pulling apart, laughing. "You did it, Sasham, you did it, they're here!
 "

He was grinning like a child on Fallday. "I guess I did, at that. But thank the Hyarale, and the Vmee Zschorhaza. They
 were the ones who sent the ships."

The screen flickered, and two faces looked out at her. One was the shining-exoskeletal visage of the Vmee Zschorhaza himself; the other, a Ptial wearing the glittering sash of one of the highest officers, a Herrenden
 of the warrior clans.

"I am Herrenden
 Gorrensha'den, given command over the fleets of Ptial," he said. "Blessings of the Lady and the Hyarale on you, my fellow commanders, and to you, Eönwyl, whom I am told is the High Command."

She swallowed at that. The rippling lights were still
 visible, and she was beginning to grasp the horrific burden that was going to be hers. "Blessings of the Lady to you and yours as well, Herrenden."

"Call me Gorren, Eönwyl, for in battle we will have little time for formality."

"Greetings to you as well, Eönwyl," the Vmee Zschorhaza said.

"You have come yourself
 ?" The Eönwyl was stunned; the leaders of the smaller star nations, yes, but this was like the Emperor taking point.

"It is my judgment, more than any other, that causes us to risk the entirety of our fleet, and thus our people, in this single desperate action; it is, therefore, apt that I command. And I was, ere I became leader of the Vmee, a high commander of fleets, so I am not unversed in what is to come."

He raised his mandibles and saluted; she saw Gorrensha'den follow suit, as did Hargan and the Master of Final Light.

She looked into the screens around her, and in all directions she saw ships, uncountable numbers
 of ships, each with hundreds or thousands of people on board. She swallowed. "How many?"


In the Fleet entire?
 Vick asked. A moment.
 After no more than a breath, he continued, The Grand Fleet Assembled numbers seven million, eight hundred twenty-one thousand, two hundred fifteen warships and one million, nine hundred seventy-one thousand, and fifteen support vessels, for a grand total of nine million, seven hundred ninety-two thousand, two hundred and thirty vessels of all types.


For a moment she couldn't even grasp that number. Nearly ten million
 ships. Even at a mere two hundred crew each – which for most vessels would be low – that was two billion people
 under her command, ten times more than the entire population
 of Fanabulax.

Two billion people who might die
 under her command.

She turned to Sasham, saw the understanding in his gray eyes . . . and his own terrible acceptance of that weight of responsibility, because – she knew – he would take the entirety of the responsibility on himself.

"No," she said to him.

He blinked. "No?"

"I mean, no
 , Sasham. This isn't your responsibility. We've all
 decided to do this." She was speaking as much to herself as to him, to force
 herself to understand the position she was in. "Maybe you were the one who started
 it, by finding out what Shagrath was up to, but because of that we all know we're in danger. We all came here to face this enemy of our own free will. The R'Thann know a Test when they see it," she said, managing a smile that was answered by an infinitely toothier one from the Master, "the Thovians have been waiting for this chance since the Fall, and the Ptial and Zchorada have known it would come to this for years."

She took a deep, shuddering breath. "And I guess I've been fighting them all along. This is our
 fight. Not yours. You didn't drag anyone here. You didn't force me into this. You have enough
 responsibility already; worry about that."

His eyes closed. Then he opened them, and they were clear and sure and somehow sad, and she knew it was for her
 , knowing what weight she was going to carry. "You're right," he said, and touched her arm. "And I'm going to have to get moving. If anyone
 comes here and gets away, they could sound the alarm in hours."


Not even
 one night before he leaves? That's not fair.
 But she only said, "Yes. I know." She gave him another hug. "How will you get there?"

"We've got a captured Imperial fighter. I can fly that in-system along with the rest of the stragglers, then teleport off when I get near my destination. Once I do that . . . probably a day or two." He grinned. "You'll know."

"I Towers-damned better
 know." There was no greater fear in her mind than that her newly-trained talent would desert her just as she needed it most . . . and she knew that kind of fear and doubt could easily become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

"So you are going now
 ?" Guvthor sounded offended, perhaps, from his quick side-eye in her direction, on her behalf.

"In a few minutes. They're prepping Torline's Blade
 now."

Will not that name be a mind-blazing obvious clue? Vick asked, with a sideband of Must he be so direct?

"If I actually transmit
 that name, maybe, but I'll just be using the fighter's ID codes in transit." He grinned, that white flash that somehow made things feel right. "Yes, this one was reported missing, but only last week. By the time the fleets download and exchange their composition data, it won't matter if they guess I came in on that fighter."

He clasped Vick's hands and bowed. "Nest-Brother and Mind-Brother."


Nest-Brother indeed,
 Vick thought, and she could sense a much softer emotion under that cold-surface thought. This is your final Testing, and you shall pass it.


"With you behind me, I know I will."

He looked up – far up – at Guvthor. "Doctor Guvthor."

"Captain Sasham Varan." The huge Thovian swept Varan up in a hug like a man clasping a toddler. "Go with courage, go with fortune, and go with victory."

"OOOF! If I live to go anywhere!"

A ripple of laughter echoed about the room, and beyond in rooms millions of kilometers distant. Guvthor put Varan down, and Varan grasped Guvthor's immense hand between both of his. "Go with courage, fortune, and victory too."

He bowed to the Master of Final Light. "May we all pass our Testing."

"Indeed, Captain Sasham Varan. May the Ultimate draw you forward and your Testing be completed."

Then he turned back to her, and they kissed once more. "Come back alive," she said.

"You too."

"I
 am not putting myself right in front of the rannai
 cannon to see if goes off!"

He shook his head and smiled. "Actually, you are
 ."

That got her to laugh, even as she felt tears stinging her eyes. "Yes. Yes, I suppose we all are. But you –"

"—it's all right, Eönwyl. Maybe I'm not a precognitive . . . but somehow I think I've always known, from the beginning, that it would come to something like this."

She hugged him tight, and then whispered in his ear, "I love you."

His voice choked the tiniest bit. "I love you too, Eönwyl."

Then he stepped back . . . and vanished.

Her precognitive sense did
 work then, and she turned, dropped into her control seat and touched a control, in time to see a sharp-pointed Imperial fighter drop away from one of the nearer Zchoradan vessels, turn, and then disappear in a blaze of Conversion light.

For a long moment she stared at the empty space before her. It's begun
 .

There was truly no turning back now, and she – The Eönwyl, independent trader, lone traveler, owing nothing to any and responsible for none – was the High Commander of the greatest combined fleet she had ever heard of. She swallowed again, hard, and took a breath before standing up and facing the command screens and her advisors.

"All right, everyone, we haven't got much time at all," she said crisply, as though addressing a group of hard-selling merchants. "You all know the general outline of what we want to do, so we need to organize everyone into appropriate sub-fleets. The R'Thann ships I want distributed throughout the rest of the fleet to provide hard-to-scramble commlinks. Any Ptial with high psi-capability can assist there. Now, we'll need to divide the forces into at least eighteen separate pieces . . ."


Chapter 32

Varan:



O

 ro.

I stood on Vendaiyet Ridge and looked out and down upon the Capital, and I felt myself shiver. So many things that could still go wrong. So many people who might die – so many who would
 die, even if everything went as we hoped. There was no chance – none at all – that the Eönwyl and her fleet would not have to fight. No chance, either, that there would not be fighting here, on the ground, between me, and perhaps many others – many of them loyal to the Empire on both sides, killing each other for the same reasons, but with one side dancing on the strings of bodiless parasites and a living Demon.

But at the same time, I was here
 now. Maybe I'd be dead in a day, or if everything happened exactly
 right, it was just possible I'd be alive . . . but either way, I was back. I wasn't running. That black-raging nightmare in my head with its urbane smile, Shagrath, was ahead of me, and one way or another, we would have our final meeting.

I took a deep breath and headed down the Ridge. It was one of the remaining wild parks in the Capital, covering about three square kilometers and protected only by one wide-flung psi screen. It had still been an effort to penetrate the area, but this was the most practical method; I didn't dare attempt an actual landing, even with a valid ID code, as I'd still have to walk out of a military base surrounded by people, and things, looking for me specifically.

It was nighttime at the Capital, making it difficult for anyone using ordinary eyes to see to make their way through the laceleaf forest, but I could sense everything around me in detail even with just the shadowed skyglow from the surrounding city. Small animals scuttled with a quiet rattle of disturbed leaves away from me as I made my way towards the Ridge Park gates. My heart was trying to beat faster and I used a touch of Tor
 discipline to calm it. We're not even to the dangerous part yet
 , I told myself.

As the gates came into view, a flicker of light was visible and instantly damped. I paused, then headed cautiously for that point.

"I can see you with night-goggles, you know," said a whispered voice no more than ten meters from me.

And it was a voice I knew. "Taelin!
 "

The slender golden-haired form rose from its place in the brush, and came forward, and I clasped hands, then embraced him. For a moment, just seeing my best friend again lifted the weight from my mind and soul, and I grinned, laughing quietly. "Torline's Swords
 , you're here!"

"Only for a few minutes. Can't afford to be seen together long." He was grinning back, and I could see the same relived joy there – and the same dark knowledge of how much was coming in the next few hours. "Since we couldn't answer your last message, I had to bring the answer. You go from here to Yanmin Cross. The rest of the arrangements will be delivered to you there, far from me, Lukh, or Trey. No one else knows any of the details, and those who even know pieces have been heavily
 conditioned – voluntarily – so we're pretty sure even Shagrath's allies would have to spend time working at it to get at what they know. And with luck they won't have enough time to spare."

"If everything goes right, yeah."

"It has to. So it will."

"What if Shagrath actually catches on?"

He shrugged. "If he does it right now
 , we're in trouble, but if he waits even a few hours, I can probably make sure my part gets done." He shook his head. "You
 are the one on the firing range, Sash."

"I know. But I'm the only one with a chance to do this part."

"Yeah." We looked at each other, then clasped hands once more. I stepped back and gave him a Six-and-One. "Seven Standing, Taelin Mel'Tasne."

"Standing and Unfallen, Sasham Varan. Go with the blessings of Torline and Niaadea." For once I heard none of the casual tone he usually used with the blessings. Learning there really
 are Demons might do that to you.


Taelin faded back into the darkness. I waited a few minutes, listening and watching, before finally passing through the gate and turning down the street that led into the Capital.

Distantly, and muffled, I heard the faint mind-noise of a chorus of screams. Weakened under the shields, undoubtedly at a disadvantage, but there was no doubt, and it took a moment to dismiss the nightmare chills. The Kaital
 were here, and they were all around me now.

Yanmin Cross was a small market area that catered to the higher-ranked military crowd, especially at night; it had lots of drinking and gaming establishments, pleasure houses, imageplay theaters, and restaurants from the casual to the ridiculously fine dining level. I'd been there once or twice before, so I knew my way there.

Two more layers of psi-screens were up at Yanmin Cross, in addition to the main Capital defenses, so I could feel the weight of triple-layered interference, like wading through a lake of unset pourstone. Dressed in casual clothing I didn't particularly stand out, especially with the majority of my hair caught up under an angled hat. It's probably last-season style, but military types are never up to date anyway.
 I saw at least three other people wearing similar hats, so that should be all right.

I wasn't concerned with clothing, of course, but with people. Taelin hadn't told me who or what to look for, but the possibilities were very small and . . .


There
 . I couldn't mistake that heavyworlder build, the straight-backed carriage – or the several other Guardsman uniforms with him. Canta
 .

I could tell he was watching – covertly, subtly, but he wasn't quite
 as good at that as Taelin. Still, no one who didn't know him very well would be able to notice.

His gaze swept over me as I crossed his path – swept, hesitated, then continued on. I watched, straining my senses, walking on my same course and he on his.

As he turned the corner and began to enter Edible Jewels
 , one of the restaurants, I saw him pull the door open and pause, letting his companions pass in. His hand slid to the top of the door, then down; he disappeared inside without a backward glance.

If I'm right . . .

I waited a few moments, then made my way to the same doorway; it was easy to study the sign outside and then politely open the door for another set of patrons. My hand went up, touching gently –

I felt a tiny, flat object, held to the top of the door with something gently adhesive; my fingernail popped it loose and I lowered my hand, pocketed the tiny thing as I turned and moved away, slowly working my way across Yanmin Cross and to quieter side streets.

It was a datachip, and I inserted it into my portable reader.


Shagrath's itinerary
 .

The little chip told me everywhere Shagrath was going to be tomorrow – every important meeting he had to attend, and where in the Capital. But the meetings weren't the important part; what was
 important, and emphasized in this data display, were the transition
 times, the times when Shagrath was moving from one point to another, and one in particular.

At a few minutes past local noon, Shagrath would emerge from Silan-Luria base and head for the Imperial Palace. According to his long-established habit, he would walk most of that distance.

The main base shields and those of the Capital and the Palace itself, of course, could not overlap; one had to contain the other, or they had to remain separate, and there had been no practical way to expand either the base's to cover the entire expanse of the Capital, nor the Capital's to enclose the immensity of Silan-Luria Base. Which meant that for a few brief moments, as he walked across Perimeter Way, the Prime Monitor would be completely out of any and all psi-shields.

I had no doubt that in that period of time, Shagrath was normally doing the equivalent of checking in on his allies; what better time and place than when none of you had to find ways to trick or temporarily negate the psi-shields that were otherwise ubiquitous?

But that was also
 the perfect time for a psionic you didn't expect – such as that renegade monster Sasham Varan – to strike, when even a Demon's defenses would be at their weakest and, in all likelihood, your mind would be already open to speak with other psionic minds.

As I absorbed this information – which was almost exactly what I had hoped to find on the chip – I suddenly felt as though a dozen sand-filled bags had dropped across my chest. Another mindscreen – no, a
 two-layered screen?


Even as I realized it, the narrow side street was lit by a harsh blaze of light and I heard the faint chiming snikt
 of weapon safeties being released all around me. "Captain Sasham Varan, make no movement!"

I froze. Senses fogged now by the weight of a total of five
 layers of screen, I could still tell I was surrounded, with at least two sniper units above and troops at either end of the street.

And I knew the voice that had shouted. "Canta? Canta,
 what in the name of –"

"Quiet! Do not speak, do not move!"

Something was tossed from near Canta's position; it rattled and rolled irregularly to near my feet. "You may now lower your hands very
 slowly. Turn towards me, also slowly." I complied, keeping my hands clear of where my sidearm waited. My swords had been in easier reach with my hands up, but there was no one in that kind of close range. "Now, put those bindings on – behind your back -- and lock them."

I bent, still with very exaggerated slowness, and picked up the bindings. Psi-damping, of course. That would make a total of six layers. Someone was taking no chances at all. I slid one hand in, let the cuff lock, then brought both hands behind me and felt the second wristband lock down. I was well and truly held.

Then another voice spoke, deep, rich, ironic, and terrifyingly familiar. "Excellent cooperation, Captain," said Prime Monitor Shagrath. "If you keep this up, our friends may not have to shoot you . . . at least not yet."

"You . . ." I clamped my mouth shut, getting a grip on the incandescent rage that flared up. I hadn't realized, until that moment, how much I hated
 this monster for the numberless things he'd done, the lives he'd destroyed and would destroy if he wasn't stopped. But I had to maintain absolute control. Losing my temper with him here would get me nothing except, possibly, shot . . . and wipe out any remaining chances we had.

Shagrath's smile was barely visible as a dim flash of white at the street's end. "Guardsman Canta, your information appears to have been most
 precise."

"I don't know what was on the chip," Canta said tensely. "But – I know this is hard to believe, Prime Monitor, but I think he's working with –"

"Do not worry, Guardsman. We are aware of his allies in the Five Families. That, too, will be dealt with. Undoubtedly he managed to use his abilities to influence them; you were extremely fortunate that you have never encountered him outside of highly shielded areas." Shagrath's voice was soothing. "We'll do our best to help them. It may not be too late. But the most important thing is that we have finally
 captured Captain Sasham Varan."

Footsteps approached, and I looked up into the opaque, reflective gaze of Shagrath's sensevisor above his broad smile. "And we will shortly have the opportunity to announce this . . . to the Galaxy."


Chapter 33

Taelin:



H

 e was just turning from the main console when the door opened, so Taelin saw it as Borell Dellitama strode into ComCent, nodding cheerily to the others near the doorway before continuing towards Taelin.


So he
 is here. I thought he would be . . . but we weren't sure.
 "Seven Standing, Uncle."

"Standing and Unfallen, Taelin." Taelin wasn't sure if he heard a hint of irony in the voice. Does Borell know yet? Would I be alive if he
 did know?


The massive black-haired Dellitama gazed around, taking in the movements, the murmurs, the efficient activity. Taelin took the moment to issue a few new orders.

"Hmph. It appears you've been acquitting yourself . . . adequately, Taelin."

"Don't sound so overjoyed, Uncle, I wouldn't want you to strain yourself."

A chuckle was the response. "Oh, very well, Taelin. Enough. You've done well. You're at a peak traffic moment and things are still going smoothly."

Far from easing his fears, Borell's affable reply set alarms ringing distantly in Taelin's head. But the game still had to be played. He looked at the older man with a startled expression that showed a quickly-concealed gratification; Borell's smile widened the slightest bit at that. "You're really satisfied?"

"Completely," Borell said after a moment. "You'll be able to go back to your old duties soon enough."

He raised an eyebrow. "No more tests, Uncle?"

"Bah." Another rumbled chuckle. "We've both passed the demands of our elders, shall we leave it at that? You're still my nephew by marriage, and I'd like to think of things that way from now on."

It wasn't just distant now; the alarm klaxons screaming in Taelin's head seemed loud enough that everyone in the room should be hearing them. "That . . . I'd like that. If we can."

"Well . . . hrrm . . ." Borell hesitated, then gestured. "Walk with me."


Trap or not, I have no choice.
 He followed Borell to the private meeting room to the right side of ComCent.

To his surprise, Borell wandered about the room once in a manner that was very familiar . . . someone checking for monitoring devices. Given that, Taelin figured he might as well do the same, garnering the tiniest glance from his uncle.

The room was clean. Borell turned to him and then bowed, a surprisingly deep bow, and drew in a breath. "I . . . apologize, Taelin."

"Apologize?" This wasn't an expected direction. And that made Taelin even more
 wary. There was something going on here that he hadn't expected, and that had
 to be bad.

"You . . . were right. The Emperor was right. My anger at you should better have been directed at myself. I should have seen, rather than allowed my eyes to be closed."


What in Atlantaea's name . . .
 ? Taelin didn't know what to make of this. But without the knowledge of Shagrath and his allies – allies that included, beyond any reasonable doubt, Borell Dellitama – Taelin knew what his reaction would be, and thus the reaction he had to show. "You . . . I . . ." He shook himself. "Apology accepted, Uncle Borell, accepted, of course!"

A huge smile spread across the older man's features and he reached out. Taelin embraced his uncle . . . but wondered if he could find a way to touch bare skin with the ancient bracelet. "There, then, that's finished, and none listening in to my embarrassment," Borell said with a little laugh. "You'll forgive me my pride, I hope."

"You're still the head of one of the Families, I know the need for saving face," Taelin said. The opportunity had not arisen; as always, Borell wore long and elaborate sleeves and hadn't placed his hands anywhere near the mysterious artifact. "I have
 played the game for a while now, after all."

"And managed to play me. Which, now that I've accepted the situation, is a good thing. The Five must be the Five, and if you could do that
 , well, you're a fine representative of the Five indeed."

He glanced towards the door; there would be half a dozen people waiting outside for direction by now; he couldn't neglect work much longer. "Uncle, I'll be off-shift in an hour . . . no, make it two. Why don't you come to dinner? With us . . . well, clearing the air, I'm sure Trey would love to see you."

"I appreciate the invitation, and perhaps in a few days, but things will be . . . very busy indeed, especially tomorrow."

"Tomorrow . . . oh, great Torline
 , it is
 Fallday tomorrow."

"Ha! You have
 been working too much, nephew mine! Yes, Fallday, here in the Capital, tomorrow!"

"I haven't even asked Trey . . . I mean, we usually do something –"

"No need, no need." Borell patted his shoulder. "I've already got
 you invitations to one of the most exclusive events you'll ever attend." The black eyes glittered strangely.

"Event? What event?"

"Well, it's a secret, but as long as you won't tell anyone but Trey and your brother . . ." he leaned closer. "Tomorrow, as the Fallday sun sets, will be a most
 festive day of rejoicing, as we announce and present to the entire Empire the capture and public execution of Captain Sasham Varan!"


Chapter 34

Shagrath:



"I

 s a public execution necessary?" the Emperor asked mildly.

Shagrath bared his teeth in a humorless grin. The "Emperor" was, like most of the court, a Kaital
 , and currently was the mouthpiece for the Nest. They/it would prefer to talk mind-to-mind, but that was hardly practical here – and it was a bad habit to acquire since there still were
 a few unconverted around. That would cease to be an issue soon, of course.

The question itself amused Shagrath. It showed that despite consuming numberless human souls, the Kaital
 had not bothered to understand
 their prey, or perhaps were incapable of it due to their nature.

"Of course it is," he said. "The capture of this man – or, rather, the monster we have portrayed him as – is a momentous occasion. It relieves the people of the concern of their internal threat – and can be used to focus their rage on an external threat by blaming the Zchorada for Varan's creation."

The Emperor blinked, then nodded. "The principle of lying by telling most of the truth, that you have expounded before."

"Precisely. We will tell them Varan's origin, just shift its location and the responsible parties. And," he gestured at the chart of the Galaxy currently projected in the air of the Emperor's chambers, "we will let them know of the terrible forces gathered against them."

"Can we not begin absorbing the population now?"

Shagrath restrained a sigh of annoyance. The Kaital
 , he had concluded, were not terribly intelligent in some ways. Or, perhaps, they were intelligent
 but their bodiless and hive-like nature caused them to focus so much on the process of expansion that other topics were of necessity less interesting. "No."

"Perhaps we will anyway. Your plans are near enough to completion."

"NO
 ." He reached out and grasped the mystical link he had forged between himself and the Kaital
 long ago. He held it in his mind, gently, but prepared to act if he must. They will
 not disrupt the endgame.
 "You recall the conditions of our bargain. You are indeed stronger now, but do not
 make the mistake of thinking you are able to disregard me. If you allow yourselves to begin that process, your focus will be disrupted for hours, perhaps days, and I require your attention and full capabilities through the first major engagement. Once our adversaries' forces are broken – once there are no other major powers in the Galaxy with significant Naval presence – then
 you may become the plague we have planned, but not until then."

He sensed, even through the multiple layers of psionic shielding, the screaming babel of the Kaital
 Nest debating its course of action, and tensed. It would not be good at all to be forced to a confrontation with that vastly powerful merged mind; even if he won, the results would severely undermine his current plans; he might end up with over half the significant people on Oro dead, and the ones left alive would not be in his control.

The screaming resolved itself and the Emperor spoke, voice higher and speaking words in the manner of the Kaital
 rather than human patterns. "Conceded. Through first great engagement. Patience is short; must be soon."

"Oh, it shall be soon," Shagrath said confidently. "Varan's presence tells us that. We know the fleet is gathering; his intent was to ensure maximum disruption when they arrived, and that would be soon – a day, two days perhaps."

"What if they attack before the execution is scheduled?" the Emperor said, slightly more naturally.

"That would be somewhat disappointing, in terms of my preferred schedule, but with the main Imperial fleet present and under your direction, I expect our response will be effective, and the transmission of the initial attack through the Nexus Network will ensure the rapid spread of the news, given the seventeen Nexus Gates in Oro system. We can even blame that
 on Varan and execute him with a bit less ceremony – the war will have rather reduced the impact.

"However, I suspect they'll be waiting to hear news that tells them whether Varan failed or succeeded; they are – unfortunately for them – committed in either case, but their tactics and morale will be rather different if they come in knowing their gambit has already been countered."

They didn't bother discussing the option of attacking their adversaries earlier. A ruler who actually intended to preserve their empire might well want to take the battle outside of the home system for many reasons, but for Shagrath's purposes, the bigger the blow to the Empire's stability, the better.

He nodded. "No, I am confident they will not strike until they can ascertain Varan's situation – which they will learn with the rest of the Galaxy. They'll appear within hours of the transmission, of course – I don't know precisely
 where their fleet has assembled, nor does it matter, but I would wager my Father's Black Blade that they are close
 indeed, within a few hours' travel of Oro."

"Then we will proceed with this ceremony." A hint of humor – cold and inhuman – passed over the Emperor's face. "Did you plan this timing?"

"It was not entirely mine to plan, but yes, I have worked hard to arrange it. Such irony is deliciously rare. I would have delayed the announcement and execution by as many days as I dared to arrange it; instead, everything has worked according to my best schedule."

"And the Mel'Tasne family?"

"They must already sense the trap is sprung; if they have been conspiring with Varan – and we now know they have been – then they know their invitation is merely a prelude to their own deaths. They can accept the invitation and be trapped; they can choose to flee, and immediately be renegades and likely killed before they escape the system; or – as I think far, far more likely given their skills and personalities – they will accept the invitation as their only chance to strike at us. Lukhas Mel'Tasne especially is not the sort to die quietly, nor to flee when he knows the extent of the forces ranged against him."

"But they will not be armed," the Emperor said.

"They are not under arrest," Shagrath said. "Not yet. So naturally they will have their arms. Little good will such weapons do them, of course, but if it seems appropriate one or the other of us may appear to fall; it depends on the reactions and the situation whether allowing it to appear that the Five Families have betrayed the Empire successfully, or unsuccessfully, will be more effective for my purposes."

He grinned, and the smile was cold and sharp. "But in the end, they will be only part of the entertainment. I most look forward to the trial and execution. First we shall face him; we shall strip him of his symbols of honor and courage and destroy those symbols; and then we shall have him executed as a traitor." He chuckled at that. "The most faithful defender of the Empire will die disgraced as a traitor – and his death will trigger its fall."

"We appreciate that. It is amusing, and we know that you personally derive great strength from the torment of others. But is it not true the condemned is allowed to speak? What if he says something revealing your nature, or ours?"

Shagrath spread his hands, still smiling. "What in the name of the Hells could
 he say that any would take seriously? But even if he could – even if he somehow revealed the truth – it wouldn't matter; we control the transmissions, we control the information; we can edit it to show what we wish. At worst it will be a few hours' inconvenience, interrupted Nexus Network transmissions or something of that nature."

"We understand. Yes."

"Good. Then I must be off. Many things to arrange precisely
 correctly." Another chuckle, this one cold enough to chill the air itself. "After all, Captain Sasham Varan deserves the very best execution the Empire can provide!"


Chapter 35

Varan:



T

 he worst thing about being imprisoned is the isolation – the separation from the entire world outside. The cell in Silan-Luria Base was almost featureless, a gray E-steel armored box with a cot, a toilet, and a sink. The door was a grid of E-steel with the curtain of a shield across it, and the multiple layers of psionic shielding lay like heavy lead blankets over me. There were no living guards, and the camera monitors were set high and enclosed with armored crystal.

I had been left my underwear to preserve a shred of dignity, but other than that I had nothing. Even though my psionics were not completely
 suppressed, I couldn't sense anything very far off – at least, not without making a conscious effort that might be detected and understood.

Time was passing. How much? Was it Fallday yet? No way to be sure; there were no timepieces in view, and I knew how much tension could distort anyone's time sense.

It was quiet
 here, too. Even the ventilation barely made a whisper of sound. My cell was isolated from the rest of the base. There were no footfalls, even distant ones. No sound of voices. No subliminal rumbles of passing equipment, or traces of music played as someone went about their work. I'd had to work my way out of a cave-in once on Ulderlan, but even the depths of that black cavern had been more alive with sound – whispers of wind, the crystal-echoing drip of water, distant faint grumbling of strained stone.

If the entire Empire had fallen, if everyone were dead already, I would have no way of knowing.

Surprisingly, I felt almost no fear now. There was nowhere for me to go, and if Shagrath had his way, I'd be executed in the Imperial Throne Room, but all the hardest choices
 were behind me. Would the Eönwyl depart in time? Had Taelin been caught and arrested? Had Shagrath believed the charade of the datachip – that I'd played out with both Taelin and Canta, or did he suspect the whole thing was a setup? I couldn't know, but we'd already done everything we could. There was one chance left for me, but even that I already had planned out.

That was pretty comforting, actually. The only uncertainty left to me was whether I understood Shagrath well enough. Everything now depended on whether Shagrath did what I expected him to do. If he didn't
 – if he chose the most pragmatic if less satisfying path – there was a good chance I'd be dead a moment after I realized it.

But I was pretty sure what Shagrath would do now. His personality during my "training" had been partially a sham, but I thought a lot of it was
 his. And as a Demon working with the Kaital
 , he had
 to have a preference for any set of events that would evoke suffering, anger, and fear in his targets. The Sh'ekatha and Konstantin Khoros had agreed with this description, as had the R'Thann – including, most importantly, Vick -- and if we were right, there was absolutely
 no way Shagrath could pass up the opportunity to utterly and publicly crush someone like myself, who had actually made a fool of him more than once and nearly ruined a plan centuries in the making.

I had to believe that.

I took a deep breath. Prepare. When your hour comes, you must be as ready as possible.


I ascended through all the Visions and Centers I had learned, arriving finally at the Mind Center. Would I ever pass from that to Flame Vision? I didn't know. But it didn't matter; I had what I had to work with, and it would have to be enough.

I floated in the center of my mind, and visualized all the powers I had learned, all the skills I had mastered (and some not-yet-mastered), all the things I might have to do soon, all the things I had done. I allowed the knowledge of what I could
 do to permeate every part of my self, my spirit and body, so that if and when the time came, I would act
 . I would not hesitate; I would not concern myself with hopes of victory or fears of consequences. I would do what had to be done.

After an unmeasurable time, I heard it: the far-off sigh of an opening sealed door, and then the rhythmic rattle of approaching footsteps – many of them. Holding Mind Center within me, I stood and waited, watching the doorway.

Even through the screens, I could hear the eerie multi-voiced screaming. The guards that appeared before my cell, clad in the uniform of the Mada
 , were no longer human. But the masquerade was still on . . . and I thought I sensed, even from them, a hint of trepidation.

The guards formed a semicircle covering the door; it dropped away into the floor, leaving the exit clear. "Sasham Varan," one of them – a squat heavyworlder rather like Canta – began, and held up a carefully wrapped package. "I will place this within your cell. After the cell shield is reactivated, you will open the package and dress yourself. Do you understand?"

"Yes." I could not keep myself from tensing; what I found in that package would go a long way towards telling me what was going to happen in the next few minutes and hours.

The guard suited actions to words; I remained immobile until the door's protective screening was back up, as instructed. Then I picked up the package, which was moderately heavy – a good sign – and unwrapped it.

A flash of gold and silver against midnight blue, and I found it difficult to repress a grin. There was my dress uniform – the blue and gold of the Mada
 , with every one of my decorations and awards painstakingly fastened into place – glued, in fact, with – I was pretty sure – just enough strength to hold them there so they could be ripped off. My boots, polished to a mirror shine. The rank wheels affixed to both shoulders, also in tearaway form. And the simple silver/white/black sash of a Tor
 master, with a faint breakaway seam showing. A really good sign. Not certain yet, but . . .


I dressed quickly but carefully; maybe this was meant to be the material for a final humiliation, but it was still my
 uniform, and I would wear it proudly. Once I was finished, I looked up at the guards.

The same one spoke again. "You will advance slowly to the doorway. You will stop in the doorway. You will keep your hands visible at all times. Do you understand?"

"I do."

"Then advance to the doorway."

I followed their instructions carefully. None of my plans involved getting shot in a jail cell.

One of them unslung a set of heavy, bulky manacles. "Turn around and place your hands behind your back."


Predictable enough.
 I turned, and then felt the psi-dampening manacles locked onto my wrists, weighing down my arms as well as my mental powers. Six layers deep.
 I wouldn't have much reserve left if this kept up.

They didn't make any mistakes keeping me under control – not that I really expected them to. Kaital
 or human, they knew I was a very dangerous adversary and were taking no chances at all.

I was marched down the empty corridor at the center of a formation of soldiers. "I suppose it's time for the trial?" I asked casually.

They remained silent.

I tried not to tense, but merely focused more deeply. If things were completely out of control, I'd have to take what chances I had as we exited the building.

But when the doors opened, I saw the secure transport skycar waiting. If they were going to execute me summarily, without trial or publicity, they'd just be leading me to the nearest yard in the base.

So I smiled inwardly and allowed myself to be taken to my execution.


Chapter 36

The Eönwyl:



S

 he leaned back in the control chair, rubbing at her temples. "Is that all of them?"


Yes,
 Vick said. We have derived the drive velocity variances for the entire fleet, as you requested.


"Given the distances and our measuring capabilities, Dr. Guvthor, how accurately will we be able to time things? Am I right in assuming that we have to allow for these differences in our different ships?"

"Most certainly, Eönwyl,
 " the massive Thovian replied. "Given our distance from Oro, the transition will take something over an hour once the command is given. Across the entirety of the fleet, Tachyonic Conversion Drive speeds vary by as much as sixteen percent, meaning that if we do not ensure that the vessels depart at times precisely matched to their effective velocities, portions of the fleet could lag or lead the others by many minutes, ruining the cohesion of our designated fleet divisions and any hope of coordinated action."

She winced inwardly at the thought of half her fleet arriving more than ten minutes after the first half. "Yes, that would be very bad."

"Ah, understatement again, Eönwyl! But fortunately, the long journey here gave us excellent
 data on all relative TC speeds, so we can directly plan for this."

"What's the overall results?"

"The R'Thann vessels are – alas for the truth – the slowest conversion travelers. This is not entirely surprising, given that they only began common use of the TC drive relatively recently. The Zchoradan vessels and those of the much smaller allied states are next, and the Ptial are nearly as fast as the Thovian fleet and much more numerous."


The situation is somewhat different for in-system operations
 , Vick said. R'Thann vessels will be faster, more responsive and maneuverable than others, along with the Ptial.


"So as an overview, I have to have the R'Thann depart first, the Zchorada and immediate allies second, then the Ptial and Thovians. Where does The Eönwyl
 fit?"

"Ah, Eönwyl, since your vessel was extensively refitted it is one of the swiftest vessels in the entire fleet, so you will be one of the last departing."

She nodded. "What about normal space maneuvers?"


You always scavenged the best,
 Vick thought with a projected smile. You will be the equal or better of most vessels.


She added all this to her knowledge. She had already invested a lot of time and effort to understand the capabilities of her allies' vessels. The Thovian ships, as one might have expected, were by far the most physically formidable, able to soak up and deal tremendous amounts of damage, but none of her allies made weak ships. The R'Thann and Ptial fleets would benefit greatly from the high proportion of psionics on board – much higher than that in the Zchoradan Meld, and together would provide instantaneous and almost impossible to interrupt communications for the fleet command. The Kaital
 might of course try to break that communication link; the Thovians with their powerful inherent anti-psi capability would be a good foil for any large concentration of the bodiless beings.

The Eönwyl didn't know if there would
 be concentrations of the Kaital
 or whether they'd just be spread fairly evenly through the Imperial fleet, running things from behind the scenes. She figured there wasn't much point in pre-planning for what they might do, though; there just wasn't much information about their capabilities.

"All right, then, let's get this set down in detail. Note that we have to also
 account for our different arrival points in-system. We can't afford to have to fly under DD or Imbalance drive to all our target points; the subfleets must
 come out pretty damned close to their targets or the whole gambit's lost."

Boduras rumble-chuckled from the screen. "Do not worry about that
 , Eönwyl. We are all quite
 aware of how poorly this could go if we get it wrong."

Even with all the commanding officers of the fleet, all the computers exchanging data, it took hours
 to derive the proper order, down to the last frigate, of drive activation, and then tie that together so that when the Eönwyl gave the order, the ships would be guaranteed
 to launch in precisely that order and at the calculated intervals. Eighteen sub-fleets, each one arriving at a different location in Oro system, each composed of hundreds of thousands of different ships from at least four different star nations . . . and all of us having to arrive at the exact same time
 .

And that
 would just be the beginning of the war.

"Do we have any confirmation on events?" she asked, feeling the prickling of her eyes from staring at screens for half the day.


No announcement had been broadcast as of one and a half hours ago,
 Master of the Rising Light Arrantiassa, head of the scout corps, replied. Preparations for your Fallday are continuing. The gathering of the Fleet has been explained as a celebratory gesture.


"What? Some of the military and the Families have got
 to know that's utter crap!" the Eönwyl snapped. "Anyone with an automatic ship counter would know how many forces were –"

"Yes, but you must remember, Eönwyl, if things are as we suspect most of the major officers, and the top members of most of your Families, are already of
 the enemy," Hargan pointed out. "And even those on our side have a vested interest in keeping the fiction going for now. The Imperial Security forces will likely not even be providing the full data feeds normally available to your people. The number who will be both able to note the contradictions of news and motive and speak of them with any effect will be minimal at best, especially given the short timespan."

She grunted. "Oh. Yes, you're right." She felt her face stretch in a jaw-cracking yawn and looked at the time display. "Well, I'd better turn in. If our guesses are right, things could start happening . . . pretty soon." If Sasham's still alive at all,
 a part of her whispered, but she stuffed that
 back into its hole. If Varan were already dead, that would
 have been announced. He wasn't dead yet. She had to hope that he would survive.

"We will waken you if anything happens," Guvthor assured her. "Go rest. We will do the same in appointed order."

She nodded. A quick rinse-shower and dry-off and she fell into bed. Despite her doubts, sleep ambushed her quickly; the detail work of planning out the fleet transition has been even more exhausting than she'd expected. She drifted into vague dreams where she and Sasham were walking through the garden of Eonae on Earth, while flames roared around them and flowers fell like ash; and despite this she felt no fear.

Then without warning she found herself catapulting out of bed, yanking on her uniform before she was fully awake. "Fleet Command, this is Eönwyl," her voice was saying, even as her brain was thinking Whuh? Why am I moving?
 "Bring all ships to jump readiness, prepare for TC Drive activation in prearranged order on my command."

A great whunff!
 of air was audible over her commlink as Guvthor roused himself. "Well, I see that we need no wake-up call for the Admiral of the Fleet," he said.

Her uniform jacket was pulled tight now and the last clasp fastened; her boots hammered out a staccato rhythm on the deck. "Vessel conversion departure to begin on my mark, readiness at full, confirm?"

She arrived on The Eönwyl
 's command deck to see ripples of green light spreading through the display as all units confirmed their readiness. She took a deep breath, steadying herself, and then sat down in the control chair. "This is it
 , everyone. Torline and Niaadea watch over us." The ancient prayer fit.


The Ultimate will observe, and we shall pass this Testing
 , Vick said. We shall be the Masters of All Light.
 It was a statement, but she could also sense it was a prayer, an affirmation of faith, and the statement brought a murmur of agreement and resolve from the assembled R'Thann.

"Narleya guide and defend us, go before us and behind us, and grant us victory that ends in peace," Herrenden
 Gorren said, and the rest of the Ptial echoed him.

"May our weapons be strong and our courage true," Hargan Hok Hargan said, "and Daramanda's Dream be made manifest." A humming rumble returned and built from the Thovian fleet, and she could hear that chanting refrain begin again. It was, somehow, comforting, like having a storm gathering at one's back that would sweep away everything before you and leave the world cleansed.

"Conversion drive for Oro on my word . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . GO!"

Space came alive with washes of brilliance again, nearly ten million vessels departing from one tiny sector of space in wave upon wave of polychromatic refulgence, sending shadows dancing behind her in the light of their departure. She watched, heartbeat starting to accelerate, as more and more of the fleet vanished into the otherwhenwhere of faster-than-light, and saw the countdown on her own screen. Departure in five minutes. In three. In two. In -

But then her hand moved of its own accord, and The Eönwyl
 blazed forward, streaking towards a rendezvous with life or death.


Chapter 37

Shagrath:



I

 t is time.


The thought was amazingly freeing. Even for someone of his lifespan, spending centuries working on one project could be wearing; there was an undeniable joy at the contemplation of finally
 concluding something so long in the preparation.

And, he had to admit, this
 conclusion would be one of the most savored. Captain Sasham Varan and his friends had come closer than any in the last eighteen thousand years to derailing one of his carefully-laid schemes, and there was nothing so fine and rewarding as the opportunity to break such an adversary thoroughly
 , and to do so before those he had hoped to save? Absolutely priceless.

He glanced at the clock. A few more moments
 . By now the spectators would be in the galleries, and the privileged few – mostly, of course, Kaital
 , with the exception of the very specially-selected guests – would be in the Thronehall already. The trial – a show trial, of course, since he had been tried and convicted in absentia
 well over a year ago – stripping of all honors, demotion, and execution would be carried out by Shagrath personally, before the Reborn Throne and the Emperor himself.

Shagrath permitted himself a smile of anticipation. Emotion he had restrained for centuries would be indulged today.

A flicker of sensation. He opened his mind. Yes?



Varan has been transported. He will be led to the Chamber on your direction
 .

He took a deep, satisfied breath. No incident? No struggle?


None. Security was maintained throughout.

He nodded. Well enough. I will be there momentarily; I will utter only a brief announcement and preamble before proceeding to the main event, so make sure the transmission paths are solid.


The Kaital
 controlling Borell Dellitama replied, with a hint of the original's voice still present. Already done, Prime Monitor. Nexus Transmission links through all Nexus Gates are already established.



Excellent
 .

He went and checked himself in the mirror. While presentation – of dress and spirit – was vastly different for Demons, the idea of proper
 presentation was still very present, and for this occasion – the igniting of the fire that would once more burn the Galaxy – it was important to put on the perfect show.

The black-and-silver uniform suited this figure, he thought, and nodded cheerfully. Turning, he reached the lift and entered.

He emerged into the Thronehall from the private entrance behind the Reborn Throne. The Emperor nodded to him, and all others rose and applauded as he walked slowly and dramatically to the podium.

He waited for the initial applause to die down and surveyed the gathered faces. Most belonged to him, of course, but he could see – in the balcony gallery, high and to the right as he looked down the Thronehall, the long blonde hair and heart-shaped face of Taelin Mel'Tasne, paler than normal, with his wife Treyuusei beside him. She, too, seemed a shade off her normal color. They know, already, that we have marked them. They know that they, too, will be victims, they only wonder whether it will be today or tomorrow.


He swept his gaze around; rather than avoiding it, he took the opportunity to smile sardonically as he gazed upon the many-meters-tall statue of Torline, gazing down on the assembly from the far wall. He dismissed the chill of memory that always recalled itself to him when that statue's blank gaze seemed to meet his own. I
 so look forward to ordering the destruction of that pointless piece of masonry
 , he thought. But it was ironically appropriate that the image be looking down on one who resembled it so closely, on this, Fallday, as another Fall was begun.

On the other side, with the Imperial Security services, Lukhas Mel'Tasne watched impassively. Yes, Lukhas. You know that your own arrangements must serve tonight . . . but I suspect you now know how very forlorn that hope is. By now – given what Shagrath had deduced – the Mel'Tasnes must have come to an understanding that they lived surrounded by enemies wearing the faces of friends, and even Lukhas' long preparations were overshadowed by the fact that even he could not know how many of his trusted agents were actually in Shagrath's hands.

Finally he raised his hand, and the gallery quieted.

"Citizens of the Reborn Empire. Friends and allies and guests. First, I bid you all a welcome, and wish you the finest remembrances of Fallday." He put all the cheer and false earnestness he could into the final words. "May Torline and Niaadea be remembered, the Seven Towers be ever standing, never fallen."

The gallery crowd cheered as expected; the Kaital
 could fake that
 well enough, anyway. He saw Taelin clapping, defiantly looking straight at him. Good enough. Let him have his bravado, at least for the moment
 .

"But," he said, and slowly the cheers died away, "but I do not speak today over all the Network simply to say such simple platitudes. I have an announcement of great import and joy, nay, of relief
 , for all the Empire."

He gave a gesture, and three uniformed Guardsmen departed. In a moment, the door through which they had left re-opened, and a circle of Guardsmen came, with a lone figure in the middle, arms bound behind him with a massive set of shackles.

"We announce the capture of Captain Sasham Varan, the renegade psi whose tragedy and madness has overshadowed our hearts for the last two years and more!"

Varan raised his head for a moment as he was led to the Prisoner's Circle directly before the statue, and the lean, dark face was startlingly impassive, showing neither anger nor fear nor sadness. His uniform was impeccable under the lights, with the row upon row of decorations glittering and the sharp diagonal of his Tor
 sash cutting across his chest like a sword on guard. Even as his shackles were locked to the ring in the center of the Circle, he gave not the slightest shift of expression, and for just an instant there was a touch of chill across Shagrath's mind.

Yet what could Varan possibly hope to accomplish? Even one of the terrannon
 , the great masters of psionic power of ancient Atlantaea, would be approaching helplessness in this setting. He cast away those doubts. Perhaps doubt was Varan's goal; anything that would disrupt Shagrath's plans, even in the smallest amount, would serve Varan better.

The gasps and cheers of the gallery had arisen without notice of Shagrath's own musings, of course. He noted with amusement that Treyuusei Dellitama had, after a moment's horrified glance, turned and run from the gallery. It didn't matter where she went
 , of course, but the reaction showed that she did not believe the propaganda at all; she, and her friends, knew
 that the man before them was the Sasham Varan they had known all along, and now he was to be executed before their eyes for a treason he had never committed.

Truly a fine, fine thing.

"The true trial of the Captain has been done these many months," Shagrath continued as the reaction finally quieted, "But high treason by an officer so respected and in such vital position demands the most proper ceremony. Bring forth the Captain's honors and weapons of service!"

Remin Canta, as head of the Palace Protectorate, had this as his duty, and it was in truth something of an effort to remain solemn and not smile broadly. Canta almost certainly knew what his friends the Dellitamas did, his apparent turncoating to the contrary. As Canta approached, that almost became
 certainty. He could feel,
 could taste
 , the seething hatred and resentment, the fear and tension, reverberating within Remin Canta's mortal body, and that bolstered Shagrath by the smallest, delicious amount.

But even Canta was playing his part carefully, as traitors must. He brought forward the great ceremonial salver, on which lay a box filled with the honors Varan had received through his career, the Captain's personal rannai
 sidearm, and the two vya-shadu
 blades he had been allowed as both a personal religious expression and as a symbol of his honor and dedication to the Reborn Empire. Canta placed the salver on the podium before Shagrath, bowed, and withdrew. One of the guards stepped nearer to Varan; as Shagrath disposed of his honors, the guard would symbolically strip them from Varan's uniform. It would be an exquisitely painful process for a man of Varan's unswerving loyalty, and thus equally rewarding for Shagrath.

Drawing and breaking his blades, especially, would be the most insulting and humiliating thing Shagrath could do to Varan, one of the true believers in Atlantaea. Shagrath could hardly wait to begin, to see his expression finally change.

"These honors you have negated, our faith in you, you have scorned, Captain Varan," he said gravely. "Your own professed faith has been shown hollow, you have betrayed all you stood for. These honors, these blades, have been so defiled that they must be broken and cleansed before any other may have them.

"Yet you are allowed to speak, if you have words that may turn aside such monstrous sins, that might justify your actions. Speak now, Captain Varan, for after this moment, no words shall be permitted you."

Sasham Varan was silent, eyes closed. He stood straight and tall, despite the shackles, seeming perhaps even a shade taller than he should be. That is odd
 .

"Very well. Your silence is your assent, your acknowledgement of your doom. So let this be stripped from you."

He reached out and grasped the first sword, began to draw it –

And a burning pain speared into his hand as the blade – the leaf-green blade
 – began to come into view, and though he fought to control his reaction with every fiber of his being he could not keep his eyes from widening as he saw the symbol,
 the parallel Blades and Towers that had not been graven with those
 runes since the Fall.

Then Varan's head came up and he spoke.

"Niaadea na noma ko setta'ai.
 "


Now shall Niaadea be avenged
 .

At the same moment, there was a mighty crash
 as the shackles simply fell
 from the prisoner's bound hands, and his arms came around and up, into the ancient pose, held parallel before him like the swords on the blade, and the eyes opened, and they were transcendent
 , eyes without a trace of fear or uncertainty or doubt, the terrible gray eyes that met his own as they had once, long, long ago.

And the horror welled up within Shagrath, within Viedraverion
 , for it was at once all so clear. He had never
 studied Varan closely since his return from Earth, never been able
 to do so, within mindshield and distance and the protection of these ancient blades. His visions had always been clouded. "Varan's" actions had been direct, and certain, and he had passed through trial after trial without pause or deflection.


Captain Sasham Varan
 had never left Earth. Someone else
 had. Someone who looked
 like Varan, who could play his part as only an immortal
 could play that part, who had played it to reach this
 moment, to reach this
 opportunity to find the one being that he had hunted since eighteen thousand years before.

There was only one chance, one chance at all, and Viedraverion took it. Only his full power had a chance to suffice against the adversary he now knew, and so he dropped all pretense, took his magic into himself and towered up in his true form. Edit the transmssions as prearranged! We face a worse adversary than I imagined.


But even as he gave a basso snarl of defiance, he saw the calm façade across from him crack,
 become a broad smile of triumph, and the twin blades whipped
 through the air to his opponent's hands with a pulse of psionic power.

The Eternal King never used psionic . . .

The shock of the double
 blind, the trick within
 the trick, stunned him.

And then a shout from the sentinels behind him. "Prime Monitor! The stations are still transmitting! We cannot stop them, they're continuing to stream the uncensored data!"

His head snapped up and he saw Taelin Mel'Tasne grinning down fiercely.

The Codes! The Family Codes that can be used to force open transmission, prevent secrecy! They must have been activated just before the Mel'Tasne were taken into custody!

Fury was now rising in him, a rage such as he had not felt since childhood. He had been played
 , played completely
 by someone who should have had not the slightest
 idea how to manipulate him. "Tell the Nexus Fleets to turn on the transmitters and destroy them. The data won't have passed through yet, and we can always blame the interruption on –"


"EMPEROR!
 Multiple Conversion entries – thousands – By the Towers
 –"

Shagrath stood frozen in disbelief. It's not
 possible. The
 timing to bring the fleet in
 now? How could they have
 known the precise moment?


But eighteen mighty fleets of ships detonated
 into existence, incomprehensibly perfect timing dropping millions of ships into the exact
 positions needed so that they could engage the seventeen Nexus Fleets and prevent them from destroying the Nexus Network Transmitters within.

The broadcast was going out, transmitters in Communication Central locked open by the Mel'Tasne codes – perhaps active only for a few more moments, but those moments were all that was needed now, and they would continue, through the Nexus Transmitters, so that half the Imperium would know the truth in a day, a few days . . .

All that was left was destruction.

He lowered his gaze and heard his voice echo around the room in a grinding tone of mangled rocks and breaking bones. "Then at the least I shall have the satisfaction of seeing you
 die, Captain."


But scarcely had any of the guards moved, had the Kaital
 begun to direct their lethal screaming thoughts at Varan, had Shagrath cast aside the podium and begun striding directly for his unlooked-for nemesis, when Varan's eyes opened like twin suns.

The detonation of power rocked the Thronehall like a bomb, casting the attacking Kaital
 guards aside like straws in a gale. But within and beyond that explosion of telekinetic force that cleared a hundred-meter radius around the renegade Imperial officer was a mental blast of such stupendous power that it wiped away
 the Kaital
 , eradicated their shrieking-hate power, crushed the minds around him, leaving only the strongest or most prepared . . . or human. Even Shagrath was driven backwards, feeling shards of stone and steel ripping at his almost-invulnerable skin, his mind's defenses shored up by magical ones and still
 feeling a crushing pressure of righteous rage that screamed silver and courage into his Demon's heart.

With immense effort he projected the commands. Engage the enemy! Wipe their fleets from the sky! Those left – Borell, take Mel'Tasne!


Above, the forces of a galaxy prepared to face each other. Borell Dellitama bulled his way past the staggered, blank-eyed faces of those that had been caught unawares and caught Taelin Mel'Tasne at the exit.

And Sasham Varan turned to face Shagrath with the energies of an ultrapsi seething about him and dancing on the blades of Atlantaea.

"Who are
 you, Varan," he snarled. "Where did you come from, truly? The Sh'ekatha? Are you an agent of Khoros? How is it that you stand here before me, that I must slay you myself
 ?"

For an instant, the flaming-eyed avenger was gone, and Sasham Varan looked at him . . . and laughed. "Who am I? Where did I come from?" he repeated, and laughed again, before that cold gray-eyed gaze returned. "You MADE
 me."

And a bludgeon of mind-power blew Shagrath entirely out of the Imperial Castle.


Chapter 38

Varan:



I

 don't know how I did it – how I kept the vision of the Eternal King, the vision of Torline that the Sh'ekatha and Khoros had granted me, so firmly in mind that for those moments I felt I was
 him, even while I stood in that circle and listened to Shagrath pronouncing my doom.

But I knew I had
 to maintain it; I had to believe
 I was the Eternal King, Torline Valanhavhi, come now at last to face the one who had slain my own Eternal Queen, with neither fear nor the surpassing anger nor guilt, but a calm and infinite certainty of purpose. My eyes, my face, my figure, they had to be all of a piece; the slightest false note would ruin the imposture.

And then I saw the signal, saw the smallest wince and a widening of Shagrath's eyes as he laid hands upon true blades of Atlantaea, and I spoke, five words I had practiced for days and days on end until I knew I was speaking them with the same voice, the same inflection, the same accent as the King would have said them: "Niaadea na noma ko setta'ai."


At the same time, I focused my psionic powers in the most delicate and precise manner, through the multilayered shield, and – just as I had long, long ago during Shagrath's test mission – I forced my own shackles to unlock, and brought my arms up in the pose of Tor
 and met Shagrath's gaze with that of the Eternal King.

That was the worst moment of all; that infinitesimal instant that stretched to eternity, as I had to wait to see if the entire ridiculous gambit could possibly work
 .

Shagrath's shape suddenly ballooned upwards and outwards. The trim human figure vanished, replaced by a gigantic form seemingly sculpted of dark, slate-gray stone, a face of heavy square-jawed perfection set off by eyes that glowed a lethal blue-white set atop an inhumanly massive neck and shoulders. Somehow the uniform had grown with him, even the officer's cap securely perched atop his head, now almost three meters above the ground. Even as he changed, Shagrath's pose shifted, from the straight-backed judge of the accused to a savage warrior prepared to spring.

The joy and relief leapt through me like a cleansing flame, and I know I grinned as I reached out and called my blades to me.

Around us I heard the shouts, the movement, and knew that my friends had also fulfilled their parts of this desperate plan. I didn't listen to the details, for I was now focusing within, bringing all the power I could to bear. The next few minutes I also had planned out, and I prayed they would go as I intended . . . or uncountable numbers of people would die.

Even as Shagrath snarled his own determination, I unleashed everything I could at the people – the Kaital
 – surrounding me, hammering at them both telekinetically and with telepathic fury. To my astonishment, they didn't just stagger back; they fell,
 minds shattering and bodies cast aside like toys, Shagrath himself hesitating, perhaps unable to push forward.

Well, good. Because there's only one way I'm winning this one.

"Who are
 you, Varan? Where did you come from, truly?"

The questions were so unexpected, so ridiculous
 , that I didn't even hear the rest. I flashed back, seeing in a single instant all the events of the past few years: the tragic assault on Tangia Station, due to the tensions Shagrath had manipulated into being; the experiments in Silan-Luria Base, my year on Teraikon
 and the desperate escape, our travels across half a galaxy . . .

. . . and for one pure, perfect moment, in that breath between thought and action, I laughed. There was no other possible reaction, no other way to respond to that alien incomprehension, and as I saw his slate-gray face darken and the eyes glow with blood red as well as death-white, I knew that response had wounded
 him.

"Who am I?" I said, echoing him as I grasped the magnitude
 of Shagrath's limitations. "Where did I come from?" I couldn't restrain another laugh, despite sensing the power and fury rising within him, because that knowledge, the sure and absolute understanding of this Demonlord's ultimate limitations, was an infusion of confidence I had not anticipated. Shagrath-Viedraverion was just as blind to his flaws as any of us.

But then I caught that confidence and the mirth, channeled it back into determination and gathering strength, as I gave him his answer. "You MADE
 me."

And in the infinitesimal moment that his eyes flickered with surprised comprehension and self-directed anger, I threw everything at him that I could, blanketed here under six layers of psi-screens.

Shagrath streaked outward and through
 the walls in front of me, continuing on at an incredible pace, and I pursued him, continuing the barrage of mental force on both the physical and telepathic levels.

This was the chance I needed, because if this battle continued where it was, Shagrath would win. There was no other believable outcome, since as Viedraverion Shagrath still had magic to draw upon, magic that was at best only slightly affected by psi-screens, and I had no such extra resource at my command. Even with my full-surprise attack, I could feel his defenses rising to the challenge, firming up; in a few fractions of a second, he'd be holding me off and ready to act.

But my all-out push hammered him through multiple walls and we were abruptly out
 , in the golden twilight of the setting sun, five hundred meters above the ground, streaking through the sky like a pair of meteors.

And for a moment, we were in the zone between the Palace and the surrounding city, where the Palace's shields had to end and leave a gap for those of the neighboring city and district shields; I was under only two
 layers of screening.

I stretched out my hand, even as Shagrath's eyes focused. "What do you think to accomplish –"

My hand touched his arm; I triggered the visualization I had been practicing ever since they had locked me up.

With a flash of disorientation and a wrenching sense of motion being arrested and restarted, we were elsewhere
 . Prepared and aware of where and how we were arriving, I landed on my feet, skidding across the landing pad and slowing my motion with telekinetic force, bringing up my full defenses and reinforcing powers.

Shagrath was not quite so fortunate; he hit the tarmac and tumbled, a thrown marionette, arms and legs twisting unnaturally; the sounds of breaking bone were audible even from a hundred meters away, and then were drowned out by the echoing sound of his impact against a set of refueling cells.

He rose, eerily like a puppet on strings, as he used his own psionic power to support his shattered body. But the body was straightening, mending itself at a terrifying rate, even while I was still centering myself. His head turned, and then rotated back to regard me. "The Emperor's Retreat and Reserve? Why?"

I was willing to take a few seconds of extra time; pulling off those assaults under six layers of screen had drained me badly. "Notice something different, Prime Monitor?"

The glowing eyes narrowed. "Ah. Clever. There are no active psi-screens here. You will be unimpeded." His hands flexed, and he moved his arms, assessing his condition. "It was the wizard who told you who you faced; that much is obvious."

"Khoros? Yes. And the Sh'ekatha."

"Who should have been dead. Oh, that coward Balgoltha will have much
 to answer for to our Father. Yes, this makes sense. I have but one missing piece, Varan, a question I would like answered before I kill you."

I shrugged, feeling my own strength rushing back, unlocking potential I hadn't really dared stretch
 before. "Then ask, Prime Monitor; one or the other of us isn't walking away from this, so I see no reason not to answer."

His mouth tightened; "Shagrath" had shown a sense of humor on occasion, when I had been working with him, but I suspected that this, as with so many other things, had been merely part of his performance. "So. The question is . . . how did you know? I am certain I played my part to perfection. Yet you and that accursed R'Thann already knew
 what I was, and arranged to fool me in the only feasible manner. How?"

That verified one thing; either Shagrath couldn't quite fully understand the records of my processing, or – more likely – Vick had modified the records subtly once we had decided on our course of action. I grinned deliberately at Shagrath; if my humor angered him, he'd be more likely to make mistakes. "Simple. I read your mind."

"Do not play word games with me."

"I can play what games I like, given that you have no new
 threat to offer," I responded. "But this is no game, just the honest truth. I woke up, paralyzed but conscious, during the process – just at the moment you had your argument with Vick about the final stages of the process. And when your anger peaked, for just that instant I saw
 you, Demon."

His head rose as though gazing into an infinite distance. "Ahhh. So simple, yet so easy to miss. Completely passive, and you mostly shielded so your fear and surprise would only have been apparent to me had I been paying close attention indeed." He nodded, and then to my shock he was suddenly armored in black and silver plate and mail – an ancient design, but, I was sure, more than capable of protecting him from most things.

But it was the fact he'd apparently simply summoned it from nowhere
 that made my eyes narrow and my gut tense. I hadn't felt the slightest trace of psi power there, which meant . . .

"Yes, Captain. Magic. And I have far, far more than you, or that ancient spirit mage, would easily imagine." His smile was more that of a shark than a man. "How simple it has been to arrange interrogations and executions that, for me, became sacrifices."

His hand flicked out, and fire erupted around me.

My hands and arms were already in motion, and with focused will I sent my power through the Swords of Atlantaea, and carved fire as though it were puff-pastry, sending shards of incendiary light scattering everywhere. My riposte was another slash of a leaf-green blade that sent electric-white light streaking across the ground at Shagrath, light he barely evaded.

"Those are
 true blades of Atlantaea," he said, cold wonder in his voice as he sent a barrage of frigid bolts of power at me. "Khoros again?"

"The Sh'ekatha," I said, vanishing and reappearing behind him; he parried my dual-blade cut. "He was the appointed priest to the Royal Household."

"The priest's
 blades!" He slapped one blade aside with a wince of pain and a flash of fire, dealt me a blow with his other hand that even a psionic shield couldn't entirely stop. "Yes, it is all clear . . ."

His head came up, and I sensed the screaming of the Kaital. A distraction.

The chance I'd been hoping for.

With Tor
 discipline and the focus that Vick, Raiakafan, the Hyarale, Rizzivor, and even Shagrath himself had given to me, I unleashed the power that boiled to overflowing within me and blasted
 Shagrath's mind with a bolt like a detonating star.


Chapter 39

Taelin:



S

 eeing the transformation of Shagrath in front of the system-wide transceivers and hearing the near-panic in the Kaital
 and even Shagrath as they realized they could not stop
 the transmissions, Taelin let a broad, fierce grin spread across his face, and exchanged that glance with Lukhas. His big brother nodded, the same triumphant smile on his face. Even if we both die, we saw
 this victory, saw Sasham face down his own living Demon and make him know
 fear, and that's worth any death.


But of course Taelin would much rather not
 die, and they'd planned the actions immediately after
 that gambit carefully as well. Time to get out of here!


In the moment he turned to exit, Taelin felt his arm seized by a broad, massively strong hand. "You're going nowhere but where I say, boy," Borell Dellitama growled.

The grip hurt
 ; even though Taelin was far stronger than most people would ever guess, Borell clearly outmatched him in that area. More, Borell had gripped him by the arm that had the ancient artifact on it – high enough not to touch it, but close enough to ensure that unless Taelin could overpower him, he'd never be able to use it against Borell.

The other hand held a small but undoubtedly effective rannai
 pistol. In a sense, Taelin thought, that was heartening; Borell could
 have just shot him instead of grabbed, so the plan wasn't to kill him right away. But the way in which Borell held him and kept the weapon trained left no doubt in Taelin's mind that if he gave Borell – or, more accurately, the Kaital
 wearing Borell's form – any trouble, that plan would change.

"And where do you say?" Taelin asked.

Borell didn't dignify the question with a reply, just pushed forward; Taelin had no choice but to go along with him.

The side door was the one Taelin had intended to go through anyway, but when he'd started
 the dash he'd been unaccompanied. Borell made no mistakes going through the door, and even if he had, Taelin wasn't sure he could win by himself. The psi-shields might be heavily layered, but no one really knew the limits of these alien soul-eaters, and all that Borell needed was a hundredth of a second faster reaction time than Taelin.

"You're not killing me, so what's the plan? You need me to talk?"

Borell glanced at him; his gaze was flatter, with less of the imposture of being human
 than had been there but moments ago. Apparently, now that the war was truly underway, there wasn't much point in playing a part. "Your talking will not be necessary. You could always lie. We have a far better use for you – though not an indispensable one, so have a care."

The words better use for you
 sent a chill through Taelin that even the flush of current victory couldn't entirely dispel. He had no doubt what Borell meant; they would implant a Kaital
 in him if they could, and the thing would take his face, his will, his mind. There was, as Borell said, no need to make him talk; once the Kaital
 was in charge, they'd know everything Taelin knew, felt, or guessed.

They went down the ramp from the viewing gallery, a ramp that gave out into one of the main hallways. But instead of turning right or left, Borell took him straight across, to a concealed, rarely-used door that appeared, to any casual or even fairly detailed scrutiny, to be simply another panel on the wall. At a gesture from his captor, Taelin touched the door and it slid noiselessly aside, showing a long, straight corridor ending in another pair of doors.

Taelin recognized it; he and other close associates of the Emperor all would. "One of the quick evacuation routes. You're taking me outside the walls." He hesitated, considering all the situation, the actions . . . "You need to get me outside the shields
 . Where you can transfer me to whatever ship is your central hive or nexus."

"Nexus," his captor said. "But how do you believe we would get you there? Perhaps it is here, farther below the Palace."

Taelin shook his head. "No. Not under multiple layers of psionic shielding. You need
 connection to your Nexus to make full use of your powers; I doubt Varan could have done what he did if all of you were connected. And you aren't friends
 with Shagrath, so you'd want the ability to get away if things really went to the Fall for his plans . . . so a mobile
 Nexus of Kaital
 is what you'd want. A starship, in short. I'm guessing – almost certain – it's the Niaadea
 ; the irony would appeal even to your species, and that gives you the ability to teleport people in and out." They probably could do it on their own; if Varan could do it, it was best to assume beings that were nothing but
 pure psionic power could do it as well.

"Exactly," Borell said. "Even in failure the Kaital
 find advantage and victory. Perhaps Shagrath and his fleets will win. Perhaps they will not. The Kaital
 will survive. We had already planned this. Had you departed on the instant, not waiting to see your triumph or failure, you might – possibly – have evaded me, have lived to later see the outcome of your plan." A tiny, cold, inhuman smile turned the corners of the mouth up. "But you could not bear to leave without savoring that moment."

They were nearing the doors – which, Taelin knew, were to the self-contained high-speed elevator that led directly to an exit from the palace. He felt tension building in him, knowing how close he was to the exterior – and the Kaital
 .

And he had to admit that Borell was right. "Yes, I can see that. You're right, I did
 want to see Shagrath's reaction, see Varan finally
 get his chance. If I'd thought ahead, I wouldn't be here now. You'd be unable to catch up with me if I'd left earlier. Or if I'd thought ahead far enough, maybe I would
 be here." The doors were just a few steps ahead. "But if that was the case, then I wouldn't be the one trapped . . . would I?"

Borell froze and his eyes widened, just as the door slid open, and a rannai
 bolt blasted into his chest.

Borell staggered, but the bolt had done far less damage than it should; even with complete surprise, even within this shielded building, he had managed somehow to block much of the force of Treyuusei Dellitama's fire.

But blocked or not, the impact of the energy bolt had staggered and distracted Borell.

In the same instant, Taelin dipped, twisted his arm around, and brought up his wrist, slamming the ancient Atlantaean bracelet directly into Borell's face.

The Kaital
 within Borell Dellitama screamed
 , and then a second rannai
 bolt smashed into his leg. This one went completely through, the alien creature's psionic power shattered by the mindshield pressed against it, and the Kaital
 -possessed Borell went down, his own weapon skittering away down the corridor as he hit.

Trey stepped forward, firing three more times; once through the other leg and once through each arm.

Borell snarled with pain, but now he was unable to stand, or do much of anything even if he could. "This . . . is pointless," he gasped, but when Taelin removed the bracelet and bent down, he tried to shrink away, and there was a glint of fear in the dark eyes. "Varan is powerful, but . . . he knows nothing of Shagrath's full power." Even under the shield, it was clear the Kaital
 could gain control of its pain and shock, for the voice became stronger. "Nothing . . . of the Kaital
 . Our ships . . . our ships will wipe even this surprising armada from the skies, and we will consume all your people."

"Maybe," Treyuusei said. "Maybe you're right. This could be futile." She glared into the human-looking thing's eyes, and her fury caused it to shrink back. "But you stole my uncle from me, stole who knows
 how many fathers and mothers and children from each other."

At her nod, Taelin slipped the bracelet from his wrist and tossed it to Trey; she dropped down and shoved the bracelet onto Borell's own thick arm.

The Kaital
 screamed in horror, a high-pitched, throat-tearing sound of mortal panic. "Erasing
 me! Imprisoned in one body! No! No!"

"Yes," Trey said, and her eyes were colder than black ice. "And so whether you're right or wrong . . . you
 will never know."

A single convulsion twisted Borell's huge body, as though the Kaital
 thought it could somehow tear
 its way free . . . and then it subsided. A single breath whistled out from between the clenched teeth, and the body slowly subsided, relaxing into death.

For an instant – not even that, for the slightest part of an instant – Taelin thought he saw a flicker of fierce approval. Had
 there been a trace left, even now, of the real Borell Dellitama? He couldn't be sure.

"Done," Trey said quietly. "You're avenged, Uncle Borell." She reached out and hugged Taelin. "Oh, Towers
 , Taelin, I was so worried! I thought he might just kill you before you –"

"I know, I know," he said, holding her close, feeling both of them shaking with the reaction of death so near. "But we had to believe we had them figured right; that they'd not want to waste material, and they'd want to know everything we did." He held her out at arm's length for a moment, grinning. "And by Sasham's favorite Swords
 , did you time that absolutely perfectly
 ."

She laughed and kissed him. "We are
 the Families, after all." She bent down and yanked the ancient artifact from Borell's arm, gave it back to Taelin, who slid it back into place on his wrist.

The castle suddenly quivered.

"Come on," he said. "Now that we're still alive, we've got work to do – and I know where we can do it."

Hand in hand, they ran down the corridor together, smiling.


Chapter 40

The Eönwyl:



H

 er ship burst
 from Conversion space, and around her the skies blazed with the rainbow shock of her fleet's arrival. In a move of both triumph and salute to her people, she rolled The Eönwyl
 completely before steadying her on course.

"Fleets one through seventeen, proceed as planned. Secure the Nexus points and do not permit the transmitters to be damaged or destroyed. Fleet Eighteen, with me."

The first seventeen fleets – numbering approximately four hundred thousand each – had emerged in near-optimal positions. The Nexus Drive points were well-known, of course, and so they had been able to calculate that location very well. This meant that their surprise emergence, combined with the unexpected distribution of unusual forces such as the R'Thann and Thovian units, should be more than able to deal with the somewhat larger but less formidable defensive fleets at each point.

The eighteenth fleet, while much larger – about three million vessels of all types – was the one facing the greatest uncertainty. How large a fleet did the Reborn Empire really have? What was its true composition? How much of it had actually been assembled? How was the fleet disposed about the system? Would they be truly prepared for the forces approaching, or caught completely off-guard by their unexpected emergence?

Scans from the scout division and the senses of her psionic support from the R'Thann and Ptial built up a picture, and the Eönwyl winced.

The Reborn Empire had assembled a fleet even larger than Zchoradan intelligence had believed. In addition to the six hundred thousand units at each of the key Nexus points, the main fleet – assembled, organized, ready – was a staggering ten point five million ships. Three brilliant dots glowed in both the physical and psychic displays, emphasized by their brightness and rainbow color. Three Atlantaean vessels, fully functional or nearly so.

For a moment, she froze. Outnumbered more than three to one – worse, if she did an honest calculation involving the Atlantaean ships. Her fleet had three Atlantaean vessels as well, not counting her own Atlantaean hull, but those three were only slightly better than hull refits themselves. None could directly match their counterparts.


I can't freeze
 now. It's too late. Sasham . . . and everyone else . . . is depending on me.


Her main fleet was divided into twenty sub-fleets of a hundred and fifty thousand each, with slightly different force distribution to allow for different missions. She had direct authority over all of them, but in reasonable practice, she was going to have to just give them overall strategy and let them coordinate themselves. "Sub-Fleets Five, Ten, and Fifteen track and engage the Atlantaean vessels."

That was, of course, committing more than one-seventh of her entire remaining force to destroying three ships, but the Atlantaean ships were worth it. They could move at Nexus speeds at will, without need of a Gate, could track what was outside of them at those speeds, and had weapons far superior to those of most ordinary ships. The Niaadea
 , in particular, still had a fully-functional Singularity Cannon, and if you were targeted by that
 . . .

So now she was basically outnumbered by four
 to one, assuming those three sub-fleets could keep the Atlantaeans off her.

She grinned thinly, feeling her heart beating with both fear and hope. But if we're right, we don't have to
 beat them all . . . just
 survive them all for a while
 .

"Remaining sub-fleets, goal is Oro itself. Alliance commanders, please direct your components in accordance with that goal. I will provide advice as to impending threats as best I can."

"Engagement preferences?" Gorrensha'den asked.

"Try to avoid direct engagement with defensive forces until there is no choice. Our goal is to be a threat to which they must
 respond, but to minimize casualties for as long as possible."


Orders which ride the edge of paradox
 , the Master of Final Light observed wryly, but nonetheless we shall attempt to carry them out.


"Understood," Hargan Hok Hargan responded, and the Szchorhaza echoed his own acceptance of the order.


Now I . . . wait. Watch. Sense.
 She felt at once so useless and so burdened that it was nigh-unbearable to simply allow things to proceed. She felt she should be doing
 something, riding The Eönwyl
 's lightning-fast drives into the center of battle rather than safely in the rear, screened front and back and sides by masses of other vessels whose entire crews
 would be sacrificed to protect her.

A clawed hand touched her shoulder delicately. She looked up, startled, into Sooovickalassa's face.


I, too, would rather be on the forefront of battle,
 he thought to her, quietly, and she saw understanding and empathy in the way the usually proud crest tilted and rippled. Much easier, then, to ignore what happens to the others. To not think of what Varan faces, of the enormity of the risk we have taken. Personal peril is so much simpler, is it not?


She smiled sadly. "Yes. Much simpler. My gun, my body, versus yours. My ship and my skill against that of your own. Everything concentrated on that. Not . . . watching everything, and knowing that no matter what your position or power, you will fail to protect all of them."


Yet it is our place. We three – you, and I, and Guvthor – remain as the witnesses, and you as the eyes above.
 He straightened and gave the R'Thann bow. And it is an honor to be that witness.


"Indeed," Guvthor rumbled from his cabin below. "Neither my people nor Vick's have great need of one more warrior, even one so formidable as he or I. But you, I think, have need of two friends, instead of sitting on your ship, alone, in silence."

Her eyes stung, and she blinked the tears away. When did I become so Towers-damned sentimental?
 "Yes. I guess I do."

A pang struck her, and without even thinking what she was doing she activated the mental pass-through link. Sub-fleet Five, turn all ships by one hundred sixty degrees portside along current vector,
 now!


It was a testament to the training and explicit orders given throughout the fleet that all those thousands of ships did not question such a peculiar, even – in most cases – nonsensical order. The entire formation, closing on the Atlantaean vessel Seven Towers
 , immediately began swinging ship.

Even as they turned, she thought again, Prepare to fire along new vector on my signal, range three hundred sixty-five light-seconds from Mugarrin directly along new vector. In the moment she said that, she could see the Ptial cruiser Mugarrin, now effectively in the front of the newly-inverted formation and slightly to the starboard and nadir of the entire sub-fleet. Select weaponry accordingly. Fire in five, four, three, two, one . . . FIRE!

In the moment that she gave the command, Seven Towers
 had blurred out of existence – and appeared precisely three hundred and sixty-five light-seconds in front of Mugarrin
 , just as the entire sub-fleet unleashed fire on a point in space that had been empty a fraction of a second before.

Atlantaean vessels were incredibly powerful. But Seven Towers
 had transitioned to a point it had expected to be an ambush
 position, one where it could direct its vast firepower into Sub-Fleet Five for a few moments and then move again with the impossible speed their ancient drives permitted.

It had not expected to be the hunted, rather than the hunter.

Of the one hundred fifty thousand vessels in Sub-Fleet Five, roughly forty thousand served as support; they would fire little or not at all. But the rest were fully armed military vessels, and trusting to the Eönwyl's commands they each fired a full salvo, some of the larger vessels firing a dozen or more energy weapons and multiple missiles in a single moment.

Five hundred and seventy-two thousand null-rannai
 cannon and their other-species equivalents smashed into Atlantaean shields, accompanied by three hundred ninety-two thousand skip-missiles and assorted other weapons of five separate star nations. Seven Towers
 ' shields could no more withstand that assault than an armored landcruiser could have survived an asteroid impact; the luckless Atlantaean vessel did not shudder or explode; it vanished
 under firepower orders of magnitude greater than even its half-mystical defenses were ever intended to repel.

Vick gave a hiss. By the Light of Creation . . . what a crushing defeat!


"Scary, yes," the Eönwyl said, feeling that tension strong in her. "But it won't work that well a second time. Seven Towers
 wasn't watching as carefully as they might have. I was able to reorient the fleet to engage them without them noticing. Neither Niaadea
 nor Demonbane
 will make that
 mistake."

"Why reorient at all?" Guvthor asked, his voice also hushed in awe. "Most ships can fire at threats from nearly any direction."

"I didn't know how well our massed fire would work – whether most of it would hit or miss – and if we didn't destroy Seven Towers
 in that one shot, having the fleet facing in a direction to engage made sense."

True enough. But no longer relevant for this purpose, I think.

"No, I – Sub-Fleet Four, all psi-screens up and drive hard, now
 !"

Even with her minimal telepathic senses, the Eönwyl heard
 it: a sudden alien scream
 of hatred, a thousand thousand thousand voices shrieking hunger and venom and devastation through space. Vick flinched, throwing up his own mindscreen. She felt
 rather than saw the immense psychic assault blast through space and nigh-instantaneously slam into Sub-Fleet Four.

But her warning had come in time for a large number of Sub-Fleet Four's people. Some of its ships – a few thousand – slewed around, their drives no longer under proper direction; a few more exploded. Even more simply continued on course but did not respond to hails. Despite this, most of the Sub-Fleet continued on, unaffected.

Before she could fully appreciate this, she was calling out another order. "Nexus Secure Fleet Three, heads up! Demonbane
 is coming to assist in destroying Nexus Three!"

And then, "Sub-Fleet Nine, minefield ahead, ten light-seconds distant, about one light-second square in cross-sectional extent!"

Her mind was an unending stream of commands, in voice or telepathic, warning fleets and maneuver groups and even individual vessels, skipping from one to the other without a pause. Against her she sensed the will of the Kaital
 and the distant, ancient hand of Shagrath, but none of that mattered; all that mattered was the warnings, the commands. Her head began to ache as the dizzying pace of the battle began to escalate beyond human-comprehensible levels.

In the distance she sensed a flare of psychic energy as intense as a star, and knew Sasham fought for his life as well. But though she felt the twinge of fear for him, she had no time to worry.

The Fleet was hers. And the Fleet would – must
 – endure.


Chapter 41

Shagrath:



U

 ncalculated factors! Responses in no-time!

The shriek of consternation from the Kaital
 broke into his concentration, distracted him with urgency and incomprehension. What? Explain, swiftly! I have no time for
 –

By the most minute fraction of time he sensed it, anticipated the assault, but even so a warhead detonated within his skull. He flew backwards from the side-band
 telekinetic force riding with the mental shockwave, agony crackling in electric flame throughout his body, once more rendering him a tumbling, broken toy smashing through crates and then trees. Such a mind-blow would be worthy of any of the
 Mazolishta or my Father's closest children! He has reached the level of the greatest psionic masters of Atlantaea!


But magical contingency and native strength of the first son of Kerlamion Blackstar raised him back up, healed his mind and body in the moments he steadied himself. A trivial effort of will sent him to the top of the compound's hangar, and from there he sent a dozen spheres of black fire chasing the renegade Imperial officer.

Speak swiftly. This is no trivial opponent I face; I have but moments only.

The fleets! They act instantly – before instantly!

Images streamed through his mind of an Atlantaean vessel – an Atlantaean
 vessel! – transitioning at nigh-infinite speed for an assault, only to find the enemy already firing
 upon the position which, but a slivered fraction of time before, had been empty. Enemy vessels abruptly shifted course, parted around a minefield that should have been undetectable; a barrage of missile fire and energy weapons hammered with impossibly fine timing into another capital ship, destabilizing both sets of shields in instants; a dozen other such events, presented in the space of a breath.

Shagrath sucked in his breath, a tiny voice speaking of uncertainty and doubt within his rage and hatred. A precognitive
 . The damnable fleet had someone directing their actions who could sense the patterns of strategy and tactic before
 they were made real, before orders were spoken and controls activated, so that their ships could take action to avert the future itself!

But who, he demanded of himself. Who could it be? Such an advantage must be neutralized, but . . .

Then he had it – had what had
 to be the truth show itself, a truth that was of a piece with all the impossibilities of this day. He grasped the mindstream of the Kaital
 , peered across the immensities of space, and knew he was right.


The Eönwyl. Its strange history is now explained, and clearly she has learned to accept and wield the power she was born with. That ship. Destroy
 that ship, my allies, and you shall reduce our adversaries to a fraction of their effectiveness.


A motion out of the corner of his eye, a pulse of mental strength. I have no more time.


He leapt up, power boosting his motion, a leap like a rocket, two hundred meters in an instant; two groundcars smashed together on the space he had been. Varan stood on the tarmac, arms now extended, blazing in Shagrath's sight, repeated hammerblows of cold destruction battering against magical mindshields and a dozen dozen missiles of every description, from fuel cells to boulders, all arcing through the air towards Shagrath.


Startling power and control
 , he admitted to himself. But now that his attention was no longer divided, Shagrath had no difficulty fending off both the physical and psionic attacks. Within him seethed thousands upon thousands of souls – not merely the masses sacrificed in this cycle, those slain in the name of the Empire, no, but those he had gained in the cycles before. It is true that he and his have actually made
 demands on my power that none had before. Yet Varan has not the smallest conception of what I can bring to bear against him – and if I must, I will expend them down to the last pitiful remnant of spirit to crush this arrogant speck!


"Enough, Captain!" he said, and his voice was thunder. "You believe you have the advantage? Show me your power, then!"

With a gesture and a roar, he sent out the combined power of mystical and psionic energies, and the earth shuddered, split, shattered
 about Varan and for hundreds of meters about. The ground, the buildings, all of it began to levitate, rising upward with motion that was deceptively slow but surely lethal. Masses of earth and stone floated upwards, some a hundred meters across, leaving a raw, gaping scar
 in the world nearly a kilometer across and two hundred meters deep.

Varan's eyes widened, and he wavered for a moment, balancing on a section of pourstone now rising also into the air. Then, without warning, he vanished.

Shagrath had expected that; he sent a barrage of stone and earth ripping through the space behind him, heard a choked curse, saw a stunned form dropping away, and then with a snarling grin brought his hands together.

All the mass of stone and dirt and metal converged on the plummeting shape of Sasham Varan, meeting with an impact that echoed across the landscape, a shockwave that was visible
 momentarily as a circular ripple streaking away through the trees and grasses. Shagrath concentrated, squeezing
 the immense agglomeration into a sphere that began to contract, compress under the immense force.

A concussion of psionic energies, and green-blue-white light criss-crossed the sphere before it burst apart before Shagrath's gaze. He felt his eyes narrow as he saw Varan, surrounded by a nimbus of blue-white, hovering in midair while millions upon millions of tons of rock, earth, and shattered buildings rained down below.

Another mental blast, this one enough to force Shagrath to concentrate, to shore up his defenses, and now he did
 feel uncertainty. His power is
 still increasing! What did that Father-damned dwarf of an R'Thann
 create when he made Varan? A psionic has
 limits, limits they can never exceed, that would cook his brain and boil the blood in his veins to surpass. I had thought Varan was approaching his when we lost
 track of him, yet now he seems to be rising in strength with every passing second!


Yet even so, he was Viedraverion, first son of Kerlamion Blackstar, and filled with the energies of thousands of the dead, and he had barely begun to tap that well, though he begrudged every wisp of that energy expended. He sent a black bolt, quick as thought, to rive the life from his enemy in a single moment; but leaf-green blades surrounded by the power of the mind moved even as it was cast, and the spell was severed
 , carved apart as though it were solid and not pure energy. A hundred hundred spears of shattered metal screamed through the air, so fast they glowed from the heat of passage, and drove against the mystic-psychic shields that surrounded him. He smiled anew as he saw Sasham Varan's eyes widen and narrow to see him standing untouched amid the following rain of molten metal.

Powerful indeed. Yet he does not understand enough to use his power as effectively as he might. This will be a costly battle . . . but one I will win, in the end.

Between the two of them the air was once again filled with boulders, masses of earth, trees, remnants of shattered buildings, even as they traded mental bolts capable of erasing a thousand ordinary minds in the blink of an eye. The collision of minds was the true threat, but the mind still required a body, and if any of the hurtling missiles reached its target, it might prove a momentary, but lethal, distraction.

Varan bounded now through the air, jumping from stone to stone in mid-flight, and his swords carved a path of emerald light towards Shagrath, deflecting fire and ice and acid and black soul-crushing power, penetrating the immaterial shielding itself and rebounding only when they struck the black-steel armor. His own counterstrike would have slain Varan outright had it not been caught and cast aside by Varan's swords.

Varan was breathing harder, and Shagrath allowed himself a grin, a smile filled with teeth that were not quite human, bone-white against the slate-gray of lips and gums. That, ultimately, would end this duel, if nothing else. Varan had strength and endurance . . . but he was, after all, merely human. No matter how trained he was, no matter how much power he might draw upon to reinforce his form, in the end, it was a mortal body of flesh and blood, with a heart pumping vital fluids, a brain issuing the desperately-needed directives that Varan relied upon.

And Shagrath was dependent on neither. Oh, he did
 need a body to perform his work to the fullest, but unless Varan could both strike his head from his body and
 succeed in a mighty assault against Shagrath's mind
 , there would be no victory, only a pause as Shagrath recovered.

All Shagrath had to do was hold off the Mada
 Captain's furious assault, and in all too little time Varan would no longer have the strength to fight.

He grinned more broadly and wove more defenses of spell and thought, and prepared to direct Sasham Varan down the weary path of despair. And I need not waste
 my resources,
 he thought. For now is the time to use the reserves I have gathered.


He stretched out his mind, touched upon the Nexus. You do not need your full powers for this battle, to win or lose. I require your assistance in this, a war against their hero who has slain your people as well.

Negation. Your war not ours. Complete starship battle if must, but no aid desired for you.

Shunting aside another tremendous assault by Captain Varan, he bared his teeth in a humorless smile. This was not a request.


Shagrath triggered the failsafe he had implanted, a mystical binding resonating with and extending through the Kaital
 Nexus itself. As with the Empire, magic was the Kaital
 's weakness; they had no defenses against it if they did not anticipate it, and even had they done so, Shagrath's enchantment was already within
 them.

The fused Kaital
 gestalt froze, momentarily shocked throughout its multipartite existence, as it sensed the threat of cascading dissolution. Treachery! Betrayal of trust!


Speak not to me of trust, foolish beings. I am Viedraverion, First of Kerlamion's children, and I know the minuscule extent of your own faithfulness. Power only do we both respect, and I have prepared your doom with my own. Aid me in this and I will release this hold I have upon you; fail to aid me, and even if Sasham Varan were to slay me, still your end would be written. Choose now!

The Kaital
 were nothing if not supremely selfish beings. Then aid you shall have.


Kerlamion's dark heart pulsed with joy as he felt a wave of inconceivable psychic power filling him.

And now, Captain Varan, we shall see how you fare against the power of ten million Kaital guided by the mind of Viedraverion!


Chapter 42

Varan:
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 he senses of psi and Tor
 were becoming my only guides, sluggish sight and hearing no longer capable of helping me in a duel where my adversary could be in front of me in one instant and a hundred meters above and behind me in the next. Shagrath sent an unending torrent of threats at me, mind-strikes and boulders and mystic fire and eldritch acid, and I do not know to this day how
 I managed to evade them, block or parry a hundred threats while only the slightest trace of them reached me and at the same time I returned fire with my own will and strength.

I felt my muscles beginning to strain, though I was pouring
 psionic reinforcement and power throughout my body, my breath starting to come faster. I could sense Shagrath's breathing, and it was still slow, even, calm. Though my resistance angered him, it was not pushing
 him. A sensation of frost crystals enveloped my heart – not an attack, but a slow realization that even now, with half the landscape in view reduced to rubble and hundreds of thousands of tons of missiles of all descriptions being exchanged by our powers, I was not close
 to pressing Shagrath to his limits.


Of course I'm not
 , I thought to myself, swords striking a series of energy missiles from the air. This is a
 Demon, one of the
 true Demons, who sank half a world and sealed magic away forever.
 I teleported in rapid succession, evading multiple massive assaults, and managed to somehow weather another mind-crushing attack. Such power is beyond even that of our greatest warships, something to leave entire fleets in awe. If all I can do against him is what I can grasp, what I can easily imagine, then I have not yet begun to accept what my adversary truly
 is.


I recalled to my mind not merely the disciplines of Tor
 but also all those things that I fought
 for – the Eönwyl herself, Vick and Guvthor, Taelin and the Five he represented, the Hyarale
 and all her people, Rizzivor and the Grasper and all the Zchorada who had laid aside their fear and hatred for our sake. I concentrated all the outrage, the fury, the fear, the Reborn Empire that I had served all my life, and concentrated it within
 that discipline, enfolded it in the Visions and the Centers.

And with that I found the last, tiny resistance within myself. The fear, instilled over the five decades of my life, of psionics, of powers beyond those of hand and body and device, and I realized that I still held back
 . I did not fully accept what I had become, what I was still becoming
 . I could see
 it now, and pain enveloped me as the distraction of understanding nearly undid my defenses.

But I could not turn away from this, I knew that; I had to grasp the truth, accept it, bring it within
 me and dispel the fear that restrained, that bound
 what I was, who
 I was.


I am a psi. I am an
 ultrapsi. I am a psionic, a
 rannon master such as has not been seen since the days of Atlantaea
 .

And I am the only defense, the only hope, to defeat the last of the Demons of the past.

Those thoughts warred within me, charged with paralyzing fear, the echoes of the lessons I had learned from childhood, of madness and megalomania and evil.


But those were all
 lies. In front of me, hammering at my very
 soul, is the architect of all deception, the one who sent the Black Dragon out as a half-mad puppet to be a destroyer, the creator of Poitrettan and Maldron the Earthshaker. He
 feared those powers.



He fears
 me,
 I told myself, and then laughed, my body desperately evading another strike. No. He fears what I could be.


What I reflect.

And then I reached within myself and touched that shining memory, the impossible words, the charge I had been given across millennia of time and unknown spans of distance:

"Save your people, as I could not save mine."

The command of the Eternal King.


Torline himself somehow
 saw me. He heard my soul, and he saw nothing black there, and he gave to me a single command.


And if the Eternal King believed in me . . . how could I not
 believe in myself?

My faith – both tested and affirmed so many times in the years since that terrible day – sang again within me, and the last knot of uncertainty and fear and self-reproach and guilt loosened, fell away into nothing.

I looked up and unleashed a torrent
 of mindpower at Shagrath.

That was the only thing that saved me.

That newfound strength, that blow I had thought the ultimate in rannon
 energies, slowed by the merest fraction the meteoric infall of psionic hatred that exploded from Shagrath in the same instant. I found myself staggering back both mentally and physically, holding the Swords of the Sh'ekatha before me as talismans and shields to somehow blunt the shrieking, screaming, dark-energy cataract of malevolence that washed over, around, through
 me, battering at me body and soul.

Torline's Swords, what in the name of Niaadea . . .

The shrieking gave me the answer, and while I still struggled desperately against the tsunami of lethal energies I felt cold despair beginning to emerge. The
 Kaital. He's somehow drawing on the entire
 colony of the things, putting me not against only himself but against a million other adversaries at once!


I managed to teleport once more, momentarily interrupting Shagrath's focus, and with an enormous effort I reached down, out, around as far as I could envision and pulled
 .

The bedrock of Oro answered my call, and two titanic slabs of earth and stone and shattered buildings and shuddering forests, each five kilometers on a side, levered up on either side of Shagrath and slammed
 together with an impact like the collision of asteroids.

It barely made him pause. The stupendous mass of stone blew apart as though it had been a mist encountering a hurricane, and Shagrath's black-glowing figure was smiling
 , a broad, cold grin beneath white-glowing eyes. "No mundane force can truly harm
 me, Captain. That was a waste – perhaps a fatal
 waste –
 of your powers."

The mental assault redoubled, and I curled up, grasping my swords not as shields or weapons but merely as talismans of desperate hope as I struggled against the implacable tide of hatred and hunger.

Hunger?

I seized that thought, reached within, and embraced to the fullest that cold, smooth, alien sensation, the sliver of Vick's own spirit that he had gifted me with, that had protected me before against the Kaital
 . But this time I understood
 what it was, what the Hunger of the R'Thann meant and why it, alone of all things, made the R'Thann and the Kaital
 two sides of the same lethal coin. I slipped Vick's spirit over my own like armor and sword and reached out to meet
 the deluge of devouring Kaital
 energies.

My own Hunger, inherited from my friend and savior Sooovickalassa, grasped that overwhelming mass of power and began ripping
 at it, tearing away power and feeding it back to me
 .

For an instant, the Kaital
 force, and even that of Shagrath himself, recoiled
 , shocked by that terrible sensation as I had been when first I encountered it. With that fraction of a second I was able to shore up my defenses, pour that stolen power into the barricades, reinforce my body and soul.

"That . . . dwarfed lunatic
 ," Shagrath grated out through his teeth. "He grafted an R'Thann soul to a human psionic? Abomination!
 "

There was the most minuscule hint of fear
 in his voice and in the renewed typhoon of mental destruction he unleashed against me, and I could sense a trace of trepidation, too, in the manyvoiced shrieking of the Kaital
 that were linked to him.

But that was small, small comfort, for even with the Hunger of the R'Thann to steal fragments of power and strengthen me, even with my last reluctance to accept my power gone, even with my determination and all the untold millions, billions, more that I fought to preserve, even with all that I felt myself driven back, my shields weakening, my breath coming faster as I sensed a limit approaching that I could not pass, not now, not so swiftly.

In mere minutes, perhaps only a few tens of seconds, Shagrath and his monstrous allies would wipe me from existence.


Chapter 43

Taelin:
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 reyuusei fired first, laying down a barrage of stun charges that detonated and saturated the huge room. That had three salutary effects: first, it distracted people from concentrating on the battle on the screens before them. Second, it caused several people to collapse to the floor, leaving key stations unmanned.

And third, it showed – by who remained standing – which were Kaital
 .

Taelin burst through the door instantly, and the first Kaital
 was barely recovering from the echoing shock of the stun charge before the Atlantaean bracelet now bound to Taelin's right hand smashed into his face. In the same instant, Taelin fired with the rannai
 pistol in his left hand, and the body collapsed to the ground, spine severed.

Treyuusei dropped the stun-launcher and began peppering the other standing Kaital
 with expertly-aimed skip-laser shots alternating with gas grenades. She and Taelin, of course, had the filters in their noses for the gas, and even though not all of the skip-laser shots were perfectly on target, the Kaital
 were forced to use the minimal amount of psionic power they could scrape together inside the psi shields to protect themselves.

Taelin continued his career around the room; sometimes he did have to block or duck and strike more than once, but the combination of surprise and withering fire support rendered the Kaital
 – whose mental links were, obviously, not reliable within shields – unable to coordinate against him. One after another the alien mind-eaters within human bodies were brought down, and then it only took a few moments with each fallen form to ensure the creature would never rise again.

Finally, Taelin collapsed into a seat, breathing hard, while Trey made her way to the main console and sealed off ComCent. "That wasn't as easy as it looked."

"Stop lazing around and help me secure these people. They'll wake up in a couple minutes and until they understand what the real situation is . . ."

With a sigh and a grin he got up and helped slap restraints onto the unconscious humans that remained. "All right." He glanced at the clock. "Sinking Towers
 , we're almost out of time!"

He ran to the main panel and activated the system-wide broadcast. Only a D-Tap powered transmitter the size of the one for a major city could manage this – a D-Comm transmission that would be received and understood all the way to the edge of the solar system.

"This is Taelin Ardan Mel'Tasne," he said, and Trey stepped up next to him.

"And I am Treyuusei Dellitama," she continued. "To the Imperial Fleet and all within range, know that the recent actions of the Empire have been directed by Prime Monitor Shagrath, with the specific intent to cause this war and the collapse, not just of the Reborn Empire, but all star nations across the Galaxy."

Taelin picked up the narration, one eye on the timer. Not long, not long at all before our one-sided invocation of the Codes runs out!
 "Shagrath is not what he seems. This is an alien invasion of unprecedented subtlety and scope, and not merely Shagrath, but the Emperor, most of the other members of the Five, many of the Great Families, and many of the Lesser, have been suborned by the psionic infiltration of his allies, called the Kaital
 . And together, they made the one man who knew the truth, my friend Sasham Varan, into a distraction, a scarecrow, a lie. Varan learned the truth before any of us, and for that he has been running across the Galaxy, gathering all the aid he could against this day."

This sounds like the most paranoid invention of a deranged mind, he thought despairingly. Without someone to confirm it, without time to explain . . .

But time was not his to give; he couldn't re-invoke the Codes for at least two weeks, not without members of the other Families. "Please believe me; in this war, the forces that are invading are not our enemies, but a last-ditch alliance to try to free us from this infestation."

Even as he said these words, he saw time run out. The Codes would no longer be active, and he waited to see the transmissions to the Nexus Stations end, ComCent itself shut down and demand new authorization.

A babel of transmissions erupted from the speakers, hundreds, thousands
 of ships questioning, arguing about the meaning of this bizarre broadcast.

And then, to Taelin's wonder, he saw that the transmissions were continuing
 .

An interference-blurred image appeared on a priority channel screen, and Taelin felt a rising thrill of hope as he recognized the face and the request. Treyuusei sucked in her breath, then keyed in the relay, sending the transmission through ComCent, amplified and enhanced to reach all in range.

"This is Admiral Altelle Dor'Kane of the Five Families," he said, and Dor'Kane's voice was the same rough, rock-solid bass that had commanded fleets for the last ten years. "I confirm this transmission and declare the Codes still in force. All vessels within range of my voice, activate all internal psi-screens now
 , maximum power!"

A second
 secure panel lit, and Taelin laughed.

"This is White Controller Lukhas Mel'Tasne, commanding, Imperial Security. The command is Falling Towers
 , repeat, all units, Falling Towers
 !"

Taelin looked at the strategic and tactical displays, two stations over, and his mouth dropped open as he saw the effect of those two simple commands.

The smooth coordination of the Kaital
 -led fleet shattered
 .

Entire combat groups suddenly froze, continuing on in their courses without control or heed as to their dangers, cruising straight into lethal crossfires. Other groups broke apart, a few firing on each other. The defensive fleet at Nexus Point Eight wavered and was on the run, being torn apart by the vastly smaller allied fleet that had, moments before, been on the verge of destruction.

And Taelin heard distant shouts and rannai
 fire from nearer at hand, the local security station abruptly filled with confused and angry messages and scenes of vicious firefights between Monitors and ImpSec agents. Lukhas' preparations
 worked. Their control isn't absolute!



Chapter 44

The Eönwyl:
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 he Eönwyl sensed that something
 was about to happen, but even with that warning, the sudden, brilliant coup of the surviving Five Families both stunned and warmed her heart. Sasham's friends really are something. And the Zchorada managed to get through to the captured Admiral and bring him here? A clever ploy to keep him in reserve.
 Though she felt she'd probably have a few words with the Zschorhaza
 later about not telling
 her about this hidden card.

As her precognitive senses returned to their focus, though, she felt a tremendous sense of foreboding, realized their troubles were far from over. Where, where . . .
 She swallowed hard as she understood.

She activated the D-Comm again. "This is the Eönwyl, commanding, allied fleet," she said, transmitting to the Imperial frequency. "This won't keep them for long. We need to destroy the Kaital
 Nexus, the center of their hive."

"Understood, Eönwyl," Taelin said. "Concentrate fire on the Niaadea
 ."

Almost she gave the order, but her mouth stopped, half-open. Tell me. Tell me . . .
 "No. No, that's not the right target."

"What? But Borell . . ." Taelin's brow narrowed, then he cursed. "No, he didn't. He let me believe
 it, but he never actually confirmed the Niaadea
 was the Kaital
 nest-ship."

"Then where is it?" demanded the Zschorhaza. "We need a target, and we need it swiftly. I am already beginning to see signs that the Kaital
 are recovering. Not as swiftly as I feared, I admit."

They are distracted, Vick said, and she could sense grave concern within the cold-seeming mindvoice. Much of their power is focused elsewhere . . . and I can think of only one possible target.

She swallowed. Varan
 .

Yes. We must stop them now! Find that ship, Eönwyl!

"I'm trying!" She took a breath, closed her eyes. The Kaital must be trying to interfere with my senses. But I sense the future, not their minds, so they cannot entirely . . .

A glint of certainty, and she found her eyes and the sensor panels focused on the same thing, a huge vessel, a Reborn Empire battleship five kilometers long. "There. That ship."

She flashed the coordinates to both sets of listeners, and Taelin's breath whistled out between his teeth. "The Emperor Karellin
 . Makes sense."

"Of course it does," came another voice, this one belonging to Herrenden
 Gorrensha'den. "The Atlantaean vessel was almost certainly uncomfortable for their kind, not conducive to being a hospitable environment for that nest. And now that the Eönwyl points it out, it is obvious she is correct."

She saw Taelin and Treyuusei nod in agreement. The fleet surrounding Emperor Karellin
 had not
 fractured, had maintained full cohesion. That fleet – and the Emperor Karellin
 itself – was clearly manned almost exclusively with Kaital
 and, possibly, sympathizers, with only the smallest complement of active ImpSec officers on board.

"That's bad," Taelin said, staring at a screen to the side of the comm position. "No, that's terrible
 . None of your fleets are in a good position to take on Emperor Karellin
 – I only see one of your forward riders close enough – and you'd have to get through the screening fleet before you could even try.
 And Karellin'
 s one of the newest and most powerful ships in the entire Fleet."

A booming laugh cut across the communications, and she saw the immense broad furry form of Boduras Hok
 Boduras. "I believe Hoorai'Gon Bal
 can deal with your Emperor Karellin
 , but I confess, taking on an entire fleet
 is a bit daunting."

"Boduras?" she said. "It's your
 ship approaching the Karellin
 's fleet?" Even as she asked the question, she knew the answer.

"It is indeed, Eönwyl. And before you advise me against confronting them, I am afraid there is no point in trying to evade
 that conflict – they have, after all, recognized our approach and are already on their way."

"Collapsing Tunnels
 ," she muttered under her breath. Another spate of impressions struck her, and she found herself barking out half a dozen orders to as many sections of the fleet. The rest of the battle hadn't stopped, after all. "Isn't there anyone
 in position to assist Hoorai'Gon Bal
 ?"

A new – and unfamiliar – commanding tenor cut across a babel of other replies. "Taelin, is that really you?"


"
 What the . . . Morno
 ?"

"That's Commodore
 Morno to you," the voice answered, but the face that suddenly materialized in another section of the comm screen was smiling, a cold, hard smile but a smile nonetheless. "Commodore Veshdar Morno, commanding, Imperial Carrier Kukanaro
 and Task Force White Ring Seven. So Varan was on the level, was he?"

"You have no idea. Or if you heard that broadcast, yes, you do."

The newcomer, a tall, dangerous-looking Imperial officer, turned to another screen. "Hoorai'Gon Bal
 , how sure are you that you can take down Emperor Karellin
 ?"

There was no mistaking the cheerfully savage grin on Boduras' face, nor the enthusiasm in his voice. "Oh, by my Spear
 , I guarantee it, if I don't have to deal with his entire fleet!"

"Then we'll make you a hole. Task Force White Ring, follow on my course, drive all mindscreens to maximum. Launching all combat craft in five, four, three . . ."

One of the small fleets performing as an outrider for the Emperor Karellin
 's main fleet abruptly turned at right angles to its course and accelerated, heading directly for the immense battleship and its immediate protectors.

Taelin broke in again. "Morno, you're going to –"

"—get myself killed? I'm a Dragon Striker
 , it's what we do
 – die gloriously. And someone used me
 and all my people to set this up? Oh, by the Towers, Taelin, they're going to find out what the Ternam Ralyeh
 do when you really
 piss them off!" Morno snapped an offhanded Six-and-One at the screen. "And if I don't make it through this, tell Varan it was a hell of an honor to duel him on the level." He turned. "Hoorai'Gon Bal
 , we're preceding you on your vector. Don't dawdle, our hole won't last long and I sure as hell hope your ship can take a pounding because they'll be doing their best to blow you to pieces."

Boduras' only answer was a bellow of laughter. "Let them try
 , my heroic friend! They have yet to see what this vessel, the pride of Thovia, can do! Come, Kaital
 , show us the terror you have sought to spread to the Galaxy, and I shall show you Daramanda's vengeance!"

A twinge that became a full-fledged ache in her heart. "Hurry
 , all of you! I don't think we have much –"

Her prescience screamed
 at her, and she sent The Eönwyl
 into a hull-bending turn.

Barely ten thousand kilometers distant, the Niaadea
 – the most powerful warship in the entire Galaxy – materialized, and blasts of disintegrating energy tore through the space her vessel had occupied literal fractions of a second before.

The other batteries of Niaadea
 cut loose in the same instant, and a dozen other warships reeled from the impact of those weapons, more powerful than those that could have been installed on any modern vessel ten times the size.

One of the R'Thann battleships, Raking Talon
 , a vast edged red-black sword six and a half kilometers long, spun about with startling speed, shields glittering visibly as they were reinforced, distorting the very image of space and stars beyond, ready to withstand any of the weapons they had yet faced.

It was futile.

Niaadea's forward cannon spat out a flickering mote, a bead of light that somehow held impenetrable darkness at its core. The tiny projectile streaked with inconceivable speed across the distance between it and Raking Talon
 , and passed through
 both the Gradient Shield and Longshot Barrier as though they had not existed at all, crumpling their distortions like the thinnest paper, and then struck Raking Talon
 . In that instant, the mote – and Raking Talon
 – erupted into a titanic flare of energy that made the beams and detonations of the other weapons seem weak, pale flickers of a candle by comparison; the immense vessel vanished, and the mere emanations
 of that detonation erased two of its nearby escorts from the heavens.

The Eönwyl nearly froze with horror and disbelief. She heard Vick's hiss of shock; from his room below, Guvthor merely murmured, "The Singularity Cannon."

She had heard of the weapon, but never had she seen it fired, and the reality was a hundred times more terrifying than she had ever imagined. The Singularity Cannon fired a singularity, a black hole, of a mass calculated to reach evaporation just as it struck its target . . . with "evaporation" meaning "exponentially increasing radiation of pure energy", or an explosion equal to the entire mass-energy of the singularity.

If The Eönwyl
 were struck by that – if it were even nearby
 such an event – there wouldn't be one molecule of the vessel or its occupants left intact.


Niaadea
 whirled about and disappeared again, and the Eönwyl heeded the desperate warning in her head, reversing her drives and accelerating towards the edge of controllable speeds. Even so, the twinkling deadly star-mote's detonation disrupted her own Longshot Barrier and she saw Vick scrambling to restore it.

Her protective fleet tried
 . Some even managed to fire volleys that connected with the giant Atlantaean vessel that was darting here and there like an impossibly huge hunting-fly. But even the massed fire of a Thovian battlecruiser barely made an impression on Atlantaean shields. She had managed to coordinate an assault of thousands
 of vessels against one
 Atlantaean, but without something like that level of firepower, she could do nothing except flee, dodge, move.

But eventually she was going to become tired, make a mistake . . .

Vick hissed in consternation again as she threw the vessel into another screaming turn, evading fire by the smallest margin. She glanced at the map of local space, but it told her what she already knew; they were too close to Oro's primary to manage a Conversion jump.

Even as she turned, she shouted out a stream of other warnings and orders. If I'm going to die, I'm going to do it
 doing my job and not just running!


Then, while once more evading another barrage, she saw Vick stand slowly up.


Lend me all strength,
 she heard him think, and knew he was speaking to the Master of Final Light.


It may be fatal,
 the Master replied calmly.

Fatality is already approaching. Will the Fleet assist me? Will the People?

You are a Master, and aboard our flagship. Take our power.

For an instant, Sooovickalassa shone like the Singularity Cannon's motes, and then he was gone.

The Eönwyl stared, and then her gaze swung with absolute conviction to the screen, and the immense Atlantaean vessel bearing down upon her.

The great white and silver and gold vessel, its triple-hull a monstrous mirror of The Eönwyl
 itself, sped directly towards her, at a velocity she could not hope to match. Its weapon ports were visible in the magnified view of the screen, and she was frozen, expecting to see a glow for an instant before her destruction.

And then Niaadea
 flashed past her, course unwavering, guns silent.

A terrible understanding dawned, and she almost broke a finger stabbing at the comm controls. "All vessels, do not fire on Niaadea
 , repeat, do not fire
 on Niaadea
 unless she re-initiates hostilities."

The great Atlantaean vessel bored on through the void, showing no sign of life; it neither changed course nor fired weapons, nor did any transmission emanate from the huge ship. It was as silent and eerily unresponsive as a corpse.

With both hope and fear in her heart, the Eönwyl began to call out orders again, trusting in the echoes of a still-living future that came to her now in the past.


Chapter 45

Varan:



T

 he assault battered and tore and hammered at my defenses, and all I could manage with R'Thann spirit and my psionic power and Tor
 discipline was to not collapse. I was driven back, I felt the slowly-compressing, ravenous pressure building higher and higher against my mental shields. Stone and steel and fire slashed and crashed into me, and I felt blood trickling from a hundred tiny wounds, my proud uniform cut and pierced and torn to rags that hung limply from me. The anticipation of the kill trickled through, a hungry triumph shared by both Kaital
 and Shagrath. They could sense it, they knew
 that in a matter of a few more moments I would fail and then be, at best, a puppet in their hands, at worst an unrecognizable and unmarked smear of blood and flesh within this shattered landscape.

And then the unending flood of detestation and voracity stuttered
 .

A flash of vision, then: a thousand thousand mindshields suddenly raised, an interruption of focus, a realization and a need to regain control
 . Something's happened! The crews that aren't entirely converted . . . they're turning against the
 Kaital, activating mindshields!


And almost instantly, a second
 disturbance, another weakening, and a sense of combat, of hundreds of thousands of battles joined in a moment. I saw a flicker of imagery from Shagrath's now-furious mind, close as it was to mine now, and I recognized the uniformed warriors who were now fighting Monitors both in the ships above and on the soil of Oro, and I laughed suddenly, feeling myself finally able to be steady, to push back.
 "Lukhas and Taelin," I managed through my gritted teeth. "The Kaital
 are finding the Five aren't so easy to beat, aren't they?"

"You arrogant –"

I lunged
 forward, and one of the vya-shadu
 cut across his chest.

It was the merest slash, barely more than a shaving-cut, but he roared in fury and pain and leapt back, smoke drifting from the wound. "You
 were the arrogant one, Shagrath. You thought you could destroy our Empire by yourself, with your monstrous friends as tools for the last assault?" I hammered him harder, pulling more strength from the well of seething energy within me, beyond
 me. He staggered backwards, then steadied himself, but for the first time I saw uncertainty
 in his eyes, a momentary glimpse of something not so supremely confident and sure.

A look that told me that somewhere inside, he was thinking I could be beaten
 .

Just knowing that brought my strength back, made my limbs stop shaking with fear and exhaustion. If Shagrath thought – even for an instant – that he could lose, then it was possible for me to win. It was possible, no matter what his allies, no matter what the source of his alien and demonic strength, that I could break
 him, do to him what he had done to a thousand others.

But the Kaital
 's power was returning; whatever hold Shagrath had on them, it seemed they were obligated
 to support him, even though the battle itself was going against them.

"Clever, yes, effective, yes, I grant you that, Varan," Shagrath said, and his momentary uncertainty seemed to have vanished. I felt the pressure building anew. "Yet, ultimately, futile. The Kaital
 provide me with almost unlimited power, power enough to crush even a freakish experiment such as yourself. And even if your friends see a momentary victory, once you are disposed of, the elimination of your allies will undermine any of your accomplishments."

A bludgeon of both telekinetic and mind-destroying energy hammered me to my knees, and I know I screamed. Somehow I staggered back to my feet, swords held before me, but I could feel I was coming to the end of that strength I had felt only a few minutes before.

Worse, I knew he was probably right. If there weren't enough people who really understood
 what happened, and who might appeal to enough of the Empire to make them listen, the collapse of the Empire and the other star nations would still
 happen. It might not be quite
 as complete or pretty as Shagrath intended, but it would serve enough of his purpose . . . and if I couldn't kill the Demon here and now, he would have centuries to complete a clean-up of any loose ends.

The power of Demon and Kaital
 gathered itself, looming over my perceptions like a mountain beginning an inevitable landslide. I braced myself, with Tor
 and R'Thann Hunger and psionics and simple, determined willpower, but I could already see that this was an assault I would never survive.

And then the power of the Kaital
 wavered, its focus dispersed in panic, and Shagrath bellowed a curse so potent that it blackened the ground around him. Through that shared connection I saw it: an immense vessel, almost like an ancient ocean battleship with a battle-armor edged prow, looming up before the viewscreen of another vessel, bearing down upon that other like a mobile promontory of steel, a Thovian battlecruiser battered and trailing debris and smoke and sparks of battle damage but still coming
 , not ten thousand kilometers distant, not a hundred, but fifty, thirty, and on a comm screen the massive form of a Thovian, bellowing with laughter and holding a huge spear pointed directly towards the viewer, ten kilometers, flashing towards collision, covering the physical viewports with oncoming devastation, IMPACT!


The Kaital
 screamed as one, an echoing shriek of loss and fury and fear, as Hoorai'Gon Bal
 plowed into and through Emperor Karellin
 , her mindscreens still active
 as they ground through
 the center of the Kaital
 Nexus.

And Shagrath's psionic support vanished
 .

I blew the uniformed Demon backwards, through ruined buildings and rubble and trees and onward, so hard and fast that he cleared the curvature of the planet
 for a short distance, screaming through the atmosphere like a meteor to come smashing down into a distant section of the Imperial Preserve, his very presence setting the trees afire. But I was already behind him and I hit him a second
 time, sending him back the way we had come, but this time angled downward
 .

The ground exploded with the force of Shagrath's fall, and with a single effort of telekinetic will I brushed aside the clouds of ash and steam and debris, to reveal Shagrath spread-eagled in the center of a crater a kilometer and a half wide. I hovered above him, preparing an even more powerful hammerblow of psionic power.

But his eyes snapped open and he vanished, to appear behind me, tearing through my own shields, his arm glowing blue-black with a cold, life-stealing aura as it snaked around my throat. "Impressive indeed, Captain
 Varan," he growled. "Your allies have
 been a problem. But you – and they – underestimate me. You have great power, yes. Still you do not comprehend what you face. I have ten thousand souls' power awaiting my command, a power to beggar the imagination of even the Kaital
 , and the only reason you survived until now is that I am loath to expend that power, here, in the universe where magic is naught but memory and legend."

I could sense, if I couldn't see, his savage smile. "But you and your friends have forced
 me to give you that honor, Varan." I struggled, but I felt new shields about him, ones charged with the same dark, inexplicable energy, and neither my mental bolts nor my physically augmented strength seemed even able to touch
 him. "I will rip your soul directly from your body, Varan, tear every ounce of knowledge of your self
 from your mind, and then I will become
 you, long enough to ensure the deaths of every single one of your friends."

"The Eönwyl . . . won't be fooled," I choked out.

"The precognitive? Perhaps. But she is already targeted, by the remaining Kaital
 , and she --"

He broke off, and I saw another image; a green-and-gold blur appearing within the white-shining bridge of an Atlantaean vessel, and his entire connection with that ship ceasing an instant later.

I exerted myself, twisted my body so
 and boosted my strength like that
 , and Shagrath streaked downward to bounce off a boulder, leaving it broken. "My hunt-brother thinks otherwise."

Shagrath – Viedraverion – let out an inarticulate roar of rage. Something had snapped within him, perhaps only for a moment, but for that moment he was no longer the controlled, thinking chessmaster but just a furious monster who wanted to get his newly-taloned hands on me.

And that gave me
 the advantage. For a few moments, I hammered
 the Demon, evading anger-driven strikes and poorly-coordinated, if powerful, mental and energy attacks and turning them back upon their sender; the Hunger of the R'Thann, I found, was even able to capture the mystical energies he used and both protect me from them and use them for my own protection.

More: I realized that I was still
 getting stronger. Whatever Vick had done to me had not yet found its limits.

My elation began to fade, though, as I realized that despite the immense battering he was taking, Shagrath was not dying
 . His body was absorbing incredible amounts of punishment, but I saw crippling wounds being healed nearly in the moment they were received. Worse, his demonic rage was subsiding. He was becoming more controlled, more careful and aware.

We paused for a moment, regarding each other. Shagrath's face was pensive, not an expression I had expected. For that instant, it was quiet, only the sounds of crackling fire and shifting stone echoing distantly from below. Smoke and dust and soot drifted about us, obscuring the landscape, veiling the sky itself; we floated for a moment in a gray-white-black void, the two of us the only objects in all the universe.

"You are most tiresome
 , Varan," Shagrath said, with a contemplative tone to his voice. "You will die here. This is not in question. Why do you insist on continuing this waste of time?"

A black-fire bolt flashed from his hand to my chest, and even the Hunger barely blunted it. I plummeted from the sky, tumbling through burning brush, over shattered stone, into a deserted shack that collapsed upon me. I forced myself upright, casting the wreckage away, but I felt the tightness of burned skin, pain working its way past my mental blocks as the black flame touched not merely my body but my spirit.

But I met his gaze with my own.

I don't know, exactly, what he saw there, except, possibly, my answer. I fought because as long as I stood, so did the Reborn Empire, so did the hope given me by Atla'A Alandar, the impossible faith and command placed upon me by Torline himself.

Something touched my mind then, and almost I slammed my mental shields shut, filled with fear that somehow the Kaital
 had regrouped, were prepared for one last assault to aid their demonic master.


But no. I
 know that touch.


The Eönwyl's
 thoughts were with me, and I sensed that she rode with the power of the Master of Final Light, as the psionic masters of Zchorada had been able to send my own thoughts across uncounted lightyears. Sasham, do you trust me?
 she asked, and I felt in that question the lingering fear, the wonder and hope, the little girl who had walled away trust and faith and had one last terrible doubt.


Always,
 I answered; above, I sensed the beginnings of awareness, Shagrath realizing that something else was happening.


Then let me guide you,
 she said. And let us be with you.


"Us"?

A rough laugh. All of us, Chosen of the Hyarale. The battle has turned, here, and only one great adversary remains. For this moment, for these few instants, let us all lift you up, as you have lifted us.


And now I
 was filled with wonder, for I saw
 them – saw them all, each and every one of them, the mighty R'Thann Masters of Light assembled, reaching through the Eönwyl's connection with me to touch upon the fragment of R'Thann spirit that was a part of my own, the Ptialian adepts led by Gorrensha'den, summoning the power of psionics and faith, and the calm certainty of the Zschorhaza calling upon the entirety of the Masters of Minds of Zchorada, all of them focused upon me.

I opened my mind and said, Together.


At that instant Shagrath snarled something terrible and unleashed a bolt of ebony flame that dwarfed anything he had yet cast.

But I knew
 when he was about to cast it. I saw
 it. And so I was not there, but above him, when he blasted the forest below to dark-fire ruin. He spun, faster than any living thing, but I turned, stepping the slightest fraction of a meter aside as a spear of life-riving energy tore through the air I had occupied, and again I knew
 , and the leaf-green blades of Atlantaea caught his blast, turned it aside as though it had been the smallest blade of grass and not energies sufficient to level a city.


We
 knew. We could all feel what he was doing. It was still I, myself, Sasham Varan . . . but we were also far more
 than that.

The next blast I parried with power, and for a moment the two of us stood, each hurling energies beside which those of battleships were as shifting beams of sunlight, contesting with each other; then I dropped my arm, let his fire reach me, where it rebounded from the blazing aura of white that now surrounded me.

Shagrath's eyes narrowed, and he crouched, his massive body on guard.

"And now you know the answer, Viedraverion," I said, speaking his real name, and his teeth were bared in a humorless, desperate grin. "Because we are the children of Torline Valanhavhi, all of us, every one."

I raised my arms, crossed them parallel in the way of Tor
 , felt a Vision rising within me, a Vision of the dancing, shifting eternal fires of the stars and the flame that warms us all in the darkest nights, and I saw star-flame blazing about my blades. And in that instant, when his eyes widened, I remembered too the words that had brought me out of darkness, that had answered my allies' doubts.

"And because so he taught us, and so we believe, that always there is hope
 ."

He leapt forward then, a form not of mere matter but of dark cold fire and seething hatred, and I lunged to meet him, with the flame of hope dancing on my swords.


Chapter 46

Taelin:



T

 aelin shook his head in wonder. "What in the name of the Towers happened
 to Niaadea
 ? She was chasing The Eönwyl
 with demon's determination, then suddenly just went dead, coasting at most of lightspeed?"

"Not the faintest idea, love," Trey said from the next station over. "But can you believe
 it? The ship that rammed Emperor Karellin
 isn't completely wrecked. It's still moving
 ."

Lukhas' voice cut across the airwaves. "And the coordination of the main fleet's just gone to the Fall, too. Towers
 , this might just work!"

"Don't get too happy yet." A quiver ran through the room. "An earthquake
 ?"

Trey touched controls, and suddenly one of the monitoring satellite images was there, showing flashes of light and detonations of dust and smoke erupting from half a continent away. Taelin stared in disbelief, saw Trey gripping the edge of the console in shock. "Six and One . . .
 Is that . . . Sasham
 ?"

"Shockwave analysis is consistent with two sources exchanging fire," Lukhas said; even his voice, so normally controlled, was hushed with awe. "It started
 on the level of moderate siege weaponry, and now . . ."

Taelin tore his gaze away from that screen. "No time! Our forces have gained an advantage, but they're still outnumbered badly!"

"But the destruction of their Nexus? Shouldn't that mean the fleet's lost direction?"

"It's no longer being controlled like a million hands with one brain, no," Lukhas said, voice grim. "But I'm guessing that just means that the remaining Kaital
 have to keep fighting on their own, unless they can just dump their bodies and run."

"Which they probably either can't do or really don't want to do for some reason," Taelin said. "How are your people doing?"

"Better, now," Lukhas said, and there was a hint of a smile in his voice. "Especially once Monitor Hayess figured out how to disable their codes so they couldn't weaken or shut off the mindscreens near us."


"Monitor
 ? I thought they were all –"

"Not all, no, and my people had quite a program going to kidnap the younger Monitors and modify their Conditioning. I think Shagrath caught on at some point, but he didn't want to let me
 know he knew, so he didn't tamper with them." Lukhas barked a few orders to someone else. "Which would've been crazy if he wanted a coup, but we know that he just wanted chaos."

"Lucky for – Eönwyl
 , look out!"

The last of the Imperial Atlantaean ships, Demonbane
 , had just flashed into existence near the flagship of the allied fleets.


The Eönwyl
 turned to evade, but it was sluggish
 compared to its prior, supernaturally-quick reaction time, and the first salvo by Demonbane
 hammered into the trading vessel's shields.

Taelin stared in appalled horror at the readings. Towers, her Longshot Barrier's completely down and she's barely got cohesion on the Gradient Shield! One more shot and she's gone!

But there were no vessels in position to help; Demonbane
 's Atlantaean drive had taken it past
 the wall of defenders in an instant, and it vanished and reappeared again. Taelin shouted a warning, knowing already that it was far too late –

And a mote of power streaked through space to detonate ruinously on Demonbane
 's main hull, sending it tumbling away, a sparking wreck.


Niaadea
 drew close to The Eönwyl
 , and the Singularity Cannon fired again, a glittering dark-hearted spark that crossed six thousand light-seconds in an instant and annihilated another Imperial battleship, making clear its intention to protect the alliance's flagship.

And then alarms screamed throughout the base and a hideous glare illuminated ComCent from the satellite screen. Taelin heard his own shout of shock and incredulity as the hellish light faded, to show a roiling cloud of fire and smoke rising with titanic slowness and a shockwave of destruction streaking outward from the center of that unimaginable explosion.

"Detonation of unknown source," said the automated alert system. "Estimate equivalent of Class Red impact event."

Taelin shook his head numbly. Class Red meant a planetary strike by an asteroid roughly ten to fifteen kilometers across, something which could spread catastrophe across a large portion of the world.

At that moment, the communicator crackled again. "This . . . This is Captain Soji-Ra of Fleet Command Six. Confirming . . . statements of Mel'Tasne, Dor'Kane, and Dellitama. Alien infestation had taken control of large portions of our fleet. They appear . . . to have departed, however. Fleet Commands, report, is the infestation cleared, over?"

Slowly, then ever faster, the fleets began to report in, as the fighting slowed and dwindled to a halt. On every ship, men and women and members of a dozen different species had collapsed, comatose or dead on the spot, where moments before had been Mada
 commanders, Guardsmen, crewmembers at every level. Now they were just empty shells, discarded by the parasites that had worn their bodies. The Kaital
 were gone – where and how, no one knew, but . . .

Treyuusei activated the systemwide transmitter. "All vessels, stand down. This . . . Battle of Oro is over."


Thank Atlantaea, Niaadea, and Torline.
 Taelin took a breath. "All cities, repeat, all cities, we have a Class Red impact event, I repeat, a Class Red impact event. This does not
 appear to be from planetary bombardment and hostilities have been concluded. Reconfigure shielding to minimize transmitted shock from the impact, protect from ejecta, and filter particulates."

"All fleets, please advise, are there any functional disaster remediation vessels available?" Trey was saying nearby.

After a pause, there was a reply. "ComCent, this is Vingardei
 , planetary-class remediation. Our TC drive is inoperative but all other functions are available."


Thank the Towers
 . "Vingardei
 , understood. We have a Class Red event in progress."

"Understood, sir. We are in motion from orbit and examining the situation." After a pause, "Please provide access to planetary shielding centers. We will coordinate dispersal and cleanup."

"Acknowledged." Taelin wanted to sink down and just close his eyes . . . but the work had just begun. "To both fleets, begin full search and rescue operations. We've all lost so many today; let's not lose any more."

He stared at the still-expanding cloud. Sasham? Were you really there? Was that really a duel between my friend and a Demon?


Vingardei
 was slowly settling down through the atmosphere. A squat, massive hulk of a vessel, the Vingardei
 was aiming for one of the natural "choke points" of the terrain, a mountain pass about two hundred kilometers from the blast site. A planetary remediation vessel was a gigantic mobile Dimensional Tap power station, fitted with drives to go from one system to another, and with sophisticated shield generation and modulation capabilities that allowed it to reduce or disperse impacts, concentrate and remove contaminants from the air, and so on. Tremendously expensive to build, the twenty kilometer long vessels looked like slightly streamlined bricks, but could hold off the main blast shock of asteroid impacts and swiftly reduce the effects of even supervolcanic eruptions.

"The Emperor's private reserve is gone," murmured Trey.

"And everything for dozens, maybe a hundred kilometers around it. But we shouldn't end up with too
 drastic climate consequences. A few extra-cold months, maybe; they'll call in a couple more remediators if they have to."

"They?" repeated Treyuusei. "My beloved, who do you think is going to be running
 things? The Emperor is dead, Shagrath is gone, the Monitor Corps is in shambles, the Mada
 and the Guardsmen are badly damaged. It's we of the Five who are going to be putting things back together."

He winced. "Oh, Towers, I hadn't even thought that far." He sat down, still staring numbly at the screen. No more movement. No more fighting? Is Sasham dead, that cloud a momentary tomb marker? Is Shagrath finished? Are they both somewhere in that cloud, reduced to nothing but smoke and ash? "Honestly . . . I don't think I expected us to survive this." As he said that, he heard the door sliding open behind him.

"Neither did I, little brother," said Lukhas. There was blood splattered across most of Lukhas' uniform, and he was limping, but his grin was fierce. "But they
 didn't expect us to know what we were fighting, either. And that
 was what gave us victory."

"How many of the Families are left
 , I wonder?" Taelin said after a quiet moment. "The three of us. Maybe – by the First World, I hope – Mother and Mishel. Admiral Dor'Kane. But I know a lot of the others . . ."

"There're going to be a lot
 of vacancies, that's for sure. For a while it might just be the Three, not the Five, unless and until we find replacements for Khardan and Rishak – I don't think there's any of them left that weren't . . . taken. A lot of the Greater Families, too, and some of the Lesser."

The enormity of the task ahead began to sink in. Two of the three major supports of the Empire were seriously weakened to the point of near-nonexistence – the Emperor and their immediate support structure and the Monitors – and the third, the Five, was badly damaged. Taelin looked with apprehension at ComCent's panels. "The rest of the Empire . . . they'll have seen most of this. They'll be waiting to see how it's resolved. They'll need
 to see it resolved, or the breakup that Shagrath planned
 on will happen anyway. Too many factions in the Empire were already close to the edge."

"Imperial Communications Central," came an immensely deep voice, "this is Guvthor Hok Guvthor, transmitting from the alliance flagship Eönwyl
 . Please reply."

"Eönwyl
 , acknowledged," Treyuusei answered after a moment. "It was our impression that the trader named Eönwyl is the captain of that vessel. May we speak with her directly?"

"I am afraid not at the moment. When the battle was concluded she collapsed – for a number of reasons – and she is not in condition to speak with you."

One of the screens flickered, then showed an image of a truly immense furry figure, leaning on a gigantic axe. "I wish to confirm that our fleets are welcome in your system at this time, and to begin to arrange repair and support as may be possible."

"For now, yes. The Five welcome you, and particularly extend our welcome, and abject apologies, to the Zchorada, for all the provocations which nearly led to a very different sort of war."

"With the truth known," the buzzing voice of the Zchorada replied, "there is no need for apologies. All of us – Imperial, Zchoradan, and Ptial alike – were caught within the plans of something far stranger and more deadly than any of us would have credited."

"Guvthor," Taelin said, "What of Sasham Varan?"

The great brows came together, then the head gave a grave shake. "We have heard nothing from him since the conclusion of this battle. He confronted Shagrath alone, and all that we know is that they were . . . there, on your world, where a cataclysm has now taken place."

Taelin glanced back, where Vingardei
 was showing a view of the onrushing cloud, a pall of gray-black shot through with lightning and flickers of fire as it approached the remediation vessel at awesome speed. Taelin found himself shaking his head in disbelief, unable to even grasp
 the scale of this disaster. This was not the result of a ten-kilometer asteroid of solid metal plunging into the atmosphere at many kilometers per second; it was not the effect of a planetary bombardment by a thousand warships.

Two beings, alone, had created this catastrophe, the looming darkness split by thunderbolt and flame; two beings, each possessed of enough power to shatter warships with gestures. One, an inconceivably ancient being, a monster out of legend.

And the other, Sasham Varan. Towers, Sasham. What must it have been like, to learn you had this power? To feel it grow? Did you even understand what you could do if you let go?

Taelin doubted it. Varan . . . Varan's real weakness
 was that he didn't admit to himself or others what he could really do. Thinking about it, Taelin suspected that Sash hadn't really understood his own abilities until the very end, pushed by necessity into doing so. Did it kill him? Are both of them dead, somewhere in that splintered wasteland, maybe reduced to dust? Is Shagrath really dead? Or does Sasham lie dead, and Shagrath still walk, readying what strength he has to either strike us, or to simply retreat, to outlive us and begin anew?


The thought was terrifying.

"ComCent, this is Vingardei
 . We are detecting anomalous energy patterns in the shockcloud region. The cloud is – Falling Towers!
 "

In the remediation ship's view, the oncoming cloud split
 , torn open from within like a sheet of paper wrenched apart by a swift effort of two strong hands. The storm of devastation continued onward, now crashing into Vingardei'
 s shields, but at the center of the view there was a clear space, a wedge that struck far into the depths of the cloud as though by the stroke of an axe the size of a mountain.

And at the very base of that wedge, against a kilometers-high wall of debris and smoke and storm, a single figure stood, barely a dot silhouetted against apocalypse.


Vingardei
 focused on that figure, increased magnification without need for orders. The tiny dot swelled outward, grew, took on form and definition . . .

Captain Sasham Varan, uniform in shreds, straightened up, somehow sensing
 that he was now being seen. His face was scraped and bruised and bleeding; red soaked much of the remaining tatters of his uniform, and even the hilts of his vya-shadu
 were stained with red and black. He swayed uncertainly, eyes only partially focused, but slowly raised his right arm, presenting what it held for all to see.

Slate-gray skin and eyes still glowing a fading white in sightless fury, pointed teeth and fangs locked in a grimace of hatred, the face of the creature that had once been the Prime Monitor glared with the impotent rage of death into the camera.


Chapter 47

Varan:
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 here was no more pretense of strategy between us. My blades parried his energy-sheathed hands, the impact of the parries
 so great that the concussion flattened what few trees remained below, sent great spherical shockwaves rippling through the vapor and dustclouds for kilometers about, would have slain me outright without the defenses I now wove about myself from Tor
 training and R'Thann Hunger and the limitless power of the psionics of three entire civilizations.

And so, too, did Shagrath defend himself from my own assault, detonations of force halting my swords and shattering the ground below with the backwash of power. For long seconds, moving at speeds beyond those humanly comprehensible, we dueled across the sky and through the ground, with sword and fist and lightning and fire, with stone and hurricane and spirit-hungry energies, with hatred and hope and fear and fury.

The Imperial Retreat, built of permastone and battle-steel, evaporated in the rage of our conflict, in a furious crucible of magic and psionic energies locked in a lethal contest.

Blood – black and thick – was trickling from Shagrath's wounds now, wounds that did not close so swiftly as before, and I saw effort
 on his face, gritted teeth and narrowed eyes that told me he was no longer contemptuous of my power, no longer so sure of victory.

But I, too, was wearying, for though the energies of the uncounted tens of thousands, hundreds
 of thousands of other psionics buoyed me up and Tor
 gave me the discipline to channel it with a new-found Vision, and my beloved's senses let me see
 beyond the here and now, even with that, I could feel my body and brain and mind straining, barely able to contain and direct forces that could have turned it into elementary particles in the smallest fraction of a second. My own blood flew, a red mist, as I caught yet another of Shagrath's blows on both of the Swords of Atlantaea, and only the screaming of the future warned me in time to prevent a kick from shattering my hip.

Yet . . .

Yet . . .

Yet there was something . . . not perhaps predictable
 , but close, something like a pattern in Shagrath's attacks. This was a being trained in all arts of war, a creature incalculably old . . . but at the same time a being who could hardly have fought too
 many battles against something that could match him. My
 escalation of power had been greatly due to my not understanding
 what I could do, never having been
 in such a combat before – not even in my testing against Gorrensha'den. His
 was due to a sense of parsimony, of concealment, of caution lest an enemy come to comprehend his true power – and from that gain a knowledge of his limits. Shagrath was by his own word burning resources it had taken him centuries and more to gain, soul-energy that allowed him to wield magic in a universe where it was all but forgotten.

His was a doctrine of measured response
 . He did not want
 to use any more of his power than he must. My psionic power would return on its own, in a day or a week; his magical resources would be long, long in returning, unless he could line up populations of worlds for the slaughter.

And that
 was my one and only chance.

I stopped trying to gauge myself for the future. I ignored my limits, accepted the screaming agony as I rammed
 every iota of power I could reach, from the depths of my soul and the minds of every single being supporting me, into my own body. In that moment, as Shagrath struck again, I flowed with
 the strike, let it accelerate me, whirled up and about, and brought both legs down on his arms. His eyes flared wide as he began to realize what I had done.

But it was too late for him to react. The Blades of Atlantaea shrieked through the atmosphere, blazing with the heat of a strike faster than a meteor, faster even than a Demon's thoughts, and cleaved into and through Shagrath's neck.

The impact and explosion sent me hurtling through the air an untold distance, to come crashing down into stone and earth as the force of the detonation washed over me, stripping the earth away from the bedrock, tumbling me again until I managed to focus my power again, to stand against it and ward off the raging fire of the blast.

My body ached in every joint, in every muscle, and my head pounded as though being used for an anvil by an ancient swordsmith. But I focused through that pain, looking, searching for what I had
 to find. And I found, to my awe and wonder, that I could
 see. I could see beyond
 the fire and smoke, beyond even this world; for an instant in the Flame Vision I beheld ten million ships paused in the midst of war, Taelin Mel'Tasne within a huge control room, the Eönwyl sagging down in her control chair like a balloon whose air was escaping, perceived the dance of energies on the sun a hundred and fifty million kilometers away and in the earth and sky around me, understood the pulse and swirl of the air and dust. I could see
 it all, grasp it all, and I knew
 that what I sought lay within the hellish maelstrom of devastation that last attack had created.

And there it was, still echoing with the resonance of that black hatred, a vile and implacable detestation of all other lifeforms. For an instant, I thought I sensed that signature elsewhere
 , at the very edge of my consciousness, but it vanished even as I turned my attention to it. It remained with the first location, not all that far from me.

There, untouched by the molten stone beneath it, Shagrath's head lay, teeth still clenched and bared in a hideous fanged snarl, the inhuman gray face all the more alien with those teeth and the terrifying, glowing white eyes. The glow was slowly, slowly dimming, but I suspected it would be hours, even days, before the light of that hateful resentment and malevolence would fade entirely away.

I lifted that repulsive thing by its hair. This was the final proof the Galaxy would need. The Kaital
 had no bodies, nothing to show
 to people. But this . . . thing, this being that had walked among us as the Prime Monitor, and transformed to this other form before the entire universe, this creature's head proved we were dealing with a being and a species beyond anything known to our people. Perhaps there would be those who would quibble at the word "Demon", but Shagrath's – Viedraverion
 's – actual physical existence, and its alien nature, could now be shown beyond any doubt, and its actions demonstrated to have been exactly what we knew.

Still, fire and smoke swirled about me, and I was tired of it. I was bone-tired of everything, and even my triumph was distant amid the pain and exhaustion and the paradoxically tramscendent Vision that had not yet left me. I could sense a ship settling to the ground . . . a remediation vessel, Torline's Swords
 of course that's what they'd have to call down.

Hundreds of kilometers away. But I wanted them to at least see
 me, to know that the battle was over.

I stretched out one more time, felt the warp and weft of the wind and clouds, caught at the cool and clear air beyond the devastation and called
 it to me, drew it in, a ram of pure and untainted wind splitting the angry-fire clouds and shockwave with my own power, until the smoke and flame parted before me. Far off in the distance I could see the highest portions of the Vingardei
 – the name came to me even as I thought of it – projecting above the horizon, and I knew their cameras would be trained on me, looking towards the center of that inexplicably clear area. Slowly, I raised Shagrath's head and stood there a moment, feeling my body wavering under the strain but refusing to let it go. Still a few things left to do.


Then I concentrated. Hm. Most of the psi-screens are down now. A few left up, but . . .

With a wrenching sensation – and some vague pain within my head, like moving an overstrained muscle – I appeared within ComCent.

Taelin whirled, half-drawing his rannai
 , and then froze, as did Lukhas and Trey.

"Oh, thank the Eternal King
 ," Taelin breathed, and suddenly we were embracing each other in relief, Shagrath's monstrous head cast to the ground, then Trey kissed me and Lukhas was thumping me on the back and laughing and I felt the numbness receding. There was more pain, but there was also relief and joy, the knowledge that somehow we had
 triumphed, and that maybe, just maybe, we had
 saved the Reborn Empire.


Captain Varan,
 a mental voice said, and I recognized the Master of Final Light. You are needed immediately.


My joy faded at the cold finality of those words. "What is it?"

Come. Now. To join me on Niaadea.

"I . . . I have to go. Something important," I said to Taelin.

"What . . ." His eyes shifted. "Oh. Telepathic message?"

"Yes. I'll be back." I pointed to the head. "Keep that safe
 , got it?"

"I'll make sure of it," said Lukhas.

I reached out, touched the Master's mind, used it as an anchor and guide, pulled
 and suddenly I was there.

The bridge of the Atlantaean vessel was a slaughterhouse. Red, purple, and green blood was spattered across the walls and consoles, pooled on the deck. And while there were many bodies torn and battered and ripped, there were others lying on the floor without a mark upon them. Only the Master of Final Light stood there. With my own senses, I could tell that there was not a single other living thing on board the ancient kilometers-long vessel.

No.

There was one
 other.

Sooovickalassa was sprawled on the deck before the main navigation console, where he had clearly fallen from the seat nearby. "VICK!
 "

He stirred then, and one golden eye opened a slit, his crest rose a fraction. "Varan . . . Captain," he breathed.

I extended my senses, and then recoiled. "Torline and Niaadea . . ."

The reptilian mouth curled slightly, and Vick's voice echoed – distant and faint – in my head. One who dares ten thousand Kaital on his own . . . he will not emerge unscathed, not were he the Master of Final Light himself.


No,
 the Master said, and I saw his own crest was trembling, and there was an undertone to his thoughts that frightened me in its empathy. No, Master Sooovickalassa, he would not, indeed.


"Your . . . your soul, Vick, it's . . . I don't know if I can . . ." I grasped at the energies surrounding Vick, tried to knit them together, but it was like scooping water or trying to braid air; as fast as I gathered them, so they flowed away.

Do not . . . waste your effort, Hunt-Brother, Vick said, and his voice was startlingly gentle. My life is given to great purpose. The Fleet survives. We were victorious, yes? You destroyed the Great Demon?

"Yeah. Yes, I did. And took his head as proof."

A hissing laugh. I saw trickles of dried blood overlaid with fresh flow from nostrils, ear-holes, and the corner of his mouth, and his eyes no longer seemed to focus. It is well. Then I have done all I might have hoped. My process . . . has proven itself beyond any doubt.


Pass it to me. Or, if you would rather, to your Hunt-Brother, the Master of Final Light said.


No.
 My R'Thann friend's mindvoice was fainter, but the will was strong as battle-steel. It has proven itself, yes. But it is not
 needed. The true strength for those who come after . . . that must be
 theirs. And . . .
 He hesitated, and then went on, and where will you find others
 worthy of that process? For never should it be used on those who are not the equal of the Master of Light who is my Hunt-Brother.


I was speechless. Vick – the quintessential scientist – dismissing his crowning achievement, refusing to pass it to any, and then giving to me one of his people's greatest titles.

It shall be as you say, the Master said, and I felt not disappointment, but a fierce joy and understanding beneath. You truly pass all Testing, Sooovickalassa. You surpass me in this moment, in power and in vision, and you shall come sooner to the Ultimate than any of us. Go now to what awaits . . . Master of the Final Light Sooovickalassa.

I sensed the surprise and gratification from my friend. With an effort he half-rose, fell back, but his claw gripped my hand. I am given an honor unlooked-for in the last moment,
 he thought, and now I could barely catch his mental conversation; his energy . . . his soul
 was leaking away, torn in ten thousand places by the Kaital
 he had single-handedly opposed so as to take control of the Niaadea
 .

And as the Master of Final Light, I truly give to you the title, Sasham Varan, Captain of the Reborn Empire, of Master of the Inner Light. Let you illumine my last pathway, Hunt-Brother, as you have lit our way since the day we met, long ago.

Tears were coursing down my face. "I . . . I would . . . If I knew how . . . Vick!
 We need you –"

Ridiculous! The sharp retort hurt because it was so familiar, the last of his acid wit I would ever hear. My work is complete. Be joyful for me, Captain Sasham Varan; how many of us in all the Galaxy can leave this world saying "I did all that I had ever hoped to do"?

He opened his eyes once more, gripped my hand tighter. "You . . . an honor to know . . . it was."

"And you, Vick." I tried to smile.

Good Testing . . . Hunt-Brother.

His clawed fingers went limp. The presence was gone. Where there had been three, now only two living beings stood on Niaadea's
 decks.

Doctor Sooovickalassa was dead; but with his crest raised high, his eyes still gazing forward into the Light.


Chapter 48
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 lowly she opened her eyes; after a moment the blurred light resolved itself into the familiar inset luminance panels of her cabin ceiling. I feel so exhausted, aching. Have I been sick? I don't remember . . .


And then she did
 remember, ten thousand orders given with words and intent that she barely comprehended until after they were finished; the Niaadea
 screaming in to attack, Singularity Cannon sending dark-hearted sparks of devastation at her (and then later against her enemies? Parts of the memory were dim, hazy); a strange melding, a contact with Sasham Varan and all the others, and through his eyes seeing the black-burning shape of a Demon . . .

She sat up suddenly, then gasped as agony knifed through her head. Hands caught her shoulders, eased her back down; as the tears cleared from her eyes, she saw Sasham Varan looking down at her with a sympathetic smile.

"Don't push it, Eönwyl," he said quietly. "You almost killed yourself yesterday."

"I
 did?"

"All the psionic experts – and have we got a lot of them right now, from the R'Thann to the Ptial – say that precognition is one of the most demanding disciplines. It's not as flashy
 as some of the stunts I can pull, and it doesn't take nearly as much energy directly, but you're somehow reaching through time
 to see what will
 happen, and then managing to communicate how to change
 what will happen to what could
 have happened but didn't."

He embraced her tightly, and she could feel in the shaking vibration of his arms the desperate tension and worry that had haunted him. "Thank Torline
 you're all right."

She hugged him back, feeling a surge of unaccustomed relief and joy and fear for what might have been. "And you. I was on a ship surrounded by other
 ships, Sash. You
 were the one out there alone."

A flash of white teeth. "But you see, I didn't have time
 to worry about myself. Only about what . . . about who
 . . . I was fighting for."

She tightened her grip again before releasing, and let him see the joy in her eyes. "But we're alive." She remembered that last confusing set of moments. "Niaadea
 came back to save me, when we were melded, when I couldn't act . . . Vick, it must have been. I'll have to thank him when I can . . ."

A touch of frost brushed her heart as she saw Varan's gaze drop. "Oh, collapsing tunnels
 , no. He isn't –"

Varan was silent, and she felt a startlingly intense pain, grief at the loss of the R'Thann scientist. He had been abrupt in manner, from a strangely savage alien culture . . . but he had been a friend, honorable and courageous and unwavering in his convictions. "I'm sorry, Sasham."

He inhaled and let out a sigh. "Don't . . . don't be. Sooovickalassa boarded an Atlantaean warship in the midst of battle and singlehandedly defeated every one of the Kaital
 on the ship, then took control of her and saved you in the bargain. He died as a Master of the Final Light, his crest high. I don't think . . . I don't think any of us could hope to die half as well." His voice wavered on the edge of breaking, but at the same time she heard the pride in that voice.

She squinted at him, noticing the haggard lines of pain etched in his face – lines that hadn't been there when he'd left the Fleet. "What about you
 ?"

He chuckled, put a hand to his head and rubbed it. "Oh, I
 overdid it too, but it's not like any of us had much choice. Difference between you and me is that I've been training in psionics the hard way, and, well, what I am
 isn't natural. Whatever . . . whatever Vick did, it makes me different. Maybe you are too, from whatever happened to you on Fanabulax, but I guess it didn't make you unstoppable."

She sat up more carefully; the pain was waiting but did not quite pounce yet. "Anything wrong with eating now?"

"Not at all. If you feel up to it, I'll get you a tray."

She restrained the impulse to jump up. She didn't like
 being catered to. It felt too much like relying on someone else. But . . . "Please."

She shook her head slowly. Of course I'm relying on Sasham. He was relying on me. Am I going to pretend I haven't learned the lesson this should have taught all of us? That we need to rely on each other, and accept the hand stretched out to us in friendship?

She heard her own low laugh. Am I really that afraid of giving up being alone? Even after all this time, after everything we have been through?

She knew the answer. Of course she was. She'd spent thirty years building armor around her soul and walling herself off from a universe that could hurt her. That wall wasn't taken down in a moment, that armor not so easy to remove.

But she'd stepped outside of those walls around her heart, and she refused to let them enclose her again. I'll fight that battle too. For me and for Sasham.


He came back in and set the float-tray to hover in front of her. She caught his hand. "I love you," she said, and it was one of the hardest things to say, to say it so casually, as though love was something ordinary and everyday and not so precious as to outweigh all the cargoes she'd ever bought and sold put together.

His face lit up, the lines of pain vanishing, his smile a warming sun, and she knew that she had said the right thing. He squeezed her hand back, and repeated the words. "I love you, Eönwyl."

And it was her
 turn to feel the sun rising within her, and she knew that she was right and wrong; yes, this was the most precious of all things, and yet it was
 ordinary and everyday, or at least it should
 be, to say the simple truth that you loved someone and know the joy it gave them was a reflection of the joy they gave you. Her throat burned, tight with a painful happiness, and tears burst from her eyes and spilled over her cheeks and she felt so embarrassed
 that she wanted to hide, but at the same time there was nothing in the universe that could have persuaded her to let go of that strong-fingered hand that gripped her own.

"Why are you crying, Eönwyl?"

She met his concerned gaze, the gray eyes as warm as morning mist, and bit her lip to keep from sobbing or laughing aloud. The Eönwyl blinked away the tears and then reached up with her other hand, touched the face that had come to remain comfortably and comfortingly in her dreams, and suddenly smiled. "I don't think I could ever explain to you. And thank all the gods of all the worlds for that."

She pulled away then and began eating, not even bothering to wipe her face. "So what's next?"

He blinked in confusion, but then – as she trusted he would – Sasham simply let the subject shift. "Big meeting of, well, everyone who's everyone as soon as all of the everyones are well enough to go. That includes you, obviously – can't leave out the supreme commander of the alliance forces."

The title still seemed ridiculous, but she couldn't argue the position had been real – too very real. "I guess not. What do all our psi experts say about my recovery time?"

"Well, neither of us should be doing much in the way of psi work for a bit, but they figure you should be good to travel by tomorrow, if you rest up."

"Who else will be in the 'everyone'?"

"Well, Taelin, Lukh, and Trey, first off – and I can't wait to introduce you to them."

"I almost feel I have, given how much you've talked about them – especially Taelin."

Varan smiled, and a touch of color was visible on his cheeks. "Yes, I guess I sometimes do talk about them a bit."

"A bit? If he wasn't married, I'd wonder if I'd have to be jealous of him over you."

The shout of laughter echoed about the room, a free and happy sound. "HA! I'll have to tell that one to Taelin. But no, he's too short for my taste – as you ought to know."

He gave her a quick kiss that sent an entirely unreasonable surge of happiness through her. We're both still alive. We're alive and he still loves me and the war is over! And I'm feeling like I'm some imageplay heroine – what's wrong with me? Or is it . . . that something was always wrong with me until I met Sasham?

"Anyway, um . . . Admiral Dor'Kane, naturally. That'll make three of the Five Families represented, they'll be running the conference, meeting, whatever we end up calling it. Remin Canta – Torline's Swords
 , he was running the Palace Protectorate and Lukh says they saved half the city's population, getting them to safety when the Kaital
 dropped their masquerade. Probably some representatives of the Great Families and a couple Lesser that still have high enough ranking members left."

"I'm surprised they'd left even that many of the Five untouched."

"Partly that was planning and strategy on Lukhas' part, and in another way it was just the way things worked out. There's actually two other Mel'Tasne Family members left, unless something went horribly wrong in the last couple of weeks: Taelin's sister and mother were both out-system when this all happened. So where was I? Oh, yes. The Master of Final Light, Guvthor and Hargan, Gorrensha'den, the Zchorhada. The psionics are also talking about linking up and bringing the Hyarale
 herself here; I really hope they do, we've got the leaders of all the other major factions on hand."

"What about Boduras?"

He shook his head. "He . . . didn’t make it either. Took a support beam through the chest when Hoorai'Gon Bal
 rammed into Emperor Karellin
 , even though his ship managed to survive. Laughing to the end, though, and shaking his spear as they hit. Morno survived, but he lost both legs when a deep-cover Kaital
 agent tried to assassinate him and the rest of his bridge crew during the charge to clear the way for Hoorai'Gon Bal
 . It'll be a while for them to fit him with prosthetics." He shook his head. "I don't even want to think about how many people we lost on both sides. Just the number of dead from the Kaital
 parasites is enough to overwhelm me."

She touched his shoulder. "Let it go for now, Sasham. We can't bring back the dead." She took another breath to fortify herself against that still-present fear that should
 be gone, but refused to leave her, so that speaking what should be ordinary words became extraordinarily difficult. "We . . . we don’t have to go anywhere today. No more battles. No more monsters. Just . . . just us. So . . . don't worry about the outside, just for a little while?"

He looked into her eyes, and even with her painfully blunted senses she felt the wash of affection. "For a little while."


Chapter 49
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 his is . . . intimidating.

That was a strange thought for a Mel'Tasne to have. Taelin had been raised
 as one of the Five, had attended, participated in, and even led
 major conclaves of power since he had been in his teens – almost three decades ago, despite his pretty much unchanged appearance. He'd stood before the Emperor and debated serious choices of policy both with and against other members of the Five, the Monitors, ImpSec, and so on. Some of that in this very hall.

But this was, he had to admit, different.

The Chamber of Families was huge. It had
 to be, for it was intended to be able to seat not just members of the Five, but many of the Great Families and a significant set of representatives of the Lesser Families, as well as of the Emperor, Monitors, Imperial Security, officers of the Mada
 and the Guardsmen, and representatives of planetary and regional governments relevant to whatever the questions of the day were.

Today it looked even larger, because so many seats were not
 filled, bringing home the desperate nature of this meeting, as did the presence of the others who would never normally have entered this room. They were all seated in the first few rows surrounding the speaking platform, surrounded by an ocean of empty seats that bore mute testimony to the losses everyone, on every side, had suffered, and watched in similar silence to see what those gathered might do.

The Five were represented as much as they could be; Taelin himself for Mel'Tasne, Trey for Dellitama, Admiral Dor'Kane for his Family. There might be one or two branch members of the other two Families somewhere out there, but the fact was that Rishak and Khardan were now, effectively, extinct. Twenty-seven of the Great Families were present, representing less than one hundred Great Family members on Oro who appeared to have escaped the Kaital
 parasites; similarly, there were thirty-two from the Lesser Families in their seats, less than a hundredth of what there would have been had this been a general meeting.

Lukhas, of course, was primarily here in his capacity as the White Controller for Imperial Security, though he could easily have chosen to be seated as one of the Five. Monitor Mishira Hayess represented the tattered remnants of the Monitor Corps; even with Lukhas' people having done their best to suborn (that is, protect) the newly-recruited Monitors from the Kaital
 and Demon-designed trap the Monitor service had become, there were scarcely two dozen Monitors left in the Capital, less than a hundred on the entire planet – and probably a severely reduced presence across the Empire.

The other Family representatives sat to Taelin's left; Varan was seated to Taelin's right, the Eönwyl next to him, and then Guard Force Commander Remin Canta. Nearby, in an area cleared of ordinary seating, were Guvthor Hok Guvthor and Hargan Hok Hargan, towering over everyone else in the area, even the Mydrwyll Hmmmseeth who squatted nearby. Graceful R'Thann forms populated the seats – hastily modified – in the next arc, then the sinuous forms of the Zchorada draped over row sections, and then the Ptial representatives, with the Hyarale
 herself sitting in front, next to Gorrensha'den.

A scattering of other species from the minor star nations and the few surviving representatives of the outlying worlds completed the picture. There was the usual echoing sibilance of whispered conversation, but the thinness of those echoes merely reminded Taelin of how very small this assemblage really was.

Lukhas stood smoothly, and conversation died away. "Seven Standing to you all, and may Torline and Niaadea bless this gathering and lend us their wisdom," he said; though the phrases were ordinary, those heard around the Empire every day, Lukhas' voice instilled a belief and faith to the words that reminded Taelin of what the Reborn Empire truly stood for. The other Imperials present murmured the traditional "Seven Standing, Never Fallen" while the outsiders maintained a respectful silence.


And now we know that we aren't speaking empty words; Sash has walked on the homeworld, has spoken with those who remember the First World Atlantaea itself.
 It was strangely comforting; perhaps Torline and Niaadea could
 bless this meeting. I sure hope so. We can use all the help there is.


"For those who may not know or recognize me, I am White Controller Lukhas Kage Mel'Tasne. I represent Imperial Security, and as such am the highest ranking member of the Imperial Line of Command remaining. The Emperor and all of his immediate agents are dead; they were Kaital
 to the very last one. Due to precautions I was able to put into place, a significant portion of ImpSec is still functional and able to provide the coordination that is keeping Oro running, at least for now."

"Point of interest, White Controller," said Schill Jahnning, a Greater Family representative from Tarille.

"Go ahead."

"The details of this . . . catastrophe," Schill used the word with clear deliberation, "are still coming out, but it is very much unclear to me how you were able to put any 'precautions' in place at all. These Kaital
 creatures were near-perfect in their pretense; four members of my family turned out to be these things, and had things progressed for another few months, I do not doubt I would have become one as well."

"That . . . is a very long story, and one that we will provide you all later. But I beg people not to interrupt or ask too many questions at this point, unless it becomes clearly necessary for our present purposes."

He looked around, then continued. "Those purposes are, essentially, to ask and answer the question 'what's next', in some detail. You all – even our esteemed guests from outside the Empire – realize the situation. The Reborn Empire has been struck a terrible blow, perhaps – if we cannot solve some of these problems here and now – a deadly one."

Taelin saw Sasham close his eyes and bow his head. He did it all for the Empire; what dark irony if it turns out he was the catalyst for its fall.


"Then – meaning no offense at all to our illustrious guests – why are there so many representatives of locations outside the Empire?" That was Ailikanshin-ay, huge eyes solemn on her broad gray-green face, one of the amphibian natives of Minsouth and the leader of one of the most respected Great Families. "If this meeting is to determine what we will do to save our Empire, surely that is something for we of the Empire alone; our thanks, and discussions of alliance, would be done elsewise."

"Ordinarily you would be correct, Ailikan," Taelin answered, standing. "But there's nothing ordinary about this meeting. We have but three of the Five left, your own Great Families are gutted, the Lesser badly depleted, our navies damaged, chains of command in all aspects of government disrupted.

"At the same time, our very survival
 is due to the intervention of all those assembled here. As is, admittedly, their own; Shagrath and his allies the Kaital
 planned to destroy all
 of us with an orchestrated war, and nearly succeeded. They have an interest in seeing the Empire stable and friendly."

Ailikan glanced at other Great Family members, then gave a rippling shrug that Taelin knew meant a respectful disagreement. "While we all recognize the services done, a prudent and cautious person might also point out that other star nations might equally have an interest in dividing a wounded Empire between themselves."

Guvthor's laugh boomed out across the hall, turning all heads and – for the moment – disarming the anger that Ailikan's observation had awakened in many of the alien representatives. "Indeed, history would unfortunately support your cynical interpretation, Family Leader Ailikanshin-ay." His pronunciation of the name was excellent
 , Taelin noted; the Thovian must have studied up on the likely representatives. "But – as our good friend Taelin Mel'Tasne says, these are far from ordinary times. All of us, from the greatest to the least, were brought here on the word and honor of Captain Sasham Varan, and we all owe him, personally, a great debt for awakening us to an unimaginable threat and giving us all a chance to strike against it – and, with his assistance, to win."

Ailikan lowered herself in acknowledgement. "I see this. And so?"


And so,
 said a mental voice that sent a shudder through most of the Imperials present (himself included, Taelin had to admit), the cold, gem-precise voice of the Master of Final Light, We would all dishonor ourselves and our people were we to in any way act against the Empire that he, personally, sought to protect. We gave our word to assist him; poor assistance that would be, if once finished we turned upon his people and divided their stars like the spoils of a brigand's raid.


A murmur of agreement echoed from the non-Imperial groups. After a pause, Ailikan repeated her bow. "My apologies; perhaps the fears promoted by the enemies within us have too strong a hold on us. That notwithstanding, I still do not understand why they all must be present."

Taelin glanced at Sasham, who looked back with a what, ME?
 expression so intense that it took most of Taelin's control not to start laughing. Instead, Taelin just looked at him steadily and gestured towards the center.

Sasham stood and moved slightly forward. "Well . . ." his voice was a touch hoarse; he swallowed and coughed, then began again, as a few chuckles did
 ripple around the room. "Well, Ailikan, assembled Families, those representing the rest of the Imperium . . . it's because we'd actually like to invite them to have
 an interest. We being the remaining three of the Five Families, myself, and White Controller Lukhas."

"What? Do you mean . . ."

"To each of you assembled here . . ." Sasham took one of his huge calming breaths, "to all of you, on behalf of the Families and the Empire, we invite you to join the Reborn Empire. Make us the twice-Reborn
 Empire, with your strengths, your wisdom, your power joined to our own as we rebuild."

The entire room went dead silent for a few moments.

The Hyarale
 stood slowly, then paced forward, her unshod claws making sharp click
 noises in the quiet immensity of the hall, until she stood a mere arm's length from Varan. "So, Ka Rerroweria
 , once more you find a way to refuse me with such honor that I almost dare not answer."

Taelin could somehow sense
 the blush radiating from Varan, though the darkening of his already deep-brown skin was almost imperceptible. But his smile was bright, and he bowed to her in the Ptialian mode. "Then make the answer a simple one."

Her head tilted. "Simple answers make for complex futures, Ka Rerroweria
 ." Taelin was struck by the fact that, though the Hyarale
 was a tiny woman, barely chest-high to Varan, she somehow loomed vastly larger, her presence a force in and of itself. "Yet . . . the Lady has spoken to you on two worlds. You won your case by her very word, and her word has been proven in this war.

"For the Ptial, I answer 'yes'."

Even though he'd hoped
 for that outcome, hearing that simple answer from the Hyarale
 sent a chill of gooseflesh rising across Taelin's arms. An explosion of whispers and murmurs filled the room, and the Ptialian delegation stared at the Hyarale
 in stunned amazement.

Before they recovered, the Hyarale
 turned to them. "Do any here dispute my right to this decision, or dispute the decision to be right? If any of you would, I stand ready to answer your challenge."

Gorrensha'den gathered the other Ptial around him, and for several minutes there was a half-spoken, half-telepathic conference. The conversation died down as everyone waited to see if this decision would be contested.

Finally Gorrensha'den faced the Hyarale
 again. "You have the right to this decision, as Hyarale
 , and none here would challenge the rightness of your decision. As the Hyarale
 wishes, so it will be done."

Taelin swallowed, feeling some of the same unbelieving tension that Varan must be feeling. And just like that, the Empire and Ptial will become one.


Technically, of course, it wouldn't be "just like that". He couldn't imagine what the complexities would be of adding that many systems, ruled by such a different system, even different philosophy
 , of government. But it would
 happen, and that was what mattered most.


A most interesting invitation,
 the Master of Final Light thought to the assemblage. You do us great honor. For Thann'ta and the R'Thann Meritocracy, I will give serious consideration to this offer.
 A flicker of amusement. I am not so hasty as our Ptialian counterpart, however.


The Hyarale
 laughed. "Things are done when they need be done. To wait when the answer is clear is as foolish as to run forward when caution is called for."


As long as one can be certain which circumstance faces one, yes.
 The reply was still touched with humor. But let the others speak. We shall give our decision afterwards.


"Hmph," growled Hargan Hok Hargan. "Perhaps you simply wish to ascertain in which direction the stream flows."

A wise choice when choosing to navigate the river of the future, would you not agree?

"True enough, true enough," Guvthor said with a toothy grin. "But the rest of us could do the same, and then we would never
 get out of here!"

Hargan bared her own teeth at that, then turned to survey the Imperials, her gaze finally focusing on Varan. "Ultimately, of course, that decision must be made by the entire Thov Hok Shu
 , but they are all in-system; given the nature of this war, none of us would remain behind. I understand the Hyarale
 's decision; she has known you, and especially the Captain, far longer than we, and it is on his account she makes this choice. Am I wrong?"

The Hyarale
 's tail twitched, and she also smiled. "You are not wrong."

"And for myself – and I believe for the Thov Hok Shu
 – that might also be sufficient; we have tested him ourselves, and seen the results of the far greater tests his mission placed him under. Yet we, and obviously the Zchorada, are not governed by one person, and we similarly should not commit the entirety of our worlds simply on the basis of one person's actions."

Her gaze was piercing as it turned to each of the key Imperials in turn – Taelin, Treyuusei, Lukhas, Dor'Kane – and swept over the others. "We understand that much of what the Reborn Empire did over the past few years had its origin in the work of Shagrath and the Kaital
 . And we accept that at least part of that is in no way representative of the true nature of your Empire. Yet we are unsure of how much
 of that is in fact to be laid at Shagrath's feet. There are many troubling aspects of your Empire, and while the learned Hyarale
 may have faith they will be addressed, she has also the advantage that the Ptial have many hundreds of worlds within their compass; smaller than the Empire they may be, but large enough to present a most significant lever to move the Empire in the event that it does not live up to her expectations and requirements. Thovia is but one system with one habitable world."

"Hargan has an excellent point," said another voice closer at hand, and Taelin looked in startlement at the Eönwyl, who had risen and stepped in front of Sasham. Those startling blue eyes swept their gaze across all of the Imperials present. "I stand with Sasham Varan. I am not yet sure that I stand with the Empire."

Lukhas' eyebrows rose. "And from whence comes your quarrel with the . . ."

"Fanabulax," Taelin said, cutting Lukh off. "I can't blame you for questioning the Empire when you grew up there, and after following the Contract trail myself, I know exactly what those questions are."

"The questions I'll assume," the Eönwyl said, looking directly at him. "What I want to know is, what are your answers
 ?"

Treyuusei rose and came forward. "As the remaining representative of Family Dellitama, the post of Observer of Fanabulax naturally devolves onto me. After discussion with the remaining members of the Families, we are resolved that Fanabulax be shut down."

The Eönwyl went stiff, with what Taelin was certain was fear for what that might mean, and he couldn't blame her. Trey nodded to him, and he took up the speech. "All of the Contract workers will be freed – and paid what they should
 be owed for the duration of their Contracts, and those of their predecessors who are no longer alive to receive that value. They will also all be given homes on any of a selection of worlds. It is the very least we can do for people whose lives were stolen from them, some for literal generations."

The piercing blue eyes stared into his, intense and disbelieving. Taelin saw Varan take her hand and smile, and her gaze flickered to him before looking back, and there was a glint of hope. "And then Fanabulax will be left to itself. There is a power
 there that has never wanted visitors. What it is, where it came from, we do not know . . . but we do not need
 those ancient ruins and whatever lies hidden in them.

"The system of Contracts will also be re-examined and, if retained, given a new system of oversights to be supervised by all three of our main branches of government." He met her gaze directly. "I saw what happened. I've been
 to Fanabulax. It will
 be changed. You have the word of the Five on that."

She closed her eyes, and the sparkle of a tear ran down her face. "If . . . if that is done . . . then I will trust in Sasham, and you, and believe in the Empire. Finally."

"You will see it. If you wish, you will direct
 it, Eönwyl," Taelin said.

"This is an excellent gesture, Mel'Tasne," Guvthor said, "an excellent gesture indeed. And if such effort is devoted to renewing the Empire that held Captain Varan's loyalty, it would be well worth joining, I think."

"I concur," Hargan said. "But the Thov Hok Shu
 will decide as to whether we join now, or wait to see the result. You have my word I shall present the question immediately upon returning to our fleet, and our answer will come shortly thereafter."

"I would state the same," the Zschorhaza buzzed. "With the assistance available in the Fleet, I can speak with the Vmee
 in the next few hours. How long that
 discussion may take I cannot say. Yet . . . I believe I speak for many others when I say that much of our decision may hinge on how you address the more obvious gaps in your, shall we say, command structure. Perhaps the Hyarale
 can see what is to come more clearly, but we do not."


Chapter 50

Varan:
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 e hereby nominate Captain Sasham Varan to the Throne of the Reborn Empire.

The words all made sense, but the sentence
 was insane. I realized my jaw had dropped and I was sitting there looking foolishly blank. I sensed the same incredulity and shock from the Eönwyl next to me. The gasp and murmurs ran around the room – with a few chuckles, especially one two octaves lower and ten decibels louder than everyone else's, at my expression.

Finally I kicked my brain back into drive. "That's . . . that's ridiculous!"

"Ridiculous?" Lukhas repeated. "I think it makes perfect sense. Who saw through our enemy's disguise? Who evaded capture despite every effort to catch or kill him? Who managed to assemble an alliance of every other star system in reach
 to take on the Empire because he was trying to save
 it? Who found the Towers-damned Homeworld
 ? We are all alive only
 because of you, Sasham Varan." The White Controller raised an eyebrow and grinned at me. "What would be more
 ridiculous would be not
 to offer you the Throne, Sash."

I opened my mouth to argue, but . . . I remembered more than one admonishment against false modesty and taking self-deprecation to extremes. I looked at the argument, trying to think of it dispassionately, and . . . honestly . . . Lukh had a point. A good point. A bunch of them.

"Can you really nominate me
 ?"

"Sash," Trey said, "there is absolutely nothing
 in the laws that prevents us from nominating you, or anyone
 , to the Throne. Yes, it's usually someone from one of the Families, generally one of the Greater, but there is nothing in the laws or even the traditions that says it has
 to be that way."

"And we're kinda short on members of Families to spare, right now," pointed out Taelin with one of his smug I knew this was coming
 grins.

"Torline's Swords
 . Give me a minute here."

"You can have two," Lukhas said with a grin.

"Thanks so much." I thought about it. Lukhas really did
 have a point. I'd fought for the sake of the Empire from beginning to end. While I couldn't take the credit for everything that happened – Torline and Niaadea knew how much I'd relied on other people to get where I was – still, I had
 been the linchpin, the eye of the storm, in a lot of ways. There was power in that symbol. And if I really meant
 what I'd said about the Empire, how much it meant to me, didn't that mean I should be willing to serve it this way, if called?

But . . . "No."

"No
 ?" repeated Trey, Taelin, and Lukhas, with a few others echoing the word. "Why?"

"I am a psionic
 ," I said slowly. "Yes, you know, and I know, that the whole business about human psis going mad was just Shagrath's smokescreen; it's nonsense and always was. The fact is, though, that the whole Empire's been fed that nonsense for generations
 . Maybe they'll see me as a hero, especially with the right people backing me – probably will. But even if you tell them the flat-out truth, that's not going to undo a hundred-plus years of Shagrath's work. A lot of people – maybe even most
 people – are always going to have a shadow, or more than just a shadow, of doubt about me. The new Emperor has to be someone they'll trust, that doesn't have
 that limitation against them."

I glanced over. "Maybe try for something new. How about it, Guvthor? Want to be Emperor?"

The huge Thovian's ongoing chuckle turned into a choking cough. "Hrrrk! Grrr . . . WHAT
 ? Why would you –"

"You know," the Eönwyl said reflectively, "That's not entirely a bad idea. It's been a long time since we had a non-human Emperor, at least four centuries. You traveled extensively in the Empire, you learned about us, you helped come to the Captain's rescue and led the escape through the collapsing black hole . . . there's plenty of heroic stories we could weave around you, Guvthor."

"Absolutely preposterous. I can't imagine you could convince your people to actually nominate me anyway. I suspect you're simply trying to divert the discussion away from yourself."

"No," Taelin said reluctantly. "Sash is right, I'm afraid. We can't have an Emperor who starts out with that kind of built-in handicap, not now when we're trying to rebuild something that was almost destroyed. And while the Eönwyl has something of a point, there's too few people who know Guvthor's name to make it an effective announcement." He sighed. "Wish I could convince you to take it, Sash, but I know you and your decisions. But if you won't . . ."

Remin Canta had been sitting quietly with brow furrowed. I saw him suddenly look up to me with a grin on his face.

And that grin and glance . . . it was as good as a message in associative code. I laughed. "You're right. But there's a better choice than either me or the good Doctor, right here." I rose and pointed. "For my part, I nominate Taelin Ardan Mel'Tasne and with him Treyuusei Dellitama to the Throne."


That
 wiped the grin off of Taelin's face at least, and I saw Canta's grin widen; Trey was also grinning, and a ripple of murmurs and amusement went through the observers. "But –"

"Don't 'but' me, Taelin, I get to make my
 case. You're one of the Five, one of the ones untouched by the Kaital
 , so you're a symbol of the ongoing stability that we want. You're the one who read my warning and got it to the others. You and Lukh and Trey played the game to the hilt, even getting you declared kattasi
 so that you could run in different circles for a while, with Trey pulling off the almost impossible trick of maintaining communication between you and your supposedly estranged family, then you both came back and helped pull Shagrath's mask off and directed the rest of the war. You'll be almost as good a symbol as me, and neither of you are psis."

"But Lukhas would be even better –"

"No, I wouldn't, brother mine," said Lukh, and I saw by the smile playing around the corners of his mouth that he was thinking it through. "I'm ImpSec
 . No one's ever quite comfortable with either a Monitor or a high ImpSec officer, and putting head of ImpSec into the Reborn Throne wouldn't look quite right. But you and Trey are perfect, the stuff of imageplay heroes, fighting the secret fight, pretending to split, meeting in secret, oh, we could do a lot
 with that. Or we could put Trey
 on the throne and just make you Imperial Consort. Might even be better in some ways."

"You are not
 putting me in the center of the targeting circle alone, Lukhas Mel'Tasne," Treyuusei said with a laugh. "Taelin, I think we're stuck with it."

"I agree," Monitor Hayess spoke up unexpectedly. "The Monitors would support this choice as well."

"The Greater and Lesser families concur," Ailikan said, after a brief glance around the assembled representatives.

I stood, then bowed and gave the Six-and-One to my old friends. "Seven Standing, Never Fallen! May the Light of Atlantaea guide you, Emperor Taelin Mel'Tasne, Emperor Treyuusei Dellitama!"

The other Imperials about us echoed my speech, and the Six-and-One bloomed in all directions, a field of flowers reflecting our hopes and faith. The Hyarale
 herself bowed low and, with a moment of difficulty, also formed the Six-and-One. The other alien representatives rose with a rustle of fur or sliding of scales or rattle of exoskeleton and then saluted Taelin and Trey, each in their own way, as I heard him, very faintly, echo my own favorite oath:

"Torline's Swords
 ."

The room went silent, then, as Taelin slowly rose and looked around. "As simple as that? I'm . . ." I could hear the incredulity in his voice, "I
 am . . . the Emperor
 of the Reborn Empire? Trey is Emperor too?"

"There will be a formal Ascendance, of course, and all the public pomp and ceremony you could imagine, but yes, little brother, that's all show. You are both, as of this very minute, Emperor . . . your Imperial Majesty."

"Niaadea's Name
 ." Taelin put his hands to his head for a moment. Then he looked at me and I saw a sudden grin. "Well, now, that does
 solve one other problem."

"What's that?" I asked, becoming suspicious.

"Well, while still tattered, technically we now have a fully
 functioning government – we have an Emperor, we have ImpSec, we've got what's left of the Monitors and the Five and the other Families. Which means that I can ask if there are any immediate motions from those assembled."

"Why yes, your Majesty," Trey said, "There is in fact a matter of pressing importance to be resolved as of this moment."

"Speak, then, your Majesty." Taelin's voice was so formal that it verged – more than verged – on deliberate parody, and I felt my eyes narrowing.

"With the departure of Taelin Mel'Tasne and Treyuusei Dellitama from the Families, via their ascension to the Throne, the Five are desperately thinned; they are effectively the Three, and while Taelin can be replaced by his sister Mishel, Treyuusei has, with the loss of her parents shortly after her birth and the death of Borell, only distant relatives remaining. The Five are currently Three, and this brings them to the edge of being Two."

Oh-oh.

Taelin's smile was a combination of the anticipation of watching someone open a gift . . . and of watching someone walking into a trap. "Truly said, your Majesty. Therefore, it is Our will that this weakness be addressed by elevating those worthy to the ranks." He looked at me. "Captain Sasham Varan . . . Sash . . . welcome to the Five."

"But –"

"Oh, no, don't even think
 you're getting out of this
 one, Sash," Trey said, grasping my hand with one of hers, then reaching out and taking a stunned Eönwyl's in her other. "Nor you, Eönwyl. Even you
 agreed that – minus your psionic problem – you should have been Emperor. You are
 one of the Five. You've done everything one of the Five would be expected to do. And you'd never have done it without her . . . without the woman who directed the entire Battle of Oro by herself."

"One of the Five? Me
 ?" I heard the Eönwyl say, with a completely uncharacteristic break in her voice, disbelief and incomprehension and fear of power warring with what I could sense was a childlike storybook hope
 that was almost heartbreaking. Contract worker . . .
 slave, really . . . breaks free, becomes part of something bigger than she is . . . and finally ascends to the highest honors of the Empire. It
 is the story a child might have dreamed to herself in the darkness of the tunnels.


"You," Taelin – Emperor
 Taelin, next to his co-Emperor Trey, said. "You may take Sasham's name, if you like, and you both will be Family Varan; or take for yourself your own name, and you will be the joining of two
 Families, and the Five will be nearly complete."

"Me? But my . . . my real family –"

"Elevation in this case includes your family," Lukhas said, with a nod from Taelin, who continued to the Eönwyl, "Heln-22 and Zinn-14 will be either part of Family Varan, or Family Eönwyl – whatever name you might choose for the Family. I saw Taelin's reports on them; they're quietly extraordinary in their own right – as one might expect."

She stared at me, then at them, brilliant blue eyes so wide that white showed almost all around them. "I don't . . . don't want
 to . . ."

I reached out, feeling a swell of pride and sympathy and fearful anticipation all mixed together, and hugged the Eönwyl. "I know you don't. But you do
 , too. Together . . . as part of the Five . . . we can make sure there is never another little girl born into service she can never escape. We can make sure the Empire delivers its dreams. We can be
 the Empire, Eönwyl. It terrifies me too . . . but isn't this what we fought
 for?"

Her arms gripped me so tightly my breath caught, but then she nodded, hair brushing my face, and whispered, "Yes."


Chapter 51

The Eönwyl:
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 he stood on the High Tier, the Tier of the Five of the Circle of Oaths, that six-columned walled enclosure with its five Tiers of polished marble that had served for coronations of Emperor and other solemn and joyous occasions of state, since the founding of the Empire thousands of years before. The Eönwyl stared around, trying to convince herself that this was real
 , that she really was here, on the Tier of the Five, looking down on the Tier of the Greater, the Tier of the Lesser, and the Tier of the People, with only the Tier of the Empire above her.

Sasham stood proudly next to her, gripping her hand as though he never intended to let go. Their parents were just behind, Heln-22 and Zinn-14 staring with ill-concealed disbelief around them, Sasham's parents – Geramsa and Vendesya – visibly filled with excited pride and relief, the lines worn by the past years of seeing their son hunted finally being released by this miraculous turnaround.

Below, down at the broad base of the People's Tier, the procession had begun.

Taelin and Treyuusei, brilliant in the traditional raiment of the Reborn Throne, walked at its head, Taelin's golden head near to Trey's midnight-black, their hair mingling between them as they walked, hands linked. Behind them, White Controller Lukhas and new-minted Prime Monitor Hayess carried the Coronation Staves and Swords, the black and silver standing out against the background of pink-swirled white marble and gold.

Following those, a wedge of people in robes of deep blue and silver and gold and green with sashes crossing their chest, sashes of black or white or red or green or blue, sometimes edged with gold, and all bearing twin swords on their backs or hips. Leading them, a woman nearly as tall as the Eönwyl, with pure white hair bound in a simple braid, carrying her blades unsheathed and parallel before her: Quellni, the First Discovery of the Seekers themselves, leader of that branch of the Believers.

She leaned to Sasham. "I don't see the Penitents with them."

Varan's mouth quirked upwards. "After the information I had delivered to the Believers, the Absolution and his inner circle of Atonements . . . well, they're having a real crisis of faith. They delivered a most, well, penitent
 message to Lukhas, saying they would be unable to serve in good conscience for this coronation, and that the Seekers must represent the Believers alone today."

"Oh, ouch
 . Finding the Homeworld really threw things askew for them, I suppose."

Sasham nodded. "But it's also a good sign; it means that they remained open to read the truth, to see the possibility of another path. So many religions don't. I see this as, just maybe, healing the rift, giving the Believers one true faith again."

"The faith of the Lady?"

He laughed. "I don't know if they're ready for that problem yet." Sasham leaned forward. "Oh, look!"

After a gap, other figures had entered the Circle of Oaths from the Awaiting Hall beneath the grounds. Casting shadows across the walls surrounding them, Guvthor Hok Guvthor and Hargan Hok Hargan came first, so broad that they could barely walk two abreast on stairs that might have sufficed for a sky transport to land on, light glinting dangerously from the titanic axe and sword slung over their respective shoulders. Just ahead of them, even tinier by comparison with those massive figures, the Hyarale
 , in a panoply of gems and gold that sparkled so brilliantly they made the ruler of Ptial look like a moving firework. Walking with the strutting, alien assurance of their kind, the Master of Final Light and three of the other Masters of Light followed the Thovians, a Mydrwyll – the Eönwyl was pretty sure it was Hmmmseeth himself – trailing just behind.

A murmur of consternation and a touch of fear ran through the assembled crowd as long, sinuous, armored forms scuttled up from the underground chambers, the Zschorhaza leading a platoon of his chosen warriors to follow the others – followed in turn by Remin Canta and twenty of his Guardsmen.

Treyuusei and Taelin had reached the Tier of the Empire, facing twin thrones that mirrored each of them – one gold with accents of black, the other black with accents of gold. The Eönwyl knew that there had been dual Emperors before, but the last one had been a long time ago, and these were brand new throne designs to symbolize the second Rebirth. She thought they were a bit large and gaudy, but that was probably important in the symbology; as a trader she couldn't help but try to evaluate just how many Eternals each of them would have cost in materials and workmanship, and arrived at a figure that startled her. But on the scale of the Empire, I guess it's nothing at all.


The two Emperors turned to face the crowd, each standing a few steps from their thrones; Lukhas stopped an arm's length from Taelin, Hayess the same distance from Treyuusei. The Seekers spread out in a circle to enclose the small group, and also turned to face outward.

The Eönwyl felt a murmur that echoed through the floor itself as the Hyarale mounted the final Tier, along with the two Thovians. The other star nation representatives took their own stations of honor, on the Tier of the Five, one lower.

"The Blessings of the First World upon us all," First Discovery Quellni said, her contralto voice showing no sign of age as the acoustics and electronics of the Circle conveyed it to everyone watching – which if I count transmissions going through Nexus gates will be the most ridiculously large number I could possibly imagine
 , the Eönwyl thought. "May Torline and Niaadea watch over us and assure that the covenants made this day be wise and just and enduring. All rise now to salute the Seven Standing, Never Fallen."

She had already been standing, along with most of those on the higher Tiers, but the rustle-whisper of the thousands of others rising was audible without amplification. "Seven Standing, Never Fallen," echoed around the room.

The Eönwyl could just make out the white flash of Quellni's smile. "And we say these words today with the knowledge that all we have believed is true; for rejoice! The Homeworld has been found, and the Book of the Fall
 has been a true guide for one of the most faithful of our followers."

She didn't have to turn her head to know that Varan's cheeks were now three shades darker. He radiated
 embarrassment, even without psionics.

"And these good tidings are sorely needed, for surely we have passed through a terrible trial – the Demons once more come to throw down what was raised up. But through the efforts of the courageous, the honorable, the faithful, we stand yet undestroyed, though it was a near thing indeed – nearer, I think, than most of us know, or shall ever truly understand."

Quellni bowed, a full Six-and-One, to the crowd. "But we stand here, now, to be once more Reborn, to make us whole who have been riven apart. The Empire needs to be completed once more."

Another flashing smile. "And while ancient ritual would take us another hour and more, I say that
 is one thing we need not today. We are in need of that rebirth now
 . As we were sundered and are now coming together, we are here to welcome two Emperors who are become one."


Did she just
 skip the entire Imperial History and Litany and Enumeration of the Virtues and . . .



Yes, and thank the Lady for that,
 she thought back with a grin. She's right, we're here to see things made right, not jump through hoops.



But ceremony is part of what makes things
 feel right.


Sometimes. But the idea was a fresh rebirth. I like it. And we'll get this over with sooner.


Get
 what over with sooner,
 he thought, and there was a teasing overtone.


Are they
 really going to do that right after –



You had better believe it. The symbolism's too good to pass up. We're stuck. Unless
 , and for just an instant there was a hint of uncertainty in his mindvoice, you don't want to do this yet . . .



I'm
 terrified of doing this, Sasham. But I can
 feel that it's
 right. Which is part of what scares me. But you're not getting rid of me that easy.


The Seeker-circle flowered open, forming a broad "V" that led straight towards the two Thrones. "Taelin Ardan Mel'Tasne and Treyuusei Dellitama, you have served – better than any of us knew – as shining examples of the Families, as the models of what we expect from the Five. Are you both willing and ready to serve the Empire from the highest seat of all?"

"I am," Taelin said, and his voice had a touch of hoarseness that made Sasham's lips turn up in a smile.

"I am," Treyuusei said; her
 voice was clear, but there was no concealing the tension within.

"Will you both uphold the law and traditions and ideals of the Reborn Empire and the First World itself, will you become
 these laws and traditions and ideals made flesh? Will you strive to be the true heirs of Torline Valanhavhi and Niaadea Valanhavhi, the living avatars of the Eternal King and Eternal Queen of Atlantaea, the symbols that guide all your people to the light of the Seven? Will you treat with all fairly, be they of any species known or to be found, and ensure the Reborn Empire is the true successor of the First World, for as long as you both shall live?"

She could see Taelin swallow hard, as did Treyuusei, but both of them answered in clear, firm voices: "We do."

"White Controller Lukhas, will you serve these as your Emperors, aiding them to maintain the lawful safety and security of all our citizens and allies, to promote justice, to punish wrongdoing, and temper punishment with mercy?"

"I will."

"Prime Monitor, will you oversee the Families and the Imperial branch, ensuring that there is neither prejudice nor favoritism, that all who must govern the Reborn Empire will know the truth without bias, without corruption, without taint of any kind?"

"I will strive to achieve this perfection," Prime Monitor Hayess said, "and to wipe away the stain left by my predecessor."

"It is well. I call the Five to the Tier of the Emperor."


Here we go,
 she thought, and her heart was beating faster than it had going into battle. I'm really doing this. I . . . the Eönwyl, Heln-23, I'm walking up the steps to the Tier of the Emperor as a member of the Five Families
 .

The steps seemed higher
 than the steps to the other Tiers, which was ridiculous – you could see
 they were all identical steps running all the way up – but each one felt to the Eönwyl like she was lifting ten-kilo weights on each foot. Stupid fear of responsibility!


She glanced to one side, seeing the dark-haired Mishel Mel'Tasne, Taelin and Lukhas' sister, representing her Family; Admiral Dor'Kane was on the other side, representing his own sorely-reduced Family.

"We are blessed this day to greet for the first time in many centuries, two
 new members of the Five. First, Captain Sasham Varan, for so long painted as a monster, now known to us as the one person who learned the truth about our enemies, who set us on a course for salvation rather than destruction. His service to the Empire is second only to his service to the Faith, for it is also through his actions that we of the Seekers know that what we Sought could be Found." She bowed deeply to Sasham, who returned the salute with embarrassed pride.

"And the Eönwyl, now founder of Family Eönwyl; though her name was spoken less, we now know how very much is owed to her, and it was her will and voice and mind that led the battle against the alien Kaital
 -directed fleets. It was the Empire's grand fortune that you came to our aid."

This time it was the Eönwyl's turn to bow, and she did so, with a strange dreamlike sensation.

"Welcome, then, our two new Families, on this most solemn and joyous occasion."

A great series of cheers thundered up from below, shaking the very marble beneath the Eönwyl's feet.

"I see there are but Four of the Five. Much has been lost, and a Fifth must be found."

"The Fifth is here," thundered a familiar voice, and Guvthor Hok Guvthor stepped up, his own vast toothy smile lighting up the Tier. "For in Council assembled, Thovia was offered, and our own Thov Hok Shu
 has accepted, full membership in the Reborn Empire; and in doing so it was decided, and our proposal accepted, that we would provide you with a Family to replace one lost. My
 family. Guvthor Hok Guvthor, head of Family Guvthor, greets you all, my new kin!"

Quellni stared up, then laughed. "Then it is well indeed. Do you understand the demands and expectations of the Five, Guvthor Hok Guvthor?"

"I begin to, First Discovery Quellni," he said with a more serious expression. "I will seek to follow the example of those Family members I have already come to know and respect, most especially Sasham Varan and the Eönwyl. But I am certainly apprised of the Families' most important functions, and shall learn more of them as time passes."

"Then it is done. The Five are assembled." Another set of cheers, this one somewhat more ragged; she couldn't entirely blame the spectators, Guvthor was somewhat overwhelming and certainly not the usual image of a member of the Five Families. But this will be a good change, I think
 .

"Then will you, the Five, swear to serve the Empire and these your new Emperors, to watch over the other pillars of the Empire, to reveal secrets kept too long, to prevent darkness from rising unseen, to resolve dispute, to find corruption and oppose it, to aid and test and raise up the Greater and the Lesser and be the champions of all the people?"

"We do," she said, and heard all the other four, from Sasham to Mishel to Dor'Kane and the great rumbling voice of Guvthor, say it as well. It really does seem like a dream.
 I
 did dream things like this, when I was a very little girl. But I gave that up years and years and
 years ago, and now . . .


The First Discovery turned now to the diminutive form of the Hyarale. "Hyarale
 , ruler of Ptial, you are welcome as ally and friend at this time; yet speak, and tell us why you stand here, atop the Tier of Empire, and not the Tier of Five where such honored guests are expected?"

The Hyarale gave a very Ptialian bow. "It is simple, First Discovery; also in your Council assembled, I was offered, and accepted, membership in the Empire, in the name of all Ptial." A third rustle of startlement echoed through the Circle of Oaths. "As my realm is . . . somewhat larger than that of Thovia, the details will take time between these, your new Emperors, and myself and my people, to determine; so today I stand before you as a ruler of a thousand worlds whose worlds are also now your own."

"Then will you, as the Hyarale
 and our newfound sister in the Reborn Empire, swear your own oath to uphold and defend the Empire, to support the Emperors and the Families and the Monitors, to defend the ideals and the peoples of our combined worlds, and to give to us the benefit of your own wisdom to make of us a greater Empire than ever we were?"

"I do, if the Emperors swear the same to Ptial, that they will protect and support us, will hear our grievances and honor our traditions as we learn and honor yours, and that together our justice and courage and will shall be greater than it was apart?"

Taelin and Treyuusei looked at each other, and then bowed a full Six-And-One to the Hyarale
 . "We so swear, Hyarale
 . You are recognized as a full equal before us and shall speak so in our chambers."

"It is well. We are pleased, and hope you will come to visit us on Ptial as soon as may be."

"You may count on it."


Torline's
 Swords am I going to have to give Taelin and Trey a crash course in Ptialian hospitality, negotiations, and interaction,
 thought Sasham.


Integrating
 that society with ours is going to be . . . interesting.


Understatement!

The First Discovery raised her arms. "The oaths have been taken and exchanged, the Empire is whole. We are, once more, the Reborn Empire. Treyuusei Dellitama, Taelin Mel'Tasne, take up the Staff and Sword of your Empire and stand forth, and be proclaimed as Emperor of the twice
 -Reborn Empire!"

Taelin on the left, Trey on the right, the two new Emperors raised the Staves and Swords and then presented them, a pair of parallel lines that echoed the parallel-armed stance of Tor
 , the pose that she knew so well from Sasham.

A great roar of acclaim burst from the thousands around them and she suddenly found herself cheering, shouting in relief and hope and awe, from feelings buried so long she had forgotten
 they had ever existed, that there was a possibility that a tunnel would open before her and there would be light
 , the open light of the sky and of futures
 that were beyond counting, beyond imagination, beyond price and reason.

Then the two raised their arms and the crowd went silent. Trey and Taelin exchanged glances, and nodded. "We thank you all – those who supported us before, and now, and for the future," Taelin said.

"And we thank those but for whose efforts there would be
 no Empire this morning," Treyuusei continued. "Before us, on the Tier of the Five, you see representatives of our newest and greatest of all our allies: the R'Thann Meritocracy and their co-equals, the Mydrwyll, and our once-enemies the Zchorada, who nonetheless came to save us from ourselves."

"And with them our latest subjects and co-equals, the Ptial and Thovia," Taelin said.

The leaders of those named bowed to the assembly.

"It is tradition that the Emperors perform some ceremony, some key event, upon their coronation," Treyuusei went on. "To launch the first ship of a new class, sign a treaty, or other such weighty and important matters."

"But the important treaties and such are either to come, or have been resolved in their own way," Taelin said, and gestured, and she felt herself moving forward, not even sure how her legs were walking, she felt so shaky
 . "Far more important is the duty we perform today, before you all.

"All that we do this day, all of the allies we have gained, the victory that we won against the Demons we scarce believed existed, was due to one man – and to the extraordinary people he gathered about him, that in the end the star nations of half the galaxy followed him – Captain Sasham Varan of the Mada
 ."

Torline's SWORDS I can't listen to this –


It's the
 truth, Sasham. And it won't hurt to listen to it . . . once.


"And none more extraordinary," Trey said, taking up the thread, "than the one who became the high commander of the combined fleets, trader and crusader, legend herself of the starways, The Eönwyl."


Okay, it
 is kind of embarrassing
 .

"Today they have been given to you as Families," Taelin said, and his smile was a joy and benediction upon them, somehow different – more powerful and radiant, now that he was Emperor. "Today, also, they will become
 Family. For that is the purpose and ceremony of today; not merely Our coronation, but this, the wedding of two who supported the Empire on their shoulders alone."

Treyuusei extended her hand, Taelin his, and the Eönwyl found herself taking Trey's hand as Taelin took Sasham's. "Eönwyl, you come before us of your own will, asking that here, before the First Discovery of the Seekers, you be united in oath and family with Sasham Varan. Is this truly the intention of your heart?"

She swallowed, and felt that unaccustomed panic rising. I thought I'd conquered my fear of . . . of this. Of being someone's light, of seeing someone as
 my light. Of making my life
 our life, something bigger and stronger but oh, couldn't it be oh so much more
 fragile, if I weren't what he thinks, if he isn't what
 I think –



You are
 more than I think
 , Sasham's mindvoice said, and his absolute certainty calmed her, for at least those moments. She looked into Trey's eyes, then to Sasham. "I would be united in oath with Sasham Varan, here, before you all," she said, trying to keep her voice from breaking; that would be really
 humiliating. "But . . . I will always be the trader, Sasham. I will not change who I am, what I do."

He smiled, and Taelin laughed. "Shasham Varan, you come before us of your own will, asking that here, before the First Discovery of the Seekers, you be united in oath and family with the Eönwyl. Is this truly the intention of your heart?"

"It is the only
 intention of my heart this day," Sasham Varan said, and his gray eyes held hers with the intensity of his oath. "And Eönwyl . . . of course you will be who you are. That is who I marry – the trader, the adventurer, the one who finds freedom unlooked-for. I will always be the Captain, the soldier, the Seeker. If you would have the officer and the Seeker, I will gladly have the trader and the free-heart."

She turned to the Emperors. "Is that true
 ? Can a member of the Five . . . just go out, fly her ship between the stars and trade? Not spend her time adjudicating squabbles between others, debating laws, deciding matters of high policy?"

Taelin's brow raised. "Just
 that?" He looked at Sasham, who gave him a conspirator's grin. "Not just
 that, Eönwyl. But that and more
 , yes.

"The simple
 view of the Families is as you say. But many are the Families, Five, Greater, and Lesser, and many the members. There is no profession forbidden, and all professions are open – for how can the Families truly see the breadth and depth of our Galaxy, understand the joys and concerns of all our citizens, if we do not touch upon them all ourselves?"

"If this is your will," Treyuusei said, "you will continue as you were – but you will also be the eyes of the Five in places where we do not have them. You will be the will and soul of the Empire in all the places that you go."

"What he means, Eönwyl," Sasham said, "is that the next time you see some tzil
 trying to abuse the Contract, you
 can shut them down. With a word
 ." He went to take her hand, realized that Taelin still held it.


Shut them down with a word.
 That simple phrase suddenly brought it into a focus so brilliantly, piercingly intense that she felt tears spill from her eyes. If I see something wrong
 I . . . I, Heln-23, the Eönwyl, will be able to
 change it. Oh, Torline and Niaadea, I . . . I will be able to
 believe.


Taelin and Trey laughed, and put their hands together. "Be bonded, then, be united in oath and family – and both united, we see, in a never-ending search to do what is right
 . Hail, Sasham Varan! Hail, Eönwyl!"

They turned and raised the Staves again. "Hail and acclaim, one and all, to Sasham Varan and the Eönwyl! May their names be not forgotten, may their bond be never broken! HAIL!"

And in the thunder of the acclaim she had never imagined, she felt his touch, and turned, and the embrace and kiss was the end and beginning of the dream.


Epilogue



I

 must start anew once more.


The simplicity of the thought could never have even begun to convey the depth of fury, weariness, and resentment behind the words.

And the pain. Oh, it would not do – nor, for a long while indeed, would it be possible
 to forget the pain
 . Even now he winced, feeling once again the Blades of Atlantaea cutting through flesh and spirit, wounding his very essence
 in a way he would have called impossible in this magic-blighted universe, saw those blazing gray eyes staring with deadly intent into his own, and he shuddered.

That involuntary movement made him look up, alert to the possibility that someone might notice
 , might ask the wrong questions, point in the wrong direction at his newly-acquired form, a shell of flesh that had once been a member of the crew of Vingardei
 . Weakened he might be, but Viedraverion, son of Kerlamion, was still more than sufficient to the taking of one human unshielded by spells or vast mental powers.


But not invincible, oh no
 . Viedraverion-once-Shagrath ground the tiny, near-useless human teeth in self-detesting rage. That much I bear the entire blame for. This defeat is in much part my own fault. For all my pride in my analysis of my enemy, in examining my self as much as my adversaries, still in the end I was caught by my own weaknesses.


He would not allow himself any excuses; that would simply plant the seeds of another failure later – and extend this abominable assignment that many more millennia. Even an immortal could grow weary and bored, and after eighteen thousand years of this work, much of it had begun – more
 than begun – to pall, to lose whatever appeal it might have once offered.

And setbacks such as this
 ? A thousand years wasted. Instead of using these civilizations as catspaws to seek out the traces of the old civilization, gather them in, and permit their eradication in swift, efficient manner, his own incompetence had led to the formation of a stronger
 union, one that now had greater
 knowledge of the past.

Worse, they now knew about the remnant of the Old Civilization, brought forth by the surviving Sh'ekatha. If something was not done
 , and done soon, that combination could conceivably lead to something powerful and stable enough that it would not only be vastly harder to bring down, but might be creating telltale remnants of its own
 that would have to be sought out and destroyed in turn. Mere legends of ancient powers were no problem; artifacts
 of ancient powers, attestations and usage
 of ancient powers, those
 were problems.

And the Kaital
 ? Broken, in great part by some suicidal Thovian and their own alien arrogance. They would be of no more use to him, or even themselves for some centuries. Oh, no doubt there were other scattered nests of the soul-eaters about the Galaxy, but this long association with them had shown him their ultimate limits. He doubted he would ever use them again.

He forced himself to relax; while not perhaps the equal of that thrice-despised Varan's Tor
 , the Demonic meditative disciplines were more than sufficient to clear one's mind and enforce a controlled calm. Now that he had escaped – at least for the moment – it was important to secure
 that escape. Varan would recognize
 his mental signature, so he had no intention of remaining anywhere within a thousand lightyears of the good Captain if it was at all possible.

Fortunately, in a Galaxy so large, it was always possible. There was no point in remaining anywhere near the Empire, if he were to be honest with himself. With psionics likely to become more accepted in the near future, the R'Thann, Zchorada, and – especially – Ptial allies or even part of the Empire? A Demon would be unwise indeed to remain within range of their power.

There were, naturally, a few small advantages remaining to him, not the least being knowledge. As Prime Monitor, he had gained vast amounts of knowledge of the operations of every aspect of the Reborn Empire. This, naturally, included knowing where things like hidden funds for emergency operations were held, and methods of accessing them. Yes, if someone did a deep investigation they would eventually notice his shell's unauthorized activities, but he would be far, far away by then. Laws mattered only if you remained within their compass, and even in his much-reduced state, there were few indeed in the Galaxy who could withstand him if it came to that. Varan, yes, and he would not much care to test himself against the Master of Final Light or the Hyarale
 , but most others? Not a threat.

Decision made and resources obtained, Viedraverion purchased passage on an outbound shuttle; in a few hours, he was on one of the many orbital colonies scattered through Oro system, and well away from any possible casual contact with Varan or his associates. He allowed himself to relax – just slightly – and considered options over a slow dinner.

There was no point in putting work off, he decided. Yes, he was wounded, but functional, albeit reduced in power for perhaps a few hundred years, or until the soul-wound healed and he could take or arrange sacrifice to replenish the huge reserves he had lost. But he was still an ultrapsi in his own right, a formidable warrior in any form of flesh, and immortal against virtually any threat that did not ultimately destroy mind or body. There was no excuse for him to not immediately attend to his responsibilities. The faster he got the work done, the sooner he would be able to return to Father, report his success in the arduous and painstaking task, and claim his reward. Father would be generous, he was sure; he understood the work needed to cleanse an entire Galaxy
 of traces.

So, then, what was his destination?

As soon as the question was asked, the answer was clear. In truth, he'd thought of it only a few hours agone. The homeworld, Zaralandar. Even this mighty integrated Empire could only do so much to revive what was lost without the guidance of those who knew the truth
 , who truly understood the powers that had been, the powers that were, and – perhaps – the powers that could be again. Atla'A'Alandar must fall; there were no two ways about it.

That thought did
 fill him with no little trepidation. Two, perhaps three – no, four
 others there were on that little world that even Viedraverion would have to beware, beings old and learned in power and more than capable of destroying him in his current, weakened state. One of those – Yurimekistos who was, the Thaenashavhi who is – could possibly be worked with, though a demon would be extremely
 wise to be cautious around the one who had been tricked into betraying his own civilization by those self-same demons.

The other three, however – the Sh'ekatha, whoever might be the current Lady Incarnate, and above all Konstantin Khoros – would be no less than implacable enemies. He would have to avoid confrontation with them until their destruction, or at least neutralization, could be assured, and from some source other than his own.

Viedraverion pushed back from the table, paid his bill, and walked out. The next question was exactly how he was to get to the Homeworld. It would not do at all to leave a trail, so he would have to select an appropriate new host and let this body vanish without a trace. Which body he selected, then, would be determined by the method he chose to travel to his destination.

He passed by an imagebooth showing a scene from the Coronation, and grimaced.

Then he stopped, looked again, and smiled. A perfect choice
 .

It took only an hour to acquire the location and time of the next departure. The ship will leave in only a day and a half from the neighboring habitat. Excellent
 .

Arriving on that habitat was a matter of less than another hour. That gave him plenty of time to locate his targets, especially as they made no secret of their presence; indeed, when he found the recreational lounge it was filled with the primarily blue-and-silver robes with their crossed sashes. He had to expend effort
 to keep his smile friendly and joyous instead of predatory
 , but there was a certain joy here, the joy of irony.

He would travel to the homeworld among these
 , the devoted Seekers making a pilgrimage. Not in ten thousand years would his enemies look for him in a group of these Atlantaea-worshipping fools, and one unlooked-for benefit in his long association with Varan was that he was well able to fool such people into thinking he was one of them. It would be . . . unpleasant, yes, but one must also do one's penance for mistakes. And the amusement at the end would make up for much unpleasantness.

All that remained, therefore, was to choose his new body, take it, and use the new to dispose efficiently of the old. With such a positive and celebratory mood, it would be easy to separate one from the others; indeed, they would likely separate as they went to their rest prior to departure. Some of the Seekers would sleep in communal areas, but many remained private citizens who preferred their own quarters. He would pick a healthy one of those.

With care, he selected cross-corridors that would be empty at the appropriate hours, and with casual conversation determined which of several people would be passing those areas, any one of which would do for his purposes. Security was laughably easy to bypass for one who retained the knowledge of the Prime Monitor, of course.

All was in readiness. He had one more short meal, then quietly and stealthily proceeded to his chosen stalking point. In less than an hour, perhaps only a few minutes, he would have a new face, a new identity, and be on his way to the next step in erasing Atlantaea's memory from the Galaxy.

"And just who might you
 be?" asked a voice from behind him. It was a warm, cheerful voice, the sort that Shagrath had sought to project and, sometimes, succeeded, filled with humor and confidence. Viedraverion instinctively hated it.

He was also badly startled, because he would have sworn
 that there was no one else in the corridor but himself.

But there was
 . The man was over middle height, a few centimeters taller than Varan, well-built, late twenties or early thirties in appearance, with an open, cheerful face and well-kept blond hair. He smiled sunnily at Viedraverion, seeming without a care to his name. "I beg your pardon?"

"I simply asked who you are. It's so rare to see one such as you, a predator watching the herd, waiting for the outrunner to depart just that
 much from its path, to come within reach of the charge and the claws and teeth."


Cautious, cautious
 . "I don't know what you mean," he said, and extended the smallest of probes outward.

But from that probe he got nothing; it seemed
 that he faced an ordinary man. But no ordinary man should have noticed anything of what he had done.

The smile widened. "Oh, come now. I know you do. I watched you from the time you began, oh, what is the term, casing
 that group of pilgrims. Well done, truly; you have a fine technique to draw out what you wish in conversation without leaving the target even aware that they have been interrogated."


Another Monitor's skill that has come in handy. But to
 notice that he would have to be of extraordinary training, or extraordinary powers. And one of such training? I do not recall him from any of the files. Still, if it is merely
 training, I need not fear him. He might do just as well for a substitute body.


But he trusted his instincts, and they told him this was no ordinary man. "And who are you
 , that you would notice such things? Stalking the stalkers? Are you Guardsman or ImpSec?"

He laughed. "Oh, no shepherd am I, no protector of flocks and herds."

Footsteps came and passed in the corridor ahead; his selected target was gone. "Then what is your interest? You have spoiled my game this hour, I confess. Do you prefer yourself the target? Do you have business with me?"

"'Twas but curiosity at first; when one is bored, and I often am, one finds whatever amusement one can, and seeing such a careful evaluation of such harmless fools made me interested. But I think I may have found something far
 more interesting than I thought." He stepped forward, and there was something in the smile that sent the first premonition of danger down Viedraverion's borrowed spine.

He came on guard then, and brought psionic power to readiness. "I would turn and walk away, were I you."

The man paused. "Would you? But you do not know who I am
 , so how can you judge what you might do, were you me?" He drew in a deep breath, and now a true chill passed over Viedraverion, for he felt
 that breath, sensed the smallest touch of some alien power brush across the very outer limits of his soul. "Ahhh, but now I know you
 , demon, for that scent is so very clear for the one who looks for it."


He recognizes my nature? By my Father, what do I face?
 "Who are
 you? What do you want of me?"

The being did not answer, but took one more step forward, smile now even broader. There seemed to be a strange glint to the teeth that had not been there before. "A demon
 , here? But . . . oh, oh, surely not. The great warrior's triumph has been broadcast so well
 . But . . . that spirit
 . Oh, now, here's a wonder! You are
 the one they called Shagrath, Viedraverion in truth, yes?"


That
 was more than enough. Viedraverion unleashed a blast of pyrokinetic flame that would not merely destroy this being before him, but half a sector of the station behind. Yes, it would mean another quick few days of running, but he was taking no chances. Anything that could see so much, sense
 so much, was something of terrifying subtlety as well as likely power. Best to strike it so hard, so fast, that nothing in the Galaxy would survive to react.

To his disbelief, the wave of psionic power . . . vanished
 , dissipated, as though it had disappeared or . . .

"Or," the being before him finished, "been eaten
 , yes."

Utter horror washed through Viedraverion. No, not
 Him. He could not be here,
 should not be here.
 He sprang away, no longer willing to risk even the smallest confrontation with this thing.

Or rather, he tried
 to spring away. But he found his legs stumbling, barely able to move, then collapsed to his knees, feeling the strength draining out of him. His vision began to fade.

Even as he looked up through the darkening of his vision, he saw his adversary towering above, no longer human but a gargantuan thing of nightmare crystal fangs and claws, black-brown shaggy fur clothing a body three meters tall, smiling a shattered-glass grin of hunger and glee. "I do believe you are exactly
 what I've been looking for, Viedra," he said.

". . . Lightslayer. Godshunter.
 "

"Charming titles, are they not? Yet each merely a piece of the whole entire." Darkness descended, yet he did not lose consciousness. Instead he felt ice-chill pressure drawing him . . . elsewhere,
 to a void that surrounded and hungered
 but did not – quite – consume.

"I prefer names," the Lightslayer went on, his voice now a whisper, now a thunder within the dead-hunger void. "Yours, Viedraverion, Child of Kerlamion; and mine: Virigar
 ."

He shuddered, knowing all his black hatred was impotent against this thing that even his Father might fear to face. And so my mission is ended, a failure.


"Oh, not so," came Virigar's voice, even as Viedraverion felt the Hunger, touching him, slowly ripping from him every thought, every feeling, every bit of power and essence that made him real
 . "Fear not, Viedraverion. Your goals are – for now – mine. Your name
 is, for now, mine."

A crystal smile appeared, a smile to consume worlds – to consume reality
 . "Your work will be completed, and you will go on to reap your reward."

The remnants of Viedraverion screamed in fury and terror as he understood.

"The Son of the King . . . such an excellent role to play for my next great game."

End of Demons of the Past

cover.jpeg
-

Book 3





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





