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Author's Preface
(for those who have been here before)
|. So There We Were...

In the Republic of Panama. It was the mid-eighties. Macdonald was nearing the end of a career
inthe US Navy and Doyle was teaching freshman composition at the University of Floridaextenson
campus. And new English-language science fiction wasn't easy to find. Thetropica sun did something to
our brains, and we started writing short stories, mostly for our own amusement. Or, to be more accurate,
Doyle started writing them.

One of the Sories-avignette, realy-dealt with ayoung lady named Bekawho'd just been given a
spaceship by her father. Odd and exciting doings were hinted at. Macdonald enjoyed reading the story
(asdid our friend Sherwood Smith, awriter in Californiawith whom we shared our manuscripts).
Macdonald got to like Beka, and pestered Doyle for the next story about her. Doyle, who was absorbed
by that time in another project, said wordsto the effect of, "'If you want another story, writeit yourself.”

So Bekalanded her spaceship, and spent some twenty double-spaced pages working through al
the routine of clearing a cargo through customsin aforeign port, before abooted foot dammed
unexpectantly into her knee, knocking her to the ground so that an assassin's shot would miss her head.
The boot belonged to amild-mannered, elderly gentleman with amysterious past. He and Bekawent on
to have adventures together.

Doyletook the manuscript, cut out the twenty-page meticuloudy detailed depiction of filling out
paperwork in agovernment office, poured a bottle of bleach over the purple prose, and said, "Well, go
on." Thefirgt part of the story went off to Cdifornia, where Sherwood likewise read it and called for
more.

Two hundred pages |ater, we were ill calling the piece "the short story” (being at that point Still
unclear on the concept of "nove-length™) and the older gentleman had gained aname. He wasthe
"Professor.” The Prof and Beka continued to have adventures, mailed off to Californiaat the rate of one
every couple of weeks, with each episode ending with acliff-hanger. The new episode would go off by
mail to Cdifornia, Sherwood would reply "Arrrgh!" and wed be off for the next round.

Move forward afew years of red time. Macdonald was out of the Navy, and was living with
Doylein New Hampshire, far removed from the tropics. They had written and published eight
young-adult novels. Their method was pretty much the same one that they had devel oped while working
on the "short sory." Macdonad would write afirst draft/outline, Doyle would put it into English, and then
they'd argue about the details. They were both between projects and that collection of pages about Beka
and the Professor looked like it could be madeinto areal novel.

S0, asthey say, it cameto pass. The Price of the Stars was published as a paperback origina
in 1992. By the end of the nove, the Professor was dead.

But you can't keep agood character down. The Prof had alot of mysterious past to explore. In
the third Mageworlds book, By Honor Betray'd wefindly learned histrue name-Arekhon Khreseio
sus-Kha gaeth sus-Peledaen-and in the prequel volume, The Gathering Flame, we met him as Ser
Hafrey, Armsmaster to House Rossdlin. Hisinfluence extended, in fact, throughout the entire series, so
that Doyle eventually asserted that if she ever wrote another Mageworlds book, it would be about the
Professor asayoung... well, asayoung whatever he redly was, way back then on the other side of the

gdaxy.
[1. The Dark on the Other Side

Which brings usto the present work. When we came to write thisvolume, we redlized that in the
course of five Mageworlds novelswe had scarcely visited the Mageworldsthemselves et al. Beka



Rossdin-Metadi and Nyls Jessan touched ground briefly on Raamet and Ninglin and Eraasi; Errec
Ransome was held prisoner for ashort while on Cracanth; but little more than theat.

And our characters, by and large, were not going to give us any sympathy when wefelt guilty.
From the viewpoint of the civilized galaxy-as the worlds which later became the Republic anditsdlies
liked to think of themselves-the Mageworlds were amenace, home to afacel ess enemy.

"The Mageworlds' was not even the raiders own namefor their place of origin. The namethey
used, mogt of thetime, was simply "the homeworlds." Sometimesthey, or the more politically awvare
among their adversaries, would cal themsdves"Eraasians,”" from the dominant planet in their loose
confederation.

Even more than the Mageworlds attempts at conquest, the metaphysical differences between the
two cultures set them at odds. In the civilized galaxy, those who worked with and through the power
inherent in the universe caled themsdaves Adepts. Their philosophy favored individua action over
collective effort, and they believed in riding the naturd flow of power in the universe and letting that flow
add to their own strengths.

On their own worlds, the Adepts were historicaly regarded with both distrust and supertitious
awe. As a consequence, they became, as agroup, inclined toward secrecy and the protection of their
own. Tradition set the Adepts gpart from forma involvement in politica life; during certain periods,
however, their informa participation was consderable. The years during and immediately after the First
Magewar were especidly noteworthy in thisregard.

The Mages, asthey referred to themsalves (their enemies then expanded the term to cover an
entire society, and not merely acomparative few of its members), were integrated into the public life of
their worlds as the more solitary Adepts never were. Bdlieving in group action and in the combination of
forcestoward asingle effort, the Mages regarded the power resident in the universe as something to be
manipulated and worked with directly. For the Adepts, on the other hand, actualy making changesin the
flow of power, or atempting to impose a pattern on that flow, was regarded as nothing less than an
abomination-"sorcery," as Llanna Hyfid describesit when shefirg fedsit in action on Darvell;
"Magework and dark sorcery.”

Another philosophical dividing point between the two cultures came on the question of luck. The
philosophy of the Adepts, inits strictest form, holds that thereis no such thing asluck at al, only the
natural flow of power in the universe. Those people who are spoken of by othersas"lucky” are regarded
by the Adepts as having an innate sense of this power flow, of where it goesand of when and how itis
about to change. Even among people who believein luck inits more casud sense, thereis no fedling that
luck is subject to conscious manipulation.

The Mages, on the other hand, view luck as something redl initsalf, and inextricably bound up
with human life. Grand Admiral sus-Airadlin of the Mageworlds Resurgency spesks of Beka
Rossdin-Metadi asa"luck-maker"; something of the same qudlity, in the Mages view, aso atachesto
her father, Jos Metadi, "whose luck two generations of Magelords had tried in vain to break." The forces
of lifeand luck together make up the eiran, perceived by working Mages as a network of silver cords.
Attempts on aMage-Circl€e's part to untangle the eiran of a particular place, or to bring them into amore
pleasing pattern, are often experienced by Adepts as unnatura changes or damage to the natura flow of
power.

In the aftermath of the First Magewar, these philosophical differences-and, of course, the
atrocities committed by the Mageworlders on Ilarnaand Sapne and Entibor-amost proved fatal to the
Eraasian worlds. Driven by aneed for security and adesire for revenge, the military forces of the
victorious Republic did their best to reduce Eraasian industria capacity below the level necessary to
wageinterstellar war. At the same time, Errec Ransome and his Adepts strove to break the
Mage-Circles and diminate their practices from the civilized galaxy. The combined result was not so
much a period of occupation and pacification as it was-to quote the llarnan scholar Vinhayn, who
observed the process as a young officer with the Republic's Space Force-"the systematic destruction of a
culture cognate to ours, yet unimaginably dien.”



[11. Concerning the Sundering of the Galaxy

A great expanse of starless space separates the Mageworlds from the rest of the galaxy. In
Mageworlds legend, thisinterstellar gap was the product of the Sundering of the Galaxy, a catastrophic
event with theological or metaphysical roots, prior to which the gap did not exist. The story of the
Sundering also exists on the other side of the gap, athough the versions current in the rest of the galaxy
differ condgderably intheir details. Whatever the actua cause and origin of theinterstellar gap, it looms
much larger in Mageworlds thinking than it doesin the greater galactic culture. Some scholars conclude
therefore that Eraas and the other Mageworlds suffered more than the rest of the galaxy from the effects
of the Sundering, and thus retained more memories, however distant, of the actua event. Otherstakethe
opposite position, and assert that the Sundering's effect on the rest of the galaxy was so much greater that
on those worlds proportionately more memory of the event was|logt.

[V. Other Cultural Changes

The astute reader will notice anumber of differences, both smal and large, between the Eraasian
worlds asthey appear at thisearlier point in their history and asthey became by the time of the First and
Second Magewars. The Eraasian language provides an ingtructive example. Five hundred years, give or
take (and depending upon which planet's revolution is used to define the term), separate the events
chronicled in this book from those of the later Magewars; Eraasian speech did not go unchanged in the
interim. The reader should note especidly the tendency toward greater diphthongization over time, as
exemplified in Rayamet vicethe later Raamet. Also contrast the family name sus-Khalgath withitslater
spelling (as derived from Ignac’ LeSoit's pronunciation) sus-Khalgaeth.

Noticeable changes dso occurred in Circle garb and procedure during the five-hundred-year
gap. Readers will notice the absence, in earlier times, of the geaerith, or full-face mask. The
Mage-Circles of Llannat Hyfid'sand Madl Tdeon'sday justify the use of the mask asalowing aclearer
perception of the eiran. More recently gathered historical evidence suggests-in view of the fact that the
geaerith adso providesits wearer with anonymity-that the change had itsrootsin political developments
in the Eraasan hegemony.

Also worth noting are the differing conceptions of the relationship between hyperspace and the
Void. Intherest of the civilized gdaxy, technology and cosmology draw acareful digtinction between
hyperspace (astraveled through by starships) and the Void (as visited but mostly steered clear of by
Adepts). Eraasians, however, view the two places/phenomena as essentialy the same.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank Marinaand Sherwood and Thyme, for beta-reading the
manuscript; Norman and Marian, for letting us hold down atable at the Red Lantern Cafe whilewe
drank coffee and worked on revisons, and Gregory Fedley, for coming up with atitle when our minds
remained obstinately blank.

Prologue

Thisisthe story's true beginning. On other worlds and in other placesthey tell it
differently, but nowhere has it been altogether forgotten.

In the years when the worlds first bore life, the galaxy was all one. The eiran-the silver
cords of life and luck-wound unbroken throughout all the aspects of human existence. They bound
lifeto life, and world to world, and past to future, and the pattern was all of one weaving.

But the people of the many worlds grew lazy, and failed to tend the eran as they should
have done, and as had been their task from the beginning. The erran turned wild, and grew and



changed until the pattern was no longer of one weaving but of many, and the cords in the many
patterns pulled and twisted in all directions.

"Look," said some of the people, the clear-sighted ones. " The one pattern has been
destroyed through our careless inattention, and who can say what the consequences of that may
be."

The others never listened. They no longer saw the one pattern even in the many weavings,
but each of them saw a single and separate pattern, and tended only the eran that lay within it.

"See now," the clear-sighted ones told them. " The threads in the one pattern grow tight
and tangled, and the strain on the weaving is greater than it can hold. If the pattern is not mended
now it will pass away from us."

But still the others would not listen.

And the day came when the threads of the pattern snapped, and the eiran flew wide across
the face of the universe like floss on the wind, and the two halves of the galaxy were ripped apart
and flung away one from the other, and the people were blinded to the sight of the silver cords
that had perished fromtheir lack of tending.

Of those who had been clear-sighted, only a few remained. All of the rest were lost, and
their worlds with them.

| : Year 1116 Eraasan Reckoning
Eraas: Hanilat Starport
Demaizen Old Hall

Ribbon-of-Sarlight, foremost guardship in the sus-Peledaen flegt, waited on the landing field at
Hanilat like adark, angular bird. Shewasthe largest family ship that could actudly touch the soil of
Eraas. The merchant ships she escorted were bigger-huge constructs, hold-swollen with cargo-but they
never left orbit. The shuttles that would bring up the flats and bales and crates of tradeware clustered like
nestlings on the burnt ground next to the Ribbon's protective bulk.

Arekhon Khreseio sus-K ha gath sus-Peledaen, riding out to the guardship in the back
compartment of an open land-hauler, gave the shuttles nothing more than, a cursory glance.
Ribbon-of-Sarlight-his homefor the remainder of hisfleet gpprenticeship-claimed the greater part of his
attention. She was anew ship, no more than a couple of voyages old, but already known for alucky one.
'Rekhe squinted at her, trying for the catch and angle of sunlight that would let him seethe eiran
wrapping and weaving around her.

A moment... there... yes. To theright eyes, Ribbon-of-Sarlight wasrich with luck, hung about
withitin lacework so thick it looked like Slvery gauze.

Arekhon himsdf was adight, dark-haired youth. Hed worked with the fleet Circlein Hanilat
snce hewasfirgt ableto count hisage in two digits, but now that he was, by everyone's reckoning, old
enough to make afull commitment to the Mages, his duty to the family camefirst. His brother Natelth
was the head of the sus-Peledaen family's senior line, and Natelth wanted ‘Rekhe to go through his
apprenticeship in thefleet... so an apprentice, perforce, 'Rekhe would have to be, and the Circles could
wait until leter.

"Hereyou are."

'Rekhe blinked, and the luck-lines went away, leaving the Ribbon looming stark black asbefore,
only much nearer. A door was open high on one curving side, and anarrow meta ladder led up toit.

"Thank you," he said politely to the driver of the land-hauler, collected his duffdl, and climbed out
of the back compartment onto the ground. The hauler sped off on its next errand. 'Rekhe shouldered his
duffd and started climbing.

A young man in abluework coveral was waiting for him when he reached the top of the ladder.
The crimson piping and inggniaon the man's coveral told 'Rekhe that he was a clerk-tertiary, not long
out of hisown training days.

"Arekhon sus-Khalgath?' the clerk said.



"Reporting for ingruction, Sr." Everyone outranked an apprentice-even when the apprentice
came from the family's senior line-and 'Rekhe took painsto keep his voice respectful. Natelth had made
it plain that he would not have hisyounger brother disgracing the family by causing trouble and
discontent.

"Comewith me." The clerk-tertiary led the way into the coiling three-dimensiond |abyrinth of the
Ribbon's interior, and 'Rekhe followed.

Hetried to memorize the route as they went, but in spite of his efforts he knew that he would
have to spend time with the ship's map-model s later. The ground-based portion of his prentice-training
had given him an understanding of the basic principles of ship construction, but each ship had its own set
of variations on the common design.

The clerk-tertiary halted before an airtight door like dl the others they had passed by, or through,
on theway inward.

"Prentice berthing," he said. " Stow your gear and report to the junior wardroom in an hour."

With that, he departed, leaving 'Rekhe to confront the door aone. Fortunatdly, it was merely
closed, rather than dogged down tight. ‘Rekhe pulled it open and stepped over the sill.

The compartment held four bunks, stacked two deep on ether side of the door. Corresponding
lockersfilled the rest of the available space a ong the bulkheads. The bunks were rigged with the
cushions and webhbing to double as accel eration couches.

A girl sat cross-legged on one of the lower bunks, reading aflatbook and making notes on the
margin-pad with astylus. She wore prentice livery like 'Rekhe's own-more dark blue trimmed with
crimson-and her short brown hair curled around her bent head in aloose mop. She looked up as'Rekhe
stepped into the compartment.

"It'sfirgt-come, firg-served on the bunks,” she said. "Y ou might aswell take the bottom one on
the other side before somebody else does.”

"| likethetop bunks," said 'Rekhe. "Nobody steps on your face every night and morning.”

Thegirl shrugged. "No accounting for taste. I'm Eladli Inadi, by the way."

"Arekhon sus-Khalgath," he said, sketching abow.

And the eiran that had hung like cobwebs around Ribbon-of-Sarlight's dark metal hull began
to weave themsalvesinto a newer pattern.

On the day that the Ribbon left Eraas for her trading voyage to |ldaon and beyond, Serazao
Zulemem was at work in the outer office of the Harradi Group, afirm of legdists speciaizing in the
financid affairs of Eraas's middle and upper nobility. The Demaizen estate was about to passinto the
hands of itsfind inheritor, and Serazao had drawn the work of sorting and filing dl the hardcopy thet the
case had generated during two decades of legal contests.

Serazao's parents, Alescu and Evya, had come to Hanilat from Eraasi's antipoda subcontinent
because well-trained legalists-and they were both well-trained-could prosper in the employ of the
merchants and star-lords who made the city their base of operations. Her father soon achieved
membership in the Harradi Group; her mother, more combative by nature, kept her own officeasa
court-litigant.

Serazao hersdf was a quiet, industrious child. From the time she was old enough to make plans
for her future and have others take them serioudy, she intended to become alegdist like her parents. To
that end, as soon as she reached the age of employment, she worked part time-full time during the school
intervas-at her father'sfirm.

The litigation concerning the Demai zen etate had come near to outlasting the family linesthat
contended for it. Serazao knew from her parents dinner-table conversation that only the death from old
age of one of the partiesinvolved had brought the matter to a conclusion. Now the remaining heir was
required to present himsdlf at Harradi's offices to take possession.... in this case, of aportfolio full of
deeds and account-books.

Nobody had bothered to mention that the last of the sus-Demaizen linewas also aMage; or if
they had, they'd done it so long ago that Serazao had not been there to hear. From the length of time that



the estate had been in the hands of the legdigts, she assumed that its ultimate heir would be another one
like the deceased claimant, whom she'd had the misfortune once to meet: Elderly, avaricious,
ill-tempered, and infirm, with more money aready in his possesson than any one man could reasonably
think to spend.

Garrod syn-Aigd was not what she'd expected at all.

Her first impression, when he cameinto the outer office, wasthat he wasthe heir'sdriver, or
perhaps his bodyguard: A big man, broad in the shoulders and firmly muscled, but with none of the
clumsinessthat so often came with strength. He wore plain street clothes, of good quality but far from
new, with along weather-coat thrown over them. It was the middle of Hanilat's rainy season-she
remembered the date ever afterward, very clearly-and both the coat and the loose-brimmed hat he wore
with it shed water in puddles on the officefloor.

He paused inside the door, il dripping, and looked about with a searching expression that
lightened when he saw her a work behind the office-bar.

"Good morning, Syr-"

"Zulemem," she said, and then, in reply to his unspoken question, "There's a coatrack in the
corner behind you."

He smiled, which made hisheavy dark eyebrows bristle even morefiercely than they did aready.
She didn't like men with thick eyebrows-she preferred an elegant antipodal arch, like her father had, or
her cousins-but the newcomer's good humor made them, and the roughness of the festures around them,
urprisingly dtractive.

"Ah. So thereis. Thank you, Syr Zulemem.”

"Serazao," she said, as he pulled off the coat and the hat and hung them up on the polished brass
hooks of the coat-rack. With the coat out of the way, she caught her first glimpse of the short wooden
gtaff that the man wore clipped to hisbelt. Seeing it, she frowned.

He was quick; he caught the change in her expression amost before the muscles of her face
made their fractiond changesto echo the shift within her mind.

"|sthere something wrong?'

"No," shesaid hadtily, "nothing wrong. | didn't redize that syn-Aigal had aMage-Circle on his
Sde isdl."

"He doesn't, not redlly.” He smiled again. "Or | dont, at least-and | was Garrod syn-Aigal the
last time | looked.”

Shefdt theblood rising in her face. If any of the office partners found out that she had, at least by
implication, insulted their client... "I'm sorry; | wasimpertinent.”

"Y ou told the truth as you saw it, Syr Zulemem. No impertinence there."

"Maybe not for you," she said. "But | want to work here someday, when my schooling's
finished."”

His eyebrowswent up again. "Y ou don't look like alegalist to me."

"Oh?" Irritation flared; she frowned at him, never minding what the office partners might haveto
say. He hadn't looked like aman who would pay heavy-handed compliments of that sort, and it was
depressing to find out otherwise. "What do | look like, then?"

Once again, he surprised her. "A Mage."

"You'rejoking."

"About that, never."

"l couldn't-"

"There should be a Circle working near your school," he said. "Ask your ingructors, one of them
will know. And when you've trained in Hanilat long enough, come to Demaizen Old Hall and ask for me.
I'll be building aCirclethere.”

The wet wegther that had been merely annoying in Hanilat was chilly and unseasonablein the
WideHillsdigtrict severa dayslater. On the road going up past Demaizen Town, the rain danted down
cold and hard in the driving beams of Gar-rod's heavy six-whedl groundcar. The vehicle bumped adong



over the muddy track, then turned the corner in a cut braced by stone shoring and began growling up the
find dope.

"Thereitis" Garrod said. He pointed to the massive stone pile that loomed among its
outbuildings at the crest of along hill. "Demaizen Old Hall."

The driver grunted, unimpressed. " seeit.”

The main gate stood open in atwist of rusted iron. The groundcar passed dowly through, and
kept on until the road ended in front of the heavy bronze doors of the central building. The beams from
the groundcar's driving lamps picked up the Hall's blank windows, its moss- and lichen-spattered walls.
Everything here was untended and overgrown, even the road itself; weeds poked up knee-high through
what had once been the gravel surface of acircular driveway.

The driver switched the engine to neutral, and the sound dropped to alow throb. "Hereyou are.”

"Thanks, Yuva," Garrod said. He pushed open the passenger-side door. The wind took it,
smashing it fully open againgt the front engine cowling. Therain stung like needles and plastered Garrod's
hair flat in an instant. He jumped out of the groundcar, his saff swinging from his belt, and ran the ten feet
to the doors.

The arched opening gave at |east some protection from the wind, but the doors were locked.
Garrod frowned. The keys had not been part of the inheritance.

He undipped his staff. A moment's preparation, areaching-out and a pulling-in, and the staff
began to give off asteady blue-white light. He touched the door and bent his energies toward persuading
it to open, but to no avail-the locks were rusted fast, their mechanisms destroyed by more than a
generation without maintenance.

Garrod sprinted back to where Y uvaen waited in the groundcar. "Back her up to the doors," he
shouted above the howling wind.

"Gotit."

The groundcar lurched forward, then swung back and to the left. Itswheel s ground and bumped
up the shdlow steps until the rear towing bar nearly touched the bronze doors.

Garrod opened the cargo compartment and pulled out the tow chain. He threaded it through the
handles of the doors, linked it with aclevis bolt to the rings on the towing bar, and stepped aside.

"Yuval Ahead dow!"

The groundcar sent out a puff of chemica vapor from its upper tubes, and growled forward.
Hinges and bolts gave way behind it in ahowl of tearing metal, and the bronze doors buckled under the
gran.

"Hold up!" Garrod shouted.

The groundcar stopped. Y uvaen shut off the engine and emerged from the driver'sside.

"Giveusalight,” Garrod said. "Let's see how it [ooks."

"Right." Y uvaen had brought an dectric lantern with him from the groundcar. He turned it on and
lifted it to shineayellow light at the doors of the hdl-the right-hand one pulled entirely away from the
frame, the one on the left tilted crazily and hanging by asingle hinge. He cast agloomy eye over the
damage. "Itl cost you apretty to have those fixed."

"I'vegot al themoney | need,” Garrod said. "What | don't haveistime. Come on.”

The two men entered the Hall. White-sheeted furniture stood ghostlike in the foyer. Dust lay
thick, and gnawing creatures had worked on much of the interior woodwork. Garrod pointed through an
arch to where a staircase went curling upward.

"There," he said, and started up toward the long gallery on the second floor. Y uvaen followed.

At the entrance to the gdlery, both men paused on the threshold. Their rain-soaked clothing
clung to their bodieslike wet leaves, and the glow from Y uvaen's lantern cast aswaying circle of yelow
light on the space within, where the sus-Demai zen kept their tablets of remembrance.

Plagues and memorials covered the walls-ancient dabs of grey date scratched with namesina
language no longer spoken by anyone living, and newer tablets of painted wood and cast metal. On the
atars beneath them, long-guttered candles spilled out their wax across carven wood.

Garrod strode into the center of the room, where asmall dtar stood in front of afreestanding



memoria on tripod legs. The candle holders were empty-whoever had last tended the memoria had
scraped them clean when the rite was done-and a spray of white flowers, long since dried, lay onthe
atar between them.

"Thisisan end and abreaking,” Garrod said. With that he picked up the memorid and flung it out
through one of the high, west-looking windows in the center of thelong wall. The window glass gave way
in ajagged, shivering ped, and the memoria went crashing down onto the gravel drive outside.

"Wait!" Y uvaen cried over the noise. "Hasn't there been enough broken aready?"

Garrod put his hands against the wooden dtar and shoved it toward the broken window. "No,"
he said. "Not enough by haf. Beforel am done, | will break our very universe.”

The atar smashed againg the low sill and tumbled over it to the ground below. Rain poured in
through the gap in the window, driven dantwise by the risng wind.

"Y our ancestorswill curseyou,” Y uvaen said.

"My ancestors mean nothing to me," Garrod said, "and | mean nothing to them." He pulled
another of the tablets from thewall, and the dried wood splintered in his hands. He threw the tablet out
onto the gravel with the other wreckage. "I am thelast of my line, and what follows after will follow the
older days."

"l don't understand.”

"The sundering of the gdaxy isnot just aparable, or an dlegory suitable for children and
scholars," Garrod said. He was pulling tablet after tablet away from the plastered walls, working now
with afierce, unstoppable intengity. "It is nothing less than the truth. And | intend to bring together that
which was plit gpart.”

Y uvaen shook his head. "Y ou're right not to fear your ancestors. It's the gods themselves that
you should fear."

Garrod fished in his pocket and pulled out an incendiary, of the kind used by workersin the
metal and congtruction trades. He pulled the igniter and tossed the incendiary down onto the tangle of
broken wood on the grave drive. A brilliant white light blossomed up, mixed shortly after with red asthe
wood caught fire. The western windows glowed with the color.

Garrod heaved another wooden tablet out of the broken window and into the flames. "I don't
have timeto fear the gods, Y uva-you'l haveto do it for me. Come, help me clean out this space, for here
will be our workroom."

"May the gods forgive me, then," Y uvaen said. "Because I'm with you.”

The two men embraced, then fell to stripping the walls of their memorias, and clearing the floor
of itsdtars.

Il': Year 1116 E. R.

Eraad: Western Fishing Grounds syn-Grevi estate,
Northern Territories

[ldaon: I1daon Starport

The deep-water fleets from Amisket, Demnag, and Ridkil Point had been having abad summer.
Like most of the coastal settlementsin the Veredden Archipel ago, the three towns depended for a
liveihood on their commercid fisheries, and apoor haul meant alean year to come. In autumn, thefish
migrated to spawning grounds near the equator-too grest a distance for the Veredden shipsto follow,
evenif biologica changes during the spawn didn't turn the fish sour and spongy-and winter in the northern
latitudes was too stormy for surface craft to ply the waters at dl. Winter was for spending the long nights
snug in harbor, making repairs and hoping that the money from last summer's catch would last until
spring.

AsFirst of the Amisket Circle, Narin lyal took the season's lack of good fishing harder than
most, and most were taking it hard. 1t was her Circle's place to provide fish-luck and weather-luck, and
to tell the captains of the fleet where the sllver was running. But al she could tell the captains now was
that the fish had abandoned their usual grounds, and she had no ideawhere they might be.



The nets of the deep-seatrawler Dance-and-be-Joyful trailed astern, and the lines till had the
dack of an empty haul. The crew lounged in the shadow of the deckhouse, playing cards. The engines
throbbed ahead dow.

Narin stood on the main deck, staring over therail at a horizon made dim by haze, and at the
rolling blue waters benegth the empty sky. She was a short dark woman with a square snub-nosed face
and calloused hands. The sun, just past its zenith, burned down upon her neck and shoulders. Other than
the wind of the ship's passage, no breeze ruffled her hair.

Narin looked up at the distant line where seamet sky. A set of maststhere, black lines against
the paer sky, told where First-Light-of-Morning ran, hull down, tracing apardld course. They'd had
no better luck than the Dance, she was sure.

"Y ou asked for me?'

The familiar baritone rumble belonged to Big Tarn, Second of the Amisket Circle. Tamwasa
dark-skinned, wide-shouldered man, and in his many-times-laundered work shirt and loose trousers he
looked more like the son and grandson of deep-sea fishers-which he adso was-than like aranking Mage.
He'd been with the Circle for dmost aslong as Narin had, and had been her Second since the beginning.

Narin looked back out at the water. The sunlight sparked painfully bright on the blue swells.
"Yes," shesad. "If we don't want children going hungry in Amisket by year'send, it'stime wedid
something about our luck."

"l agree.”

"Good. Call the othersto the meditation room. We will have aworking.”

The meditation room on Dance-and-be-Joyful was a cramped space set forward bel owdecks.
It wasfar narrower and more confining than such aroom should have been, even for asmall Circlelike
Narin's, and its atmosphere was amaodorous durry of machine ail, fish, and rank swesat. But space for
the Circle was carved out of the Dance's cargo hold, and every cubic inch taken away from storage cost
the ship's master money when the fish were running.

Narin made her way beow, stopping by her cabin to change into her robes and pick up a
small-scale chart of the fishing grounds. As First of the Circle, she had her own quarters. Therest of the
Amisket Mages shared crew's berthing, though they stood no watches and hauled no lines.

Shetook the paper chart forward to the meditation room. In spite of the summer heat above
decks, the air insde the room was cold, chilled by the heavy-duty cargo refrigeration syslemin the
adjacent compartment, and condensation beaded and ran down the bulkheadsin a steady, relentless
trickle. A singleincandescent light illuminated the white circle painted on the deck.

Laros, the older of the Circle's two unranked Mages, was aready there, dressed in formal robes,
with his staff clipped to hisbelt. Inamoment, Tam and young Kasaly arrived aswell. Narin swung the
door to behind them and dogged it shut.

"Thetime has come," she said, "for aworking. To make our own luck, and force the gathering of
thefish."

"Past time," Kasaly said. Kaswas red-haired and pretty, and agreeat favorite with the sailors.
Her luck-making was among the best, however, and Narin suspected that she had it in her to be First
herself someday, provided that she learned enough patience and disciplinefirg.

"Arewe al agreed, then?' Narin asked-aformality, mostly, since it was apoor First who
couldn't gauge the temper of her own Circle. It was her right, as Firg, to direct their combined intention,
but she wasn't foolish enough to push them where they were determined not to go.

As sheld expected, nobody raised an objection.

"Good." Shewalked to her usual placein the arc of the white-painted circle closest to the
Dance's bow, and knelt on the welded metal deckplates. On that cue, the rest of the Mages took their
customary positions: Tam opposite her, Kasto her right, Larosto her |€ft.

"Aswe are gathered,” she said, "so we are one.”

She turned away from her physica surroundings and looked inward, searching the
three-dimensiona world of the seafor the streaky feding of the fish'slives. She could sense the others
searching aswell-Tam strong and steedy, Laros knife-blade sharp, and Kas like abright flame of luck in



the deep water. Now she had to draw them together like one of the purse seinesthat the trawlers used,
combining al their energiesto bring both the fish and luck in taking them into one physica spot.

"Seek them, hold them, bring and bind them,” she said. "We areone." The circle pulsed in the
depthslike aring of silver, marking the darting presence of the fish. "Find the place. Join them and lock
themto aplace.”

"We need to be stronger,” Tarn said. His voice seemed to come from far away, outside of the
sea-deeps where the minds of the Circle made their search. "To find the place so that the boats can find
it

"I'll giveto theworking,” Narin said. "Who will match me?*

"l will," Tam replied.

He stood, bringing his staff up before him. Narin did the same, and felt the power of the universe
surging around her, ready to be taken like the fish she sought. She drew the power into hersalf and let it
flow out again redoubled, making her staff shine with a deep green fire. Bluefire answered from the other
gde of thetiny space. The same current that flowed through Narin like one of the rolling seas beneath the
ship, flowed now through her Second aswell.

The two staves met with a crack. Narin saw the luck fly out from them like rainbows, and felt a
surge of joy. Thiswould be agood working, a strong working-the congruence of the inner and the outer
worldswould guarantee its success.

Again Tam attacked; again she countered, then counterattacked. They pressed together, striving
to create and make manifest the luck of the fleet through the essentia contradiction of the universe
opposing itsalf. Swest rolled down their necksin spite of the physical chill of the space, and their
breething grew hoarse and ragged.

Then, asquickly asthe energy had risen, it flared in alast bright dazzle and fell away. Narin
stepped back.

"It'sdone" shesad. "l have them.”

She reached into her shirt pocket undernegath her robe and pulled out a pencil stub and the chart
of thefishing grounds. She drew anesat dot on the chart, circled it, and wrote atime beside it. Then she
drew more circled dots, and wrote more times. The dots and times, when she had finished, represented
where the fish had been, were, and would be. The pattern showed an eastward drift at dow speed.

"So that'swhy we couldn't find anything,” Tam said, watching over her shoulder as she worked.
A fisherman and afishers Mage for many years, he knew that the location lay well outside thefleet's
usua grounds, farther to the west of the isand homeports than anyone had expected.

Narin refolded the chart and tucked it back into her shirt pocket.

"Redt," she said to the other Mages. "I'll take thisto the Captain. Hell want to inform the fleet.”

The sus-Peledaen convoy guarded by Ribbon-of-Sarlight madeitsfirst trading stop at |1daon.
The chief exports of 1ldaon were minerd pigments, raw textiles, and exotic furs; in return, the [l daonese
bought second-cut red uffa to blend with the harsher native leaf, and luxury-modd flyers of Eraasian
design. Captain syn-Avran allowed members of the guard-ship's crew to go on liberty in the port city, as
long asthey kept out of trouble. Arekhon sus-Khalgath and Eladli Inadi were in the next-to-last group to
go.

They wore their best gpprentice livery for the occas on-inconvenient, if someone on Ildaon had it
infor traders, but useful if aport officia or afelow crewmember needed to spot them quickly ina
crowd. They a so wore sus-Peledaen ship-cloaks of dark blue lined with crimson. [Idaon's starport was
stuated on a high northern plateau, and the season waslocal winter.

A traders hogtel at the edge of the landing field provided lodging for star-travelers, aswell asfor
operators of 1ldaonese ground and air transport. Arekhon, Elagli, and the othersin their group stopped
therefirst. A bored-looking desk clerk assigned them rooms and changed their family scrip for local
currency.

Theroomswere small and bare: A bed, access to sanitary facilities, and a door that locked.
'Rekhe was accustomed to better; even aboard Ribbon-of-Sarlight, the quarters were crowded but far



more up-to-date than these. He didn't protest, however, since he suspected that most of the people with
rooms at the hostel would not be using them. There were, or so he had heard, drinking establishments
and houses of notorious behavior on 11daon, and the crew membersin thisliberty section had until the
next local mid-day to amuse themselves however they chose-provided, of course, that they did nothing
that might interfere with trade or damage the reputation of the sus-Peledaen.

"Get in trouble with the loca authorities,” the prentice-master had said, "and there€'s no guarantee
that the family will pull you out. There's not one of you that's worth losing the good will of awhole planet
for."

Theinformation board at the traders hostel gave directionsto public transportation. After waiting
for severd minuteswithout any luck at the pickup stand, Arekhon and Elagli turned up the high, lined
collars of their cloaks and headed into town on foot. Prentice-master Lanar had insisted that the ship's
apprenticesdo al their exploration and revelry in pairs-in the hope, he said, of thus adding up to one
person's complement of good sense. Asthe two most junior, Arekhon and Elagli had falen naturally
together.

"Where shall we go first?' 'Rekhe asked. He was shivering alittle in spite of the ship-cloak; the
wegther never got this cold in Hanilat. The sky was adeep and merciless blue, and adry wind blew
without ceasing around steep-roofed buildings of fired brick and grey stone. " Sightseeing?”

"I don't think thereés any sights around hereto see" Eladli said. Thewind caught at her loose
curlsand whipped them into awild tangle. "All the scenic beauty is probably off over the horizon
somewhere, and we can't get there and back in aday.”

"What, then?"

"Whéll-thereés dways shopping.”

'Rekhe looked about dubioudly at the square, plain buildings of the Starport-asmall town, redlly,
compared to the sprawling conurbation that was Hanilat. "What have they got here that we couldn't find a
better one of back home?”’

"I don't know... local stuff, | suppose. Souvenirs, knick-knacks-"

"Gloves," said 'Rekhe. The dignity of fleet livery would not alow for handsin the pockets, but
surely gloves-of aproper color and good materia-would not disgrace the ship or incur the
prentice-magter'sdisapprova. "Right," said Eladli. "Glovesitis."

The messenger from Hanilat reached syn-Grevi Lodge at twilight, in the long pale gloaming of
Eraad's high northern latitudes, just before the hour of lunar observance. Theledau syn-Grevi was on the
stairsleading up to the moon-room when he heard the front door's two-note chime. He paused, one step
short of the second-floor landing, and waited.

The Lodge's door keeper -aiketh-acylinder of burnished metd haf the height of aliving man,
wrapped around a carefully built and instructed quasi-organic mind-floated up the stairsto meet him. The
counterforce unit in its base hummed gently asit rose. Behind the smoky grey plastic housing of its
sensorium, ablue light flickered briefly.

"My lord syn-Grevi," it said. The synthesized voice was genderless but pleasing to hear. Likedl
of the aiketen a syn-Grevi Lodge, itsingtruction-set had it spesking northern dialect, rather than
Hanilat-Eraasan. "lulan Va has comewith news™"

"Va!" sad Thel. He glanced automaticdly at the antique clock on the landing above him, an
old-style devotiona timepiece whose complex andog interior allowed its multiple didsto show the
phases and movements of the moon aswell as the current hour. There would be time to speak with Vai
and il keep the moonwatch-excdlent. "Where is she now?"

"She waitsin the reception room, my lord.”

"Good. Ingruct the kitchen to bring some light refreshment.”

"l hear, my lord," said the aiketh, and floated off.

Thel hurried back down the stairs to the reception room where lulan Va waited. Shewasa
compact, deceptively quiet woman, dressed asusud in atailored black overtunic and black leggings.
When heldd first met Vai, Thel had attributed her taste in clothing to a stresk of augterity in her



temperament, but over the passage of time he'd decided that she dressed in black mainly because it
allowed her to hide better in dark corners.

lulan Va wasthe syn-Grevi family's eyes and earsin Hanilat. Thel'sfather, before he died, had
paid for her training and seen to her placement in that position. Theledau had his own theories about the
reason why. Va was a decade or so younger than Thel, but like him-and like, o, the elder syn-Grevi in
his prime-she had fair skin, and hair of areddish-brown so dark that in most lightsit appeared asarusty
black. Thel had offered her forma adoption into the syn-Grevi anumber of times since their first meeting,
as part of the customary advancement for someone who had served the family more than well, but Vai
had aways refused the honor.

When he came into the room, she rose from the chair where she waited, and knelt.

"My lord sus-Radd," she said.

Thel opened his mouth to correct her, and then thought better of theidea. lulan Vai dealt with
only the latest, most accurate information. If she addressed Theledau syn-Grevi asthe head not of a
minor north-country line but of the entire sus-Radd fleet-family... then the unthinkable had happened,
and it wastrue.

"Don't do that," said Thel. "We're not in somebody's mansion in Hanilat."

Vai rose gracefully to her feet and resumed her chair. "No, my lord. But you'l get there.”

"How did it happen?' he asked. "Wewere never dl that closeto the primary line."

"Close enough for old Jofre to pass over the whole bundle of senior lines and pick you to
succeed him."

"Hewasmead," said Thel, with conviction.

"Mad asamortgaunt,” Va agreed. "Disnheriting people was ahobby of his. Every time hefelt
his somach twist or hisbones ache hed cal in the legdists and start scratching out names. Only thistime,
he died before he could change his mind back again. The sus-Rada are yours, my lord."

A kitchen-aiketh floated in bearing atray of spiced wafers and two glasses of sweetroot cider.
Thel waited until Va had made her choice, then took the remaining glass. The cider was cool and tart,
with anatura sweetness and ahint of fizz. Thel had never heard of it being made or sold anywhere
outside the far north country. In the old time, it wouldn't have kept in the subtropical temperatures of
Hanilat; these days, he supposed there just wasn't ademand for it.

"You'reright," he said after awhile. "I'm going to have to leave syn-Grevi Lodge and go to
Hanilat. The fleet won't accept me otherwise.”

"Thecity'snot so bad. Youll get usedtoit.”

"Maybe," he said. He picked up one of the spiced wafers and bit into it, turning the full circleinto
acrescent with acouple of bites. "Vai... | want you to comework for mein Hanilat."

Shegaveafant laugh. "l thought | areedy did."

"Y ou worked for the syn-Grevi," hetold her. "I want you to leave the syn-Grevi behind you and
work for the head of the sus-Radd."

lIl:Year 1116 E. R.
[ldaon: 11daon Starport
Eraad: Western Fishing Grounds

The search for glovestook longer than 'Rekhe had expected. The Street sgnswere dl in the local
alphabet, presumably because traders from Eraas came only once or twice ayear, but cargo flyers and
trucks arrived daily from all over 1ldaon. Fortunately, most of the signsaso had pictoria symbols, though
the meanings were not dways what 'Rekhe would have anticipated. After going down anumber of false
trails, he and Elagli cameto athree-story building about amile from the hostel. Upon inspection, the
building proved to be aroofed-over concourse housing severa major emporiaand ahost of smdler
shops.

Insde, the building was warm. 'Rekhe unclenched hisfists and et the heat start thawing out his
fingers. He and Eladli were the only members of the Ribbon's crew inside the concourse. The bright blue



and crimson of their garments stood out in vivid contrast to the drabber colors favored by loca fashion,
and the ambient murmur of voices had the unfamiliar pitch and rhythm of an unknown language. 'Rekhe
felt disoriented and conspicuous at firdt, but redlized after awhile that nobody in the big high-ceilinged
building was paying him any particular attention. With relief, he applied himsdlf to the search for apair of
gloves

His liberty-companion, he discovered, wasinclined to be thorough about such things. Left on his
own, 'Rekhe would have bought the first non-disgraceful gloves that happened to fit-in this case, apair
made of dull black leather lined with soft fabric, on sale at asmal men's-haberdashery kiosk just insde
the mam door. Eladli would have none of it. Undeterred by the lack of acommon language, she
ingpected the stock of every merchant in the concourse with apair of glovesto sdll.

The gloves she ultimately bought came from alarge emporium on the top leve of the concourse.
'Rekhe could distinguish only minor differences between those gloves and the ones he had seen
earlier-black fabric instead of grey for the lining, and stitching done with aheavier thread-but when Eladli
professed hersdlf satisfied at last, he shrugged and purchased asimilar pair for hisown use. The price,
when hetrandated it from loca money to fleet scrip, made his eyebrows go up; he hadn't expected
something that small to be so costly.

"Don't worry," Eladli reassured him. "They'll last forever, and that's what's important. Haven't you
ever bought gloves before?!

"No," hesaid. "I grew up in Hanilat, remember? It doesn't get cold like thisin Hanilat."

And hissgter Isayana-or the aiketen she had built and instructed-had adways purchased the
family'sfood and clothing anyway. But '‘Rekhe didn't intend to pass aong that kind of information to
Eladli Inadi. It might cause her, for some reason, to think less of him, and that was something he already
knew that he did not want.

"You'vedonewdl," said Captain Soba. He and Narin stood on the port wing of the pilothouse,
looking back on adeck running with fish guts and sdt water. Dance-and-be-Joyful's crew swung the
boom inboard with another dripping load and dumped the fish out onto the deck for processing. Inthe
aftermath of the Circle's working, the sun had continued hot and the skies clear every day for aweek,
while the crews of the fishing fleet labored to bring up the plentiful catch and stow it in the holds bel ow.

"Well ended, when ended,” Narin replied formally, to ward off luck-breaking-but she grinned as
sesadit.

"WEell havefull holds by nightfall," Sobatold her. "More than a season's catch. And after that it's
homeward bound.” He clapped Narin on the shoulder. "It's afest to tell the youngsters about-from a
bare beginning to the best year that | can recdl, and dl inlessthan aweek."

"Y ou can buy medinner in Amisket after we sell the haul,” Narin said. "In the meantime, I'll be
below if you need me."

"Bring more of that luck back topside with you," Soba caled down to her as she descended the
ladder.

“I'll try, Cap'n."

Narin headed &ft along the port side of the main deck to the companionway. When she looked
away to windward off the port beam, two other fishing shipswere visible-miles off, but hull up, plying
their netsand lines. All across the broad expanse of ocean the swellswere long and low, with wavelets
dancing acrosstheir surface.

While she paused there, gazing outward, the vista changed. A long dark line appeared on the
horizon, aboundary drawn with black ink between the sea and the sky. Within minutes the dark
boundary wasn't aline any more, but a solid grey-blue wall, growing higher and racing across the water
with frightening speed. A pale streak at the bottom of the wall marked where rain and wind whipped the
ocean into foam.

Narin stood, al thought of going below abandoned, and watched thewall of cloud draw closer.
Indl her years at sea, she had never seen asgual line move so fast. She estimated its speed of advance
at forty knots or more.



Other members of the Dance's crew were watching the onrushing squal and not liking it any
better than she was. In the pilothouse above and behind her, she heard the Captain giving ordersto the
helmsman-"Left full rudder. Increase your rudder to left hard. All ahead two thirds."-and farther aft, the
chief rigger shouting to the crew-"Get your load on deck! Fuck the winches, cut the burton!”

Narin held onto the gunwale with both hands, her fingers clamped to the wood, asthe front came
on. The Dance was coming |eft to try and take the blow on the bows, but the trawler had been moving
too dowly, her engines only making enough turnsto pull the nets, she waan't going to swing intime.

Thenthewal hit them.

Thewind dammed into the ship'sside like afigt, whistling and tearing at the rigging, and
Dance-and-be-Joyful hedled to leeward so far that her spar ends touched the water.

Anacther moment, and the squall was past. The sun shone again. The ship righted itself, rocking in
the churned water, while the wall of mist continued on beyond them. The waves were choppy and
confused, and patches of foam showed on the side of the swells.

Big Tarn emerged from the deckhouse and joined Narin where she stood looking at thewall of
mist and whipping wind asit raced away. On thisside of the squal the air felt thicker, and the qudity of
thelight had altered. Everything looked sharp-edged and brittle, like painted glass that atouch might
shatter.

"What was that?' her Second asked.

Narin shook her head. "'l don't know. Somekind of squdl line."

"Kasdidn't say anything about foul weather-luck.”

"Luck can changein ahurry,” Narin said. "And so can wesether. Let'sfind Kasand seeiif she's
got anything more to say now."

They didn't have far to look. Kasaly hersdf was coming up on deck in bare feet and athin
deep-robe-the squall must have caught her napping.

"That was a bit more wind than we needed,” she said. "Are we going to have to do something
about it, do you think?"

"| was about to ask you that," Narin said.

"I don't know." Kasfrowned at the ocean. "All | can tell you isthat thisislucky weather."

By the time 'Rekhe and Eladli made their way out of the concourse, night had fallen over the
garport. Street lamps at the corners of the city blocks threw overlapping circles of yellow light that didn't
illuminate the upper levels of the surrounding buildings. At least in this part of town, the [ldaonese didn't
believeinilluminated signs. Except for the concourse itself, most of the establishments gppeared to have
closed a dusk, and one low, square building looked much like its neighbor.

"Areyou surewere going in theright direction?' Eladli asked after they had walked for severa
minutes

'Rekhe thought about saying that he was sure, then thought better of it. "I'm not even certain we
|eft the concourse by the same door we camein,” he said truthfully. "Without enough light to pick out the
landmarks; it's hard to tell one street from another.”

"| think the port isthat way," Elagli said. She pointed with one newly gloved hand toward where
the night sky appeared somewhat brighter. "1 saw lights around the field that |ooked like they might be on
after dark."

"If that'swhat were seeing now." 'Rekhe had a dubious fegling about the skyglow. Therewas
luck attached to it somehow, loose looping strands of good and bad fortune that cried out to be taken in
hand and managed properly. The sensation made him uneasy. He wished that he hadn't giveninto his
brother Natelth's insistence that he serve out an gpprentice-voyagefirst, before leaving for the Circles.
"Maybe we shouldn't go there."

"Why not?'

He groped for the right words. " Something will happen if we do."

"Something will happen if we don't, too. Things happen everywhere. And if we stand here much
longer, what's going to happen isthat we're going to freeze."



He couldn't argue with that. The temperature had dropped markedly with the falling of Ildaon's
sun, and the wind had gotten brisker. Even with his new gloves, his hands and feet were cold, and the
skin of hisfacefdt numb.

"Toward the light, then," he said. "If worst comes to worst, maybe well find someplace open
where we can ask for directions.”

They continued onward through the deserted shopping digtrict, past buildings with empty,
darkened display-windows and in and out of the circles of light from the street lamps. No transit-for-hire
vehicles cruised this part of town at night, probably for lack of custom. 'Rekhe saw no other pedestrians,
and the few trucks and private groundcars that rumbled past were clearly on their way to business
elsawhere. Hefeared vaguely that, done asthey were, he and Elagli might offer an attractive target for
footpads and hooligans, but no menacing figures dipped out of dark cross-dleys or loomed up from the
shadows of arecessed doorway.

After awhiletheillumination ahead grew brighter. The Street they were following opened up into
an avenue lined on both sides by street lampsin close-set rows, and by buildings with locked doors. This
part of town wasn't as dead as the one they'd wandered into after leaving the shopping concourse, but it
didn't appear to be open for business either.

Their footsteps tapped on the sidewalk, and the echoes bounced off the deserted buildings. The
exhdations of their breath showed white under the street lamps.

Elagli moved closer to 'Rekhe. "'l guessed wrong, it lookslike. Thisisn't the way to thefield.”

"No." 'Rekhe's ears caught the low growl of agroundcar's engine. Further up the Street, lights
flashed white and violet and amber. "If that's abus, well ask the driver how to get to the starport.”

Eladli looked dubious. "We don't spesk the language. He may not understand.”

"Hell seethefleet colors,” 'Rekhe said. "That should be good enough.”

Eladli made adoubtful noise and pulled the collar of her cloak higher around her neck. The
engine sounds grew louder in the street behind them, and the white lights drew closer. When the vehicle
drew even with them, 'Rekhe saw that it was not a bus, but a private groundcar.

The vehicle dowed, then stopped opposite them. One of the rear doors swung open. 'Rekhe
tensed-perhaps this part of town had thugs and criminas after al-but the voice that called out spokein
Hanilat-Eraasian.

"Hey, sus-Peledaen! Y ou going to the port?’

"Yes" 'Rekhe sad.

"Then you're going the wrong way-jump in and well giveyou aride."

Narin got to the Dance's pilothouse just as Orghe, the vessel's chief rigger, was making hisown
report on the effects of the squall. She held back and et him spesk; the rigger was amaster at hisown
craft, and a the moment he looked worried.

"Cap'n, the starboard vang'storn away."

The Captain frowned. "How long will it take you to make repairs?’

"Itl take usaday tofix it right," Orghe said. "Or | can have something juried for you in an hour,
elther way you please.”

"| want to top the catch and head for port,” Captain Soba said. "I've talked with the other
skippers of thefleet by wirdless, and they agree." He glanced over a Narin. "That is, if our Circle doesn't
have any word againd it."

Narin shrugged. "Kasaly saysthisislucky westher."

"Cdl up the wegather diplay,” Captain Sobasaid.

The Dance's quartermaster punched the repeater. A map came up on the pilothouse screen
displaying the west part of the Veredden Sea. A list of numbers aong the right side showed the local data
from Dance-and-Be-Joyful's position.

"Nothing out of the ordinary,” Soba said. He hit the reload button to bring in the latest datafrom
the weether satellite system. "All clear. It was afast squall, nothing more.”

Hiswords were reassuring, but hisface still looked troubled. Something about the westher was



bothering him-and that in itsdlf, thought Narin, was significant.

"Captain," shesad, "with your permission, I'd like to consult with the First of the Ridkil Point
Cirde"

"Of course," Sobareplied.

He gestured toward the bridge-to-bridge wireless, and Narin made the connection. The First of
the Ridkil Point Circle was on afishing boat around fifty milesto the south, drawing up from another part
of the same shod of greyfish.

"No, wevefelt nothing,” he said, in answer to Narin's query. "The line squal passed us, but
theres nothing out of the ordinary going on with the eiran hereabouts.”

"Thanks," Narin said. "Keep your fedings open, just the same. Thisisunchancy, | think."

"I'll do that. Y ou too."

The sound of the wireless carrier wave was drowned out by a sudden exclamation. The
quartermaster was staring at the hard-shell barometer on the charthouse bulkhead, looking from the
gleaming glass instrument to the wesather repester and back again.

"Cap'n," he said, "something funny's going on here. This box'"-he nodded at the weather
readout-"says that everything'sfine, no trouble anywhere. But this one'-he pointed to the mechanical
barometer-"says that the pressure's heading for the basement.”

"What's the update time on the repeater?’ Soba asked.

"Minusfifteen.”"

"Extrapolated data, then,” Soba said. "Next red info in fifteen more."

He stepped over to look at the barometer for himself. Narin, following him, saw that the
quartermaster had spoken true: The needle was swinging downward so fast she could see it moving. The
recording thermometer, which plotted seaand air temperatures on ascrolling graph-a useful tool for
knowing when the fishing would be good and what species to expect-showed a steady rise, and the
hygrometer registered humidity at 99%. Outside the pilothouse the wind was dead cam, the waves
flattening in the Hillness.

Narin felt atrickle of sweat down her spine that wasn't caused by the heat and the damp air.
Soba appeared to fed the same way. He pushed the reload button on the weather satellite repeater. The
datathere didn't change-and it till didn't reflect what the Dance's loca instruments were showing. The
time-to-next-pass counter clicked from thirteen minutes over to twelve.

Sobawaked back over to the wireless and switched it to the generd circuit that dl the Amisket
captains listened to.

"Thisis Sobaon Dance-and-Be-Joyful," he said. "Check your loca westher instruments. | think
satdllite weather's giving us abad readout.”

A moment later, aresponse came back from Murhad, captain of First-Light-of-Morning.
"Bugger me naked! What are you going to do?"

"Securefor high seas," Sobatold him. "Run for port. And ask our Circlefor luck.”

Narin could recognize a departure cue when she heard one. Sheleft Soba giving ordersto the
helm and climbed down from the pilothouse to where Kas and Tam were waiting.

On the working deck, some of the Dance's sailors were siriking the last catch below, while
others hauled the boomsinboard and lashed them to cleats. The engines began throbbing with a deeper
note, and the smoke coming out of the Dance's funnel turned to black. Shadows chased themsalves
across the deck asthe trawler came about, her wake tracing awhite arc in the sea, changing course to
run esst.

"Get Laros," Narin said. "Robes and staves, everyone. Meet me in the meditation room. We
have work to do."
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Inthe Dance's forepeak, where the bulkheads narrowed between the hold and the peak tank,
the Amisket Circle knelt in meditation. The overhead lamp in its vapor-tight fixture gave them a steady
light, but Dance-and-Be-Joyful was pitching heavily-firdt lifting up a the bow, then pausing at the crest of
each wave and diding forward into the trough.

Each time, abrief moment of near-weightlessnesswould lift Narin from the deckplates during the
downward dide. Then she would be thrown forward by the heavy impact at the bottom of the trough,
whilethe Dance shuddered around her like an anima and the metal above her head resounded with the
boom of green water over the trawler's bow. In the next instant, she would be pressed down again asthe
ship tilted bow-upward at the sky, coming out from beneath tons of streaming, water to ride the next
waveslifting crest beforetilting into another dide.

Thelifting and dropping continued without mercy, and the booming of the waves drowned out al
but the strongest and most focused thought. Narin did the best she could-one hand gripping her staff, and
the other holding onto a stanchion to keep from being tossed into the other members of her Circlewhile
she worked to see where, in this tumult of wind and water, the eiran led.

Wherethefleet sat, the lineswere tangled. Not far off, she could detect the Circles from Demnag
and Ridkil Point at their workings: Demnag trying to ease the storm, Ridkil Point trying to predict what
would come. Narin hersalf was seeking only to understand. She thought she could detect a pattern
somewhere on the edge of their current location, hidden in the surface randomness, and with knowledge
of the pattern would come awareness of what ought to be done.

"Ligten," Kasaly said, her voice breaking into Narin's concentration. "Trouble."

Narin ligened. Kas was right; something had changed on the ship. Somewhere aft, a heavy
clanging started as a bulkhead-mounted piece of gear began to swing from sideto sde. The ship's
roll-the seesaw movement that caused the Dance to tilt from Side to Sde at the same time as she was
pitching up and down-grew suddenly more precipitous. The overhead bulb in the meditation chamber
flickered once, then returned at half strength.

The changein the light brought Tam and Laros out of their meditation aswell.

"Dropped theload,” Tam said. Helooked grave, and with reason. If the Dance lost power, she
lost steering, and if the trawler lost steering, she could turn broadside to the waves-and if that happened,
they were dl donefor.

" Soba knows enough to put out a seaanchor and head her into thewind,” Narin said. "But losing
power isn't the only kind of trouble.

"Could you see anything?' Laros asked.

"| saw apattern,” Narin said. "A made pattern-but not our making. Did any of you fed it?"

"Yes" Kassad. "It'sthe luck.”

The high sound of wind howling in the Dance's rigging penetrated even thisfar down inthe belly
of the ship. The noise made Narin'steeth hurt and her nervestingle. She pushed herself to her feet, ill
grasping the stanchion with her left hand.

"We brought thefish," she said, "and the fish brought us here. Thisisdl our doing.”

Kas shook her head. "No. The luck pattern is different; it's not an echo of our working."

"I'm going topside. | need to talk with the captain.”

"Well comewith you,"” Tam said. "Timeslike this, we need to keep as close together aswe can.”

Narin opened the water tight door of the Circle's compartment and made her way out into the
white-painted passageway |eading aft. Outs de the meditation chamber, the force of the storm was even
more gpparent. The meta skin of the ship trembled with the blows of the waves, and as Narin climbed to
the main deck the rungs of the ladder alternately pressed hard against her feet and then dropped away as
the ship pitched.

The water-tight hatch at the top of the ladder had been dogged down. Narin spun the whed and
pushed the hatch up until it locked. A cascade of salt water, blood warm, splashed over her as she pulled
and pushed her way through-the midships passageway was awash, the water coming in through a
non-tight door on the next level above and pouring down.

Narin helped Tam, Laros, and Kas clamber through after her, then dropped and dogged the



hatch. "Wait for me here," she said. "I'm going up to the pilothouse.”

She climbed the interna ladder to the pilothouse. When she reached the top, she paused,
gppalled.

By the Dance's chronometer the time was il |ate afternoon, but the sky was nighttime-dark.
Lightning camein vivid purple and blue-white strokes, each flash revedling swirling clouds and water
lashed to foam. Salt spray blasted against the pil othouse windows. Somebody had been seasick not long
before; the acid smdll of fresh vomit burned in her nose.

A glance at the barometer showed the needle hard against the leftmost peg. The atmospheric
pressure was lower than the instrument had been designed to measure. While Narin stood there, gripping
a handhold for support, the Dance did into another trough, burying her bow completely in the water.
Then, ponderoudy, sheraised hersdf again.

Captain Sobasat in his chair on the starboard side. He had strapped himself into place and held
onto the chair amswith tight hands. Outsde the windows of the pilothouse the lightning flickered,
providing amost congtant illumination. Thunder roared; wind shrieked in the rigging. The deck ran with
water where the spray was forced past the gaskets of the pilothouse windows.

Narin turned to look at the weether readout. It was blank and dark. "Captain,” she said.

"Helo, Narin," hereplied. "Cometo bring me news?'

"Comelooking for it," she said. "What happened to the weather repeater?’

"Logt it when we lost the antennae. Lost the wireless and the imaging when we found out the hard
way that we had corrosion in the side of the superstructure. A big wave knocked the receiver room out.”

"They dl look like big wavesto me" Narin said. "Anything from the rest of the fleet?"

Firg-Light-of-Morning,” the Captain said. "L ost the signa before we could get aposition on her.
Lost our own communicationsright after that." He peered through the lightning-flashed, water-running
windows. "Not that | have too good an ideawhere we are ourselves, exactly. If there's anything you and
your people can do-"

"Understood, Cap'n,” Narin said, and went back down the internal ladder to where her Circle
waited in the passageway below. "Things are looking bad topside,” she said. "We have to do aworking.”

"Where?' Tarn asked. "Things haven't gotten any better down here, either-word came whileyou
were gone that there's solid flooding below. We aren't getting back into the chamber any time soon.”

"Thenwell do it on the westher decks, out on the fantail.”

"In these seas?' Kas demanded. "WEell bekilled!"

Narin looked at her. "That'sthe point, isn't it?'

"You heard the Firgt," said Tarn. "A storm like this, we won't get away with anything less.”

They shuffled aft, bracing themsdaves with their hands againgt the bulkheads. "What's our
intention?' Tarn asked Narin asthey went.

"The pattern hereistoo great for usto break. We haveto dip it. Not qudll the storm-just bring as
many ships and crews home as possible. That much, we can do."

Larosreached the aft door. "Asthe universe wills" he said, and pulled up the lever. The door
pulled out, sucked by the wind, and dammed againgt the after bulkhead of the deckhouse. The noise was
lost in the clamor of thunder and wind that awaited them.

'Rekhe peered a the ingde of the vehicle. In the light from the Street lamps, he could make out at
least three passengers, al wearing dark green ship's livery piped and faced with dull gold-the colors of
the sus-Dariv flegt-family.

He hegitated, uncertain whether to take the sus-Dariv up on their invitation or not. He couldn't
seetheluck-lines any more. The bright light of the street lamps had dispersed them, or had dazzled his
vision so that he couldn't make them out. But Eladli had a hand on his deeve and was pulling him
forward-she must have found the empty streets more unnerving than shelet on, if the mere sound of a
Hanilat accent could be so reassuring.

He decided to get into the vehiclefirg just the same, so that Eladli wouldn't have to it next to
one of the strangers. Not everyone from Hanilat was afriend, and the sus-Dariv family had no aliance



that he knew of with the sus-Peledaen.

Thetrio in the vehicle were dl young, not much past gpprentice age. '‘Rekhe didn't know enough
about the sus-Dariv markings to be certain of their rank, but they seemed friendly. The one sitting in back
had an insulated picnic-box on the seat beside him-he took out a couple of cans and handed them to
'Rekheand Eladli.

"'Sacold night," hesaid. "Y ou look like you could use awarmup.”

'Rekhe took the can but didn't openiit. "I don't know-"

"What's the matter?' The sus-Dariv's voice took on afaint note of belligerence. "You
sus-Peledaen too good to drink with the rest of us?'

"No, no." 'Rekhe unseded the can and took a tentative swallow. Theliquid inside was hot and
Sweet, with an astringent overtaste and a definite kick going down. It reminded him of the mulled
swestroot cider held tasted once on afamily trip to Eraad's northern interior, only quite abit stronger.
After thelong walk in the cold and dark, the drink felt good. "What isthis? Something loca ?'

"'S'guggle’ " said the sus-Dariv who'd given him the can. " Something like that, anyhow."

"'Guukl,' " said the driver. 'Rekhe thought for amoment that the man was hiccuping, and
belatedly redlized that he must be thelinguist in the group. Not aparticularly sober linguist, however; he
had one hand on the controls of the vehicle and the other wrapped around his own can of guukl .

The car speeded up and dewed around a corner onto another, narrower street. 'Rekhe groped
for safety webbing, but didn't find any. To cover up his nervousness, hetook along pull of the hot guukl .

"That'stheway!" said his seatmate. "Here... have another.”

'Rekhe shook his head, but the gesture went unheeded. Before he could muster amore effective
reply, he had a container in each hand, one mostly empty and the other full.

"I'mMacse," said the sus-Dariv who was handing out the cans of drink. "That's Freo and Tuob
up front."

"I'm Tuob," the driver said. Hetilted back his can of guukl and drained it, then swung the
vehiclesfront door open partway, tossed out the. empty, and reached back to get another can from the
ever-generous Macse.

"Y ou sure you know where the place is?" asked the second passenger in the front seat-Freo,
presumably.

"Yeah, I'm sure,” Tuob said. "Gotta be around here somewhere." He speeded up.

"This doesn't ook like the way to the spaceport,” Eladli said nervoudy. The buildings had opened
out into adimly-lit, monochromeatic tangle of bridges and overpasses. Other vehicles were moving on the
dreetsin this part of the city, but their lights were along way away.

"Don" worry," Macse said. "We're dropping by the party first,'sdl."

"Party?' Eladli's question sounded casual, but the back sest of the vehicle was cramped enough
that 'Rekhe could fed her tension. "Whose?"

"Some of the guys who've been here before," said Freo.

"They rented a place for the week, so we don't haveto stay in the hostdl "

"Th' hostd's a pit," Macse explained.

Eladi giggled. "That'sthetruth,” she said, and 'Rekhe felt her tenson easing. He let himself relax
aswdl-the eiran werefaintly visble again, herein the darkened interior of the vehicle, and hefdt
strongly that following them was theright thing to do. He drank some more guukl .

To hissurprise, thefirst can turned up dry. He put the empty down on the floor between hisfest,
and popped the sedl on his second. The thought occurred to him that not only hadn't he had anything to
drink in along time, he hadn't had anything to eat since breekfast. The guukl was hitting him harder than
he expected, and he liked the feding. So did Elagli, apparently; she was sitting closer beside him than
grictly necessary, with her head leaning on his shoulder.

"Over therel Over therel" Freo shouted suddenly.

Tuaob leaned forward and squinted out the front window. "Over where?

"Therel"

Tuaob cut sharp right into aresidential Side street, pressing Elagli even closer to 'Rekhe with the



force of the turn. The car pulled over to the curb and shut down.

"Yeah," Tuob said. "I knew it was around here somewhere. Come on!"

He led the way up the steps of one of ablock of seemingly identical buildings and knocked on
the door, while 'Rekhe and the other occupants of the groundcar clustered behind him. The door opened
and ablast of hot air, noise, and music came out. The light insde was deliberately low, its obscurity
punctuated by flashes of green and yellow from alight-scul pture in one corner.

"Hey, Strangler-we madeit!" Macse said to the sus-Dariv crew member who had opened the
door. "We brought some friends a ong-sus-Peledaen lookin' for arideto thefield.”

"Comeonin,” Strangler said. 'The party's just getting started.”
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Rekhe and the other new arrivals walked up the steps of the house, and in. The room was
crowded and sweaty-hot, in spite of the cold westher outside, and the music was loud enough that a
normal conversation was impossible. ‘Rekhe found more guukl, in abottle thistime, pressed into his
hand as soon as he crossed the threshold.

"What took you so long?' Strangler yelled at Tuob.

"Duty section's finishing the on-load,” Tuob shouted back. "The last stuff was delayed, so we
didn't have anything moreto do. The Chief let usgo.”

"Great!"

"Two m're daysd liberty, then off't' Rayamet with ahold full of leind'r,” Macse shouted. "I'm
gonna spend both days gettin' drunk and gettin' laid!”

'Rekhe looked around. Not everyone in the room was wearing green-and-gold. A few
tough-looking, young people-locdl, rather than Eraasian, by their features-stood around wearing clothes
trimmed with scarlet sequins and other gaudy ornaments. When one of the women saw 'Rekhe looking at
her, she jerked her head toward a door at the other side of the room. 'Rekhe shook hishead in alittle
"no" gesture and turned away, hisface reddening.

Hefinished his guukl and went looking for another. There was awarming-tub in one corner of
the crowded room; he pulled out a bottle and twisted off the sedl, then took along swalow. A sus-Dariv
gpacer walked over and threw an arm over his shoulder.

"Don't careif you're sus-Peledaen,” the spacer said, "'l say you'redl right!" Hetook abig
swalow of hisown guukl and wandered off again.

'Rekhe looked around for Eladli. He spotted her in the middle of the room, dancing with another
young man in sus-Dariv colors. The dance was avigorous one-and amogt fit the music, which 'Rekhe
presumed was |ldaonese-and sweet had dampened Eladli's curly brown hair so that it clung to the back
of her neck. When the music changed, she broke off the dance with alaugh and headed over to 'Rekhe.

She sumbled ahit, falling againgt him, and he caught her. She hadn't had any moreto eat that
day than he had, he thought, and not much lessto drink. Her arms went around him, and she pressed
close. Her head tilted back, right in front of his, and for some reason he thought that kissing her would be
agood idea.

Hedid, and to his surprise, she responded. When they broke for air about two minutes later,
Eladli leaned againg him and said, "That was nice. Let'sdo it again sometime.”

"You've had worseideas," said 'Rekhe. "We need to keep an eye on Tuob, though. When he
leaves, we haveto go with him."

It turned out that Strangler was the next one going back to the field, with afirst watchin
engineering on the sus-Dariv tradeship Path-Lined-with-Flowers early in the morning. Elagli and '‘Rekhe
left with him. The ride back to the port 'Rekhe didn't notice much. He found that leaning back in the seat
with hisface pointing straight up felt better than looking out awindow. He was aware that other bodies
were on ether sde of him, but he didn't pay much attention.



Strangler let 'Rekhe and Eladli off by the traders hostel. Wearily, they collected the gear they had
left behind in their unused rooms, and trudged back to Ribbon-of-Sarlight just as dawn was breaking.

The prentice-master, syn-Lanar, met them at the top of the ramp. "L ook what the tide washed
in," he said, without visible sympathy. "Inadi, sus-Khagath-are you ready to turn and burn al day?"

'Rekhe struggled againgt ayawn. There was something he needed to remember-something to do
with the luck-lines that had drawn him down the wrong street in the first place. With difficulty, he pulled
the memory out of a confused montage of dance music and guukl and green and yellow lights.

"I heard something,” he said. "That sus-Dariv ship-Path-something-or-other -she'staking on a
cargo of leind'r for Rayamet. Lifting intwo days." syn-Lanar drew a sharp breath and looked a him
intently. "Areyou sure of that?'

"Heard it from some peoplein her crew,” 'Rekhe said. "What's leind'r, anyway?'

"Spun vegetable fiber," said the prentice-master. "On Rayamet they make cloth out of it, or egt it
for breakfast, or something likethat... well need to wake up the Captain and let him know what you've
found out.” syn-Lanar dmaost never smiled, but he was smiling now. "This may be a profitable voyage
after dl."

Narin stepped out onto the deck of Dance-and-Be-Joyful, and into the full blast of the storm.
The humidity was smothering, and the hot wind tore a her hair and sung her cheeks with spray. She
clutched a bulkhead-mounted clest with her right hand to keep her balance.

A wave washed over the deck, parted by the deckhouse and running from the scuppers. The
water was no more than ankle-deep by the time it reached her, but it felt like stepping into abath. Mist
and cloud glowed in the Dance's running lights, and lightning shot through the sky. Theair wasfull of a
cacophony of sound-howling wind, roaring thunder, the boom of seas breaking on the ship.

"Lightd" she shouted back & Tam. "Well need lightd!”

Her Second opened the cover on the eectric switchbox and twisted the watertight rotary switch.
The Dance's aft working lights came up, white glaring bright, shot through with the rain and spray like
glver cords. The storm was not natural, Narin could see that much a ready-though she could not imagine
for what purpose any Circle would have raised such aship-killing tempest.

It doesn't matter, shethought. We didn't ask for the weather, but we've got it. She
remembered her grandmother's stories of the Big Wind of 1034, when three-quarters of the Amisket
fleet had been lost at sea despite the Circle's best work to save them, and the town had taken more than
ageneration to recover from the loss.

Not thistime.

"To bring the ships and crewsto port!" Narin shouted to the Circle behind her, her wordstorn by
thewind. "Joinme!"

Shelet go her grip on the cleat and staggered toward the center of the working deck. Staff in
hand, she planted her feet on the ralling, plunging deck and opened hersdf to knowledge and
understanding. Her staff began to pulse with deep green color in the rain-streaked whiteness of the
working lights. Above her, limned in ghostly blue againgt dark clouds, the Dance's masts and yards
glowed in the coronae of eectric discharges.

"Asthe universewillsit,” Tarn replied. Helet go hisown grip and braced himself againgt the
wind. He stepped aft from the deckhouse, and raised his g&ff. "'l give of mysdf to this.”

Narin let the double-seeing take her. On onelevel she saw Tarn and the physicdl redlity of the
Dance's rain-swept working deck. On another, she perceived the world around her as a network of
shining silver touched with color-the lines of life and luck, that she had set her Circle the task of
draightening and binding for the sake of the Amisket fleet.

Tarn struck at her, and she blocked. The howling wind dowed her arm, but it also ruined hisaim.
The blow was doppy, grazing her shoulder rather than striking cleanly-but the pain it brought conveyed in
aburst of sparksthe line she needed to pull to bring more order to the tangle of lines, confused as a pond
when arock had plungedin.

Double vision became single, and she saw hersdlf at the pond on asunny day, watching the



ripples and the way they crossed and interfered with one another, sometimes gaining strength from the
meeting and sometimes damping one another out. The ripples on the pond were coming from the feet of a
man of brass who stood on the surface of the pond.

Narin stood up-she had been lying on her belly on a dock extending into the pond, looking down
a the water, seeing only the small bit right in front of her face-and stepped onto the surface of the water.
Rings of ripples scattered from her feet, adding to the pattern.

The edges of the pond were beyond her sight. The man of brasswas along way away. Narin
walked on the surface of the water, and it felt soft benegth her feet. She bobbed up and down on the soft
water for along time, until the sky blazed with green light, and something heavy fell againgt her, and she
looked down.

It was night outside of the brilliant circle of working lights on deck. Tarn had dumped againg her,
fdling to the deck, then ralling to the fishrail with the ship's mation, the last of his power given up for the
working.

Her left eye was swollen closed, and her head hurt. She turned to Kasaly and pointed at the
Circlesluck-seer with her staff.

"Bring home the ships and crews!" she shouted over the noise of thewind and the driving rain.

K as stepped toward her, mouth open, shouting back, "Asthe universe willsl™

They crossed staves and continued the working.

Prentice-master syn-Lanar had been right: Captain syn-Avran of the Ribbon was more than
pleased to hear the word that 'Rekhe and Elagli had brought back from liberty. The guardship, having
seen the sus-Peledaen cargo carriers safely away from Ildaon and into the void, turned back to the planet
on business of her own. Shortly afterward, the sus-Dariv tradeship Path-Lined-with-Flowers left 1ldaon
nearspace and commenced the runup for its own entry into the Void.

[ldaon's sun was behind the planet, shining around the edge of the spherein adiamond-ring
dazzle of light. The Ribbon-her active sensors doused, not radiating energy into space-lay in the planet's
shadow, where reflected light wouldn't give her presence away. The other choice would have beento
hang in the sun-flare, where the Path's sensors would be overloaded. One way or the other, dazzle or
shadow, a guardship intending ambush had to choose a place and stay there until itstarget drew near
enough for interception.

'Rekhe and Eladli waited, sweating and anxious, in Ribbon-of-Sarlight's docking bay, drawn up
in forma rankswith the rest of the boarding party. All the boarders carried pikes of steel and molded
plastic, and wore gauntlets and hardmasks over tunics and trousersin customary drab. The hardmasks
provided both safety and, with their featureless black surfaces, afurther degree of anonymity, but
wesaring them was ahot and stuffy ordedl.

It was aso, 'Rekhe knew, adistinct honor for the only two apprenticesin the group, areward for
their dertness and perspicacity in bringing word to the ship of a profitable enterprise. The other boarders
were crew members of several years standing, al with good records. The boarding-chief, aveteran crew
member chosen for his Sze and strength and time in service, ood alonein battle armor at the front of the
party, his pike held horizontaly before him.

'Rekhe glanced up at the fighting bridge, a suspended tracery of expanded metd that ran around
three sdes of the docking bay. The Ribbon's bridge officerswere dl there in secondary conn-closer to
the planned action than the guard-ship's main bridge, the better to maintain contact and control-and the
back-and-forth of their voices carried down to the waiting boarders clustered on the deck below.

"She'scoming on fast.”

"Very well-" that was Captain syn-Avran, sounding cool and decisive "-rotate into pursuit
pogtion.”

"Rotating. Speed matching, set. Vector designator, set. Grapnels, set.”

"Stand by."

"Target in range, request permisson to give chase.”

"Permission granted. Commence chase run.”



Time dragged out. '‘Rekhe fancied that he could fed the Ribbon straining as her engines put on

Speed.
Then, from the sensor operator: " Path-Lined-with-Flowers, in sght." And, like an echo, the
voice of one of the Ribbon's other apprentices, assigned to safety check for the occasion:

"Visud confirm, Path-Lined-with-Flowers. On track for assumed entry point.”

"Excdlent," said the Captain. "Let'stake her."

'Rekhelicked hislips. He could fed the swesat beading up on hisforehead, and wished held
thought to tie aband of cloth around his head before putting on the hardmask, as some of the more
experienced boarders had done. More trickles of sweat ran down his spine underneath the coarse fabric
of the heavy boarding-tunic.

He glanced over at Eladli. Her face was ablur behind the clear black plastic of her hardmask,
and he couldn't tell if she was nervous or not.

Ribbon-of-Sarlight shivered abit asthe guardship'slaterd jets nudged her into a position closer
to Path-Lined-with-Flowers. 'Rekhe tried to stand without fidgeting, and without shifting hisgrip on his
pike, asthe minutes passed and the ships converged.

This part of the chase, as the two ships maneuvered for position in hard vacuum, was the most
delicate and ticklish of dl. The Path would be racing to make her entry point without changing course-a
missed point would mean afouled trangit, and a chance of emerging from the void in uncharted space, or
dangeroudy closeto planetary gravity or the heart of astar. Ribbon-of-Sarlight, at the sametime, was
trying to match vel ocities and achieve linkage with an unwilling target. Any migudgment or failurein
shiphandling could result in crippling damage to either vessdl, or to both.

"L et go the grapnels,” the Captain said.

"Grapndsaway."

'Rekhefet avibration in the deck asthe Ribbon's dectromagnetic grapnels came online.
Immediately afterward came the grapnel operator's rapid patter: " Contact-energizing-postive lock.
Request permission to begin reding.”

Syn-Avran gave acurt, decisve nod. "Red."

'Rekhe braced himsdlf. The two ships married with a solid, deck-shuddering impact. He wavered
dightly, but kept hisbaance.

"L ocks engaged.”

"Very wel," said Captain syn-Avran. "Away boarders.”
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The Ribbon's boarding party stepped up to the lock. The hatch swung open easily under the
hand of the boarding-chief-positive link-up on both ends, thought 'Rekhe, that's good-at the sametime
as Path-Lined-with-Flowers opened up itslock to meet them.

For amoment 'Rekhe struggled with disorientation. The Path's loca gravity was 180 degrees out
from the Ribbon's,, so that he looked up, not across, at three ranks of troopersin the sus-Dariv house
colors of green and gold, drawn up in ranks with their boarding pikes and spears, seemingly hanging by
their boots from the overhead. Their chief, large and rugged in his battle armor, carried apair of attack
swords, one in each hand. Heraised and crossed them in salute.

The sus-Peledaen boarding-chief raised his pike in honor to his opponent, then leapt forward into
the other's boarding bay. Halfway across, the gravity atered on him, so that he appeared to befaling
upward. He twisted in mid-leap, landed on hisfeet and rolled, coming up into aguard position directly in
front of the sus-Dariv swordsman.

"Oh, that was pretty," someone up on the Ribbon's fighting bridge exclamed.

The swordsman struck out, high and low, looking for aquick kill. The boarding-chief jumped
clear and struck the swordsman in the chest with the butt of his pike. The butt wasn't sharpened, so no



decompression occurred, but the blow staggered the swordsman and knocked him backward. The
boarding-chief followed that up with an over-the-shoulder swing of the pike blade toward his opponent's
left davide

The sus-Dariv blocked up and out with hisleft sword and lunged with hisright. The
boarding-chief swung his pike around to take the swordsman's right wrist with his pike staff and knock
the sword away. The blade landed, clanging, on the deck, and the sus-Dariv gripped his remaining sword
in both hands.

Thetwo fighters paused for a moment, taking each other's measure. Then the swordsman
advanced, swinging his blade in ahorizonta figure-eight ahead of him. The sus-Peledaen boarding-chief
blocked, stepped back, and blocked again. But he had the rhythm now. At the next swing, he dovein
under the arcing blade and swung his pike out parald to the deck. The juncture of blade and shaft took
the siwordsman behind the ankles like ahook and pulled his feet from under him.

The boarding-chief rolled over to knedl astraddle of hisfalen foe, produced asmal boot knife,
and made the ritua nick in the other man's armor, high up on theleft deeve, that released the
over-pressured, moisturized air insde. The air escgped in atiny plume of condensing vapor-signa of a
loss, and of avictory.

The boarding-chief got up, hel ped hisformer opponent to hisfeet, and embraced him. Then they
both pulled off their helmets and embraced again, while 'Rekhe and Elagli and the other members of the
sus-Peledaen boarding party pounded their pikes on the deck and cheered.

"Well done," said Captain syn-Avran. "Have the crew rig atransfer tunndl. 1'd like to go aboard
and take their surrender.”

At an order from the boarding-chief, the crew members discarded their fighting gear to Start
rigging the transfer tunnd-acylindrical lock with agtairway in eech sde and arailed plank running
between them, its knurled surface twisting completely around at the midpoint between the two ships. The
captain came down to the lock from the fighting bridge, glancing at 'Rekhe and Eladli as he passed.

"Inadi, sus-Khagath-come along and see how the next part's done.”

The two apprentices followed the Captain through the transfer tunnel to the other ship's boarding
bay, and up the metd stairsto the sus-Dariv fighting bridge. The Path's Captain greeted syn-Avran with
acheerful handshake and a clap on the shoulder.

"Ruje, you old piratel" He pulled a sheet of folded paper out of histunic pocket. "Well, heresthe
manifest. What would you like?' syn-Avran looked at the printout, running his finger down the rows.
"How about dl of your leind'r ?'

"Y ou would pick the lightest, most valuable thing | had... wéll log it as 'captured by freebooters.’
" The Path's Captain turned to his Filot-Principa. "Mugter dl off-watch hands to number three hold to
transfer cargo, and set up the food and drink for the boarders after-party.”

Dance-and-Be-Joyful fought againgt the ongoing storm. The wind howled and cut the tops of the
waves off into flying spray. Narin had lost touch with the passage of time; she didn't know whether the
Amisket Circle had been working for hours, or for only a handful of minutes. The dark sky beyond the
gtark whiteness of the work lights could have been either midnight or a storm-black noon-she couldn't
tell.

A wave over the Dance's quarter smashed into Narin and drove her down to her knees.

The wind's veering. Or we're coming about. Broad-side to the waves, either way. We can't
last long after that.

Streaks of blood swirled in the water that washed over the deck and eddied around her where
she knelt. She forced her eyes, bleared with sweat and salt water, to focus on her surroundings and take
stock. It wasn't good: Kasaly's body rolled amid the dirty water in the scuppers, her bright red hair
floating about her head and her pae eyes staring up at thework lights. Narin didn't remember killing
her... only the flow of energy channeled into the struggle to bring Amisket's ships and sailors hometo
port.

This stormistoo strong. We should have found a way through it without the need for such



a sacrifice.

But Amisket'sfleet would live or die astheir Circle worked for them, and Narin could not give
up. If thetrawler sank, there would be no going home anyway.

Narin struggled to her feet. She hurt dl over, and her bresth came with difficulty. Kas had fought
well in theworking, after dl. Laros wasthe only one remaining, and he might be the last of the Circle left
dive after her own degth.

And what is the fleet to do, she thought, when the one becomes none and no power is left-
what besides sink, drown, and be lost?

We are their Circle. We cannot allow it.

Staggering as the ship rolled, she found her footing on the deck. Laros stood beside the
deckhouse, his black robe whipped about him by the wind, with one hand on avang and the other
grasping his saff.

"Cometo me!" Narin shouted. Her voice rasped in her throat. She could fedl the words, but
scarcely hear them. Thewind tore them away as soon asthey |eft her mouth. "Finish theworking! Bring
the fleet home!"

"Astheuniversewills" Laros said-at least, his mouth moved with what could have been theritua
phrase. The shrieking wind and the Dance's creaking lines swallowed up al sound, leaving nothing but
the motion behind. He stepped forward and raised his staff.

Narin waited. Shewasdl but donein; it could have been her lying in the scuppers and not Kas, if
one blow or another had gone differently. She had no energy Ieft for a strong assault.

Laros attacked; she blocked. And so the fight began. She let her awareness |eave the physical
world of the ship and the storm and go out into the network of silvery linesthat wove about her. This
would be her last ffort to pull them in, her last attempt to il their fierce chaotic lashing. Her energy
would go to Larosin the end, and the keeping of the Amisket fleet with it.

The eiran shone with an eerie and uncommon brightness. She had never seen them glowing with
such intengity; from what source they were receiving their energy, she could not tell. Shelet hersdlf go il
further from the physical world, into the world of vision and metaphor that was the heart of the working,
and saw herself standing aonein alandscape of frozen mountains and bare rock.

A howling filled her ears, and she turned. The path ahead of her was blocked by a mortgaunt out
of legend, alooming reptilian cresture dl claws and fangs and oily leather hide. She had no need to guess
at itstrue nature. The mortgaunt was the storm, the deadly menace that she needed to subdue. And it
was Laros, aswell-offering up the energy of hislife, for Narin to take and work into ship-luck and
harbor-luck to save the fishermen of Amisket.

She knew without looking, asif it were apicture in her memory, that they were dl behind her,
Captain Soba and the others, along line of sailors on the seaward cliffs over Amisket, with asheer rock
face on one side of them and a deadly abyss on the other. She was in the lead, and the mortgaunt
blocked her.

A rumble of rocksin the vision brought her abruptly out to the rea world. The rumble wasthe
sound of the Dance's laboring engine, and the vibration through her boot soles was answered by a
humming from the trawler'srigging. Narin had spent most of her adult life at seg; eveninthe midst of a
working, that sound could draw her attention.

The main yard, the one that provided the high attachment point for the trawler's nets, was
bending, whipping back and forth in the storm blast, and the wire ropesthat held it vibrated like plucked
grings.

She cried out involuntarily. An ingtant later, the yard cracked and fell, and the lines running
through itsblocksfell with it in atangle. The whole mass crashed downward and swept aft acrossthe
working deck, striking Laros and bearing him outboard.

He arched backwards, his mouth open in a scream-his back must be broken, Narin
thought-then he, the lines, and the yard vanished together over the sde. The Dance's engines seized as
the tangled mass hit the screws.

Narin felt the surge of energy from Larosslife flow upward, surrounding the ship, filling her.



"Now!" she shouted; and Laros, dying, shouted with her mouth. Then she entered thevision
completely, grasping the eiran, pulling them, using the strength of her body and mind to open a pathway
through them. She had al of Laross energy now, and she used it asrecklesdy as she did her own,
holding nothing back from the desperate effort.

And the eiran began at last to answer to her will. The opening wasthere, agap in the web of
tangled slver. Sheturned to the line of sailors on the cliff of her mind and beckoned them through-across
the shingle and the falen rock, toward the glowing lights of home so far away.

Path-Lined-with-Flowers set out the boarders after-party in the empty cargo space that had
formerly held bdes of leind'r. The sus-Dariv crew members put together makeshift tables out of crates
and pallets and | oaded them down with food and drink-a great deal of drink. Degp bowls of red-wine
punch aswim with ice; strong, eye-watering spiritsin thick-sided glasses; bottles of cold Eraasian beer
and hot I1daonese guukl . Someone from the Ribbon brought over astack of musicringsand a
dataplayer, and someone e se from Path-Lined-with-Flowers wired the output into the compartment's
main audio. Musi ¢c-loud music-bounced off the overhead and filled the space with abuzz of echoes. All
the light sources had been covered up with red and blue filtersthat shifted color randomly asthe
vibrationshit.

'Rekhe felt young and awkward. He hadn't gone to parties like thiswhile hewasliving at homein
the house of his brother, and somehow he'd ended up at two of them within the past three days. His
mood wasn't helped by noticing that Elagli didn't seem to fed awkward at dl. She was dancing with
Macse from the Path under one of the spots of changing light, and laughing at something held said.

| wish somebody thought | was witty. 'Rekhe thought, and drifted over to the refreshment
table. He pulled abottle of guukl from the warmer and popped thelid.

The hot spicy drink went down as easily asit had before. By the time the warmth had spread to
hisfingers and toes, he was feding more cheerful. He finished the guukl and started another one.

"Hey, sus-Pdledaen!” It was another of the sus-Dariv crew memberswho'd given him and Eladli
aride on lldaon-Tuob, thistime. "Anybody traded with you yet?"

'Rekhe shook his head. So far the guukl was only making it spin alittle. "Nobody's asked me.”

"Who needsto ask? Y 'just come up to them like this'-Tuob gave 'Rekhe a clap on the shoulder
that nearly felled him-"and y'say, 'Hey, got anything? Go ahead-try it."

'Rekhe took aswalow of guukl and tapped at Tuob's upper arm with hisfist, "Hey," he said.
"Got anything?'

"Sure do. Tekealook at this." Tuob reached into his shirt pocket and took out afolding knife.
Red and blue light shifted and reflected off the polished metd case, which had the words "sus-Dariv's
Path-Lined-with-Flowers' engraved on it in flowing script. He pressed it into 'Rekhe's hand. "Family
gpecia. Nameonitand dl. 'Syours.”

"It'stoo good-I can't-"

"Toolate," said Tuob. ™Y ou got it now. Trade me something back-'s how it's done."

'Rekhe pondered for amoment, his thoughts somewhat hampered by guukl -induced fuzziness,
then pulled off his quilted red and blue ship-jacket and held it up. "It's got my name on the pocket. Isthat
dl rignt?’

"It'sfantastic,” Tuob assured him. "I'll show it to my girl back home, and shéelll know | had some
redl excitement on thisrun. You got agirl?’

"Ah... no."

"What about th' curlyhair you had with you back in port? Sheisn't your girl?"

'Rekhe shook hisheed. "Last time | saw Elagli she was dancing with Macse."

"Macse'sdready got agirl," said Tuob. "Got acouple of girls, in fact. Y ou want to dance with th'
curlyhair, you go find her and ask.”

"Y ou think shewould?'

"Sure shewould. Saw her kissyou, back on Ildaon. Some places, girls don't kissyou like that 'til
youremarried.”



'Rekhefinished his guukl a one draught. "If you'll excuseme..."

He made hisway through the press of bodiesin the Path's cargo bay to the cleared space that
served as adancefloor.

The music changed, and it took him aminute to spot Elagli sanding with Macse at the edge of
the crowd. Quickly, before his nerve could give way, he went up to her.

"Do you want to-1 mean, may | have the next dance?"

Her smile was even warmer and more dizzying than the guukl had been. " Of course.”

Taking hands, they stepped into the dance. Eladli was soft and graceful, and her hair smdlled like
flowers. 'Rekhe could have danced with her forever, and felt a stab of disappointment when the music
ended.

"Let's go back to the Ribbon" she said.

"Now?' Hetried to think of some excuse to keep her at the party so he could ask her to dance
again. "Have you done any trading yet?'

"Macse gave measus-Dariv bracdet,” shesad. "So | gave him my Ribbon-of-Sarlight
keyholder with the thumbprint lock. | think he wanted something elseingtead, but | didn't fed like giving it
tohim."

She smiled at 'Rekhe again, and his head spun. "I'd rather go back to prentice berthing and giveit
toyou."

VIl : Year 1117 E. R.
Eraas Demaizen Old Hall
Arvedan House

Hanilat Starport

When the fleet steamed back into Amisket, Narin lya discovered that shewas ahero. The
Storm of 1116, product of amassive weather system raised by the Circles of the drought-stricken
antipodes, had raged up and down the length of the VVeredden Archipelago for three days. The
townspeople of Amisket had feared that the fishing shipswerelog, taking their families and thetown's
livelihood with them. The people were grateful-exceedingly grateful. For weeks afterward Narin couldn't
pay cash money for as much as ashodlace, and haf adozen children were named after her in thefirst
month aone.

Shewanted nothing to do with any of it. Halfway through the second month, shetold the town
council of Amisket that they would haveto find anew Mageto head their Circle for them. Then she took
passage to the mainland on the packet-boat that brought the weekly mail, and waked inland from the
coast.

She had no clear idea of where she was going-except away from Veredde-and she wandered
the by-roadsfor amost haf ayear. The Circles she came acrosswould give her hospitality, and
invariably wished her well, but none of them offered her aplace. Always, after aday or two, or a most a
week, she would thank them politely and move on.

Onthefirst warm day of spring, she wasin the Wide Hills didtrict, walking beside the highway
running out of Demaizen Town. She'd heard rumors, over the past months, of anew Circle forming in the
area. Maybe they would have aplace for aMage who understood the work of aFirst-al the work' of a
Firgt, down to the bitter last of it-but who didn't want to do it ever again.

Shortly after sheld turned off the highway onto the road leading to the Hall, she heard the sound
of agroundcar's engine, and atruck bearing the logo of a prominent medica-services firm overtook her
and dowed to astop.

Thedriver caled out the window, "Isthisthe road to Demaizen Old Hall?"

"l think s0," she said. "Back in town they said to turn at the stone gate, and that was a stone gate
back there. So ether thisisthe right road or were both lost.”

"Y ou're going to the Hall? Might aswell ride the rest of the way with me. I've got addivery to
make up there."



She climbed into the passenger-side seet. "What are you delivering?' she asked, asthe truck
began rumbling once again up thelong dope.

"Medicd aiketen,” he said. "Top-line traumaunits. Not something you ingtdl in somebody's
basement every day, let metdl you."

"Arethey going to the Demaizen Circle?'

"That'sright. Completeingdlation, fully instructed and fully stocked.”

Narin wasimpressed. Medicd aiketen cost agreat deal of money-the Amisket Circle had made
do with the fishing fleet's ancient basi c-services modd, which only worked haf the time and was
chronicaly short of supplies. If the Demaizen Circle was equipping itsdf with afully functioning infirmary
tucked away in the basement, they could push their workingsto the limit.

The Hall itsdf turned out to be large and imposing-big enough to hide adozen infirmaries and not
fed crowded-but Narin was more interested in the Mage who came out to meet the driver of the ddivery
truck. Shewaited, standing alittle to one side, while the driver identified himsdlf to the Mage asaperson
authorized by the company to unpack and ingtall its products, and the Mage identified himsdlf as'Y uvaen
syn-Deriot, Second of the Demaizen Circle. The driver and the Second signed and countersigned half a
dozen different papers; when the driver put away his copies and began offloading, Narin came forward.

"They told mein Demaizen Town that therewas a Circle forming here" she said. "Isthisso, or is
there only you?'

"Mysdf and the Firg, for now," Y uvaen admitted. "But Garrod haslarge plans.”

Narin looked at the truck full of crates and boxes. "'l can seethat. Isthereaplacein your Circle
for aworking Mage?'

"Areyou asking on your own behdf, or a student's?’

"My own," shesad. "I'm Narin lya, from Veredde-"

Hiseyeslit with recognition at the name. "The First of the Amisket Circle," he said. "The onewho
saved thefishing flest.”

"Saved thefleet," she sad, "and broke my whole Circledoing it. I won't lieto you, Syr
Second-of-Demaizen-"

"Yuveen."

"-Syr Yuvaen: My luck isnot good. Y our First may want nothing to do with me."

"For what Garrod hasin mind, he needs strong Mages,” Y uvaen said. "If you're determined to
leave Amisket-"

"l left Amisket half ayear ago. | didn't want to live there any more."

"Were the people that ungrateful ?' he asked.

"Far fromit," said Narin. "They thanked me until | was sck of hearing thewords. But | had no
Circle-Mages |ft, and no wish to find more and train them, then spend their lives all over again the next
time the sea decided to take them. And nobody in the Idands would come to Amisket and have measa
Mage working under them-they dl said it was not right, when | had been First in Amisket for solong.”

Y uvaen amiled. "Comeinsde," hesaid. "If you are determined to put away rank and join with us,
there are things about the Demaizen Circle that you need to know."

Death syn-Arvedan was the odd one out, in afamily where everybody else's future was settled.
There was an older brother, who would who take the greater part of the family landsin the district; and
there were sters both older and younger, the one dready married into awell-off loca manufacturing
family, and the other bound to Hanilat for advanced schooling in the stargazers disciplines. For him, there
remained afew smaller parcels of land-enough to rent out for amodest income, but too scattered to
make up asngle holding-and funds sufficient to educate him in whatever professon he might find
atractive.

The problem was that he had no inclination toward such alife. When he returned to Arvedan at
the conclusion of hisbasic schooling, he wanted nothing more than to stay there. He found himsdlf, after a
few weeks, expostulating in vain upon the subject to his brother, who cornered him in the herb garden
near the orchard and demanded to know-as one who would someday be the head of the syn-Arvedan
linein histurn-when Dédath planned to make up his mind about things.



"l don't want to go back to school and spend another six or eight yearstraining for something |
don't want to do when I'm finished," Dd said. He had hisback set firmly againgt the sonewall enclosing
the small garden with its patches of sweet and pungent flowerings. "I like it here.”

Inada gave an exaggerated sigh. "Y ou can't Say here, Del. Thereisn't anything for you.”

"| thought-maybe-1 could help you, eventually. With thefarmsand dll. It'salot of work..."

"No."

His brother's reply came out flat and unadorned by polite qudification. Del looked at him and
saw at last-clearly and unmistakably-the thing that he'd been working hard not to see for dmost the past
ten years. Inadd truly liked his younger brother, and wished him al happiness and prosperity in whatever
life Delath should choose, but Inada would not cede any part of the syn-Arvedan inheritance, once it
was his. Even the drudgery of landwork, which Del would have gladly undertaken just for the chance to
stay here in the one place which was best-loved to him on al Eraas, wasto be his brother's, and his
brother's aone.

"l understand,” Ddl said. The wind across the herb garden shifted as he spoke, bringing with it the
ticklish scent of summer tartgrass-ever afterward the smell of it, in akitchen or amarket or even &t table
with friends, had the power to make him fed a stab of unexpected sorrow. "I'll think of something else,
then. But it'smy life weretaking about-let me have alittletimeto decide.”

The streets of Hanilat Starport bred their share of orphans and runaways and nobody's children.
The Port Street Foundling Home didn't tekein al of them-no single ingtitution could-but for those
unfortunates who. fell within its geographical bounds, it provided food, clothing, safety, and the rudiments
of an education. Most of the youngsters thus rescued were duly grateful, or at least had the good senseto
pretend gratitude.

Ty was one of the other ones. He had been not quite aday old when a security guard working
for one of the Hanilat shipping firms heard him crying in atrash bin out back of awarehouse. Because it
was the middle of the week when he was found, the warden entered him on the Home's master roll
amply as Ty-atraditiona use-name for children born on that day. Family and family name he had none,
and the Home could not give them to him; he therefore gave the Home nothing back in return, least of all
respect.

It was purdly by good luck that he wasn't in trouble on the afternoon when the Mages came to
speak to the middle-grades assembly. He'd been in trouble only the day before, cast out into the hallway
for drawing insulting caricatures on sheets of notebook paper, then making them into darts and sailing
them-with merciless accuracy-onto the desks of their targets. On this day, however, he was alowed to
filein with the rest of his class and take his place on the third bench from the front, in between Geaand
Ismat and close under hisingtructor'swatchful eye.

Ty's good behavior was dready wearing thin. This assembly promised to be another dull one,
like the time the man from Hanilat City Council came and talked for an hour about city government. The
bench was hard, and Ismat was so broad in the bottom that he filled a place and a half on it, pushing.

Ty over towards Gea, who had sharp elbows and used them vigoroudly.

Ty was about to retdiate-amove that would undoubtedly have seen him exiled again to the
hallway-when the warden came out onto the stage and said, " Good afternoon, students. For today's
assembly we have Syr Binea Daros and Syr Dru Chayad of the Three Street Mage-Circle, who've come
hereto tell us about their work."

The Mages turned out to be a man and awoman in ordinary street clothes. If it hadn't been for
the short wooden staves they wore fastened to their belts, they would have been indistinguishable from
the great mass of petty shopkeepers and office workers in downtown Hanilat.

Ty found them fascinating.

Not for what they said-they talked about doing luck-bindings for the neighborhood association,
and about helping the City Guard with searches and investigations, none of which interested Ty very
much-but for the way they moved. All the other people he had met so far in hislife moved asif they were
half-blind to the rest of the world, pushing through the shining interconnected web of things as though no



part was red except the tables and chairs and walls of it, leaving tangles and disarray behind them. The
Mages moved like people who saw the connections.

At the close of the program the two Mages sparred briefly, and the whole assembly drew breath
when the staves began to glow. Ty, watching asif transfixed, saw more. The blows and blocks and
countermoves and parries were pulling the web tighter, drawing it up whereit had grown loose and
mending it where it was broken. He wondered what the purpose of it was, other than the simple beauty
of the doing; then it wasfinished, and he understood.

Nets and webs were made for catching things, and this one had caught him.

The summer had just started. Del had promised his brother that autumn would find him astudent
again, on hisway to alifetime of doing... hedidn't yet know what, except that it wasn't what he had
always desired to do. The monthsin between would be the last he'd ever spend at Arvedan as someone
who had theright to live there. When he next came back, he would be only another guest.

He was surprised, therefore, to find that staying home was dmost unbearable. The knowledge
that he would soon have to leave pressed down upon him so strongly that he might as well have dready
left. He endured two miserable weeks pretending that nothing was wrong; then he gave up. He got out
the frame backpack and the pair of stout boots he had used for expeditions with his school's
wildlife-observation club, and told hisfamily that he intended to occupy himself for the rest of the summer
in exploring thelocal countryside on foot.

Nobody protested or tried very hard to dissuade him. The roving-trailsin the district were
long-established and clearly marked, and the area was well-supplied with campgrounds and overnight
hostels. Delath would be only one young person among many who had decided to spend the holidays out
on theroad.

He was strong, and his endurance was good. By the time haf the summer was past, he was out
of hishome didtrict atogether. As he penetrated farther into new territory, the countryside grew wilder
and more open, the hillsrisng and the horizon growing broader as the continent doped inexorably
upward into the northern highlands. The trails were more rugged than the ones that he'd explored closer
to home, and the hostel s fewer. Most of the campsites provided flat ground and afire-pit and little more.

De thought of spending the remainder of hisholiday in the Wide Hillsdidrict, navigating with
map and compass from landmark to landmark, but if he was going to makeit back to Arvedan on
foot-as he had, somewhat irrationally, promised himsdlf that he would-he didn't have thetime. He
estimated that he could spend one last night deeping out in the hills before turning back.

Maybe, he thought, he could explore the Wide Hills roving-trails during next year's holidays. It
would give him something to look forward to while he was studying to become abanker or alegdist or a
city resources developer.

Hislast campstein the district was asmdl, unimproved patch of level ground high up onalong
hillside overlooking arolling plain. He pitched histent, and boiled enough water over his pocket-stove to
cook a packet of dried noodles and steep a cup of uffa. That done, he should have crawled into his
deep-sack and rested for tomorrow-but tonight, for some reason, he was wakeful. He sat cross-legged
on the ground next to his extinguished pocket-stove, and looked out at the landscape and the evening

Ky.

The plain below him was largely empty, marked into fieldsfor crops or grazing, and divided by
the darker and lighter lines of paved and unpaved roads. Demaizen Town, which he had hiked through
yesterday, lay somewhere just below the horizon to the south and east. The only habitation in view wasa
stone manor house, identified on his map asthe Old Hall, and marked by the symbol for alandmark
building in disused or unoccupied condition.

The sun went down and the sky changed from pale date blue to a purpler velvet, and then to the
dark blue-black of early summer night. The stars came out, great shoals and drifts of them-the same stars
he'd seen every night during the past few weeks, but more dazzling tonight, somehow, and more
numerous. When the silver lines gppeared and began to coil and twist among them, he thought at first that
he was watching an aurora display, of the sort that he'd read about in school but never seen.



He watched, fascinated, asthe display grew brighter and more intense. Then he saw that the lines
of dlver were not in the sky alone, but curving and looping across the plain below him-asilver tracery,
like writing in some ancient and esoteric script. The lines branched and spread and came reaching up the
hillside and out toward the horizon, until he sat in the middle of atangled network of slver.

This, he thought, still dazed by the beauty of it al, isn't the aurora.

One of the cords began to shine till more brightly, asif hisredization had givenit akind of life.
The qudlity of its glowing substance dtered dightly, so that it seemed to shimmer with arainbow
iridescence, and he found that he could pick out its peculiar shifting colors no matter whereit went in the
pattern of light that now surrounded him.

Hewas saized by the unshakable conviction that this rainbow linewas, in somefashion, his. He
rose from where he had been stting, and followed the glowing thread down the long hill and out onto the
plan.

It led him onward, wrapped and entwined in slvery light, from dusk dmost to midnight, across
the open fields and down the deserted roads until he came to the door of the Old Hall. He pulled on the
rope for the doorbell, and listened as footsteps came to answer the deep metallic note.

The door of the Hall opened. The stocky, dark-haired woman who stood on the threshold wore
ablack wooden gteff at her belt. For amoment he thought that it was arover's cudgel, and that she was
only asummer vagabond like himsdf. Then helooked again a the way the silver cords wreathed around
her where she stood, and knew that she was a Mage-and that he, who had never come any closer to the
Circlein Arvedan than it took to wish them well a Solstice and Y ear's-end-had followed the eiran to
Demaizen Old Hall so that he might become aMage aswell.

VIIl : Year 1118 E. R.
Eraas: Hanilat Starport

In the year 1118, Arekhon sus-Khalgath's fleet-gpprenticeship came to an end, and he returned
to hisfamily'shousein Hanilat. After two yearsliving in prentice-berthing on Ribbon-of-Sarlight,
'Rekhe found the sus-Pel edaen town house in Hanilat to be echoing and empty by comparison. The
spacious building was occupied in this generation only by his brother Natelth and his Sster |sayana-both
of them considerably older than he was-and by the aiketen that |sayanabuilt and instructed. At the
moment, as'Rekhe stood in the corridor outside of Natelth's study, there wasn't even an aiketh to keep
him company. Hewas, for amost thefirst timein months, completely aone.

He knocked on the door. Natdlth's voice, muffled by the thick wood, said, "Comein.”

'Rekhe obeyed. The room he entered was furnished in dark, polished wood-everything solid and
proper, like Natelth himsalf. A deep bay window looked out over the streets of Hanilat as they doped
away toward the port.

In times pagt, the head of the sus-Peledaen could have overseen the landing field from that
window, and the shipyard where the fleet-family's star-going vessal s took shape within their greast metal
cradles. These days the office towers of Hanilat's business digtrict blocked the view, and most of the new
congtruction took placein orbital facilities, but Natelth kept the room's arrangements as fie had found
them, out of respect for tradition.

Two armchairs and an uffa table stood in the window alcove, but they were unoccupied and
likely to remain that way-for this meeting, Natelth sat behind his desk with athick folder lying onthe
desktop in front of him. '‘Rekhe suspected that the folder held the hardcopy records of histime with the
fleet; Natelth didiked posturing too much for him to be toying with somebody el se's papersjust for the
effect.

"Allow meto commend you," Natelth said formaly, "on the successful completion of your
prentice-voyage. Thefamily is pleased to have you back with us." He paused and looked & 'Rekhe
gravely over the closed folder. "We need to devote some thought to your future career. Prentice-master
Lanar of the Ribbon speaks highly of you-your voyage was an excellent one by anybody's standards-and
Captain syn-Avran states that he would be willing to advance you to Navigator-Tertiary on merit aone,



regardiess of your family.”

"I'm honored," 'Rekhe said.

"Y ou should be. Lanar, in particular, has been quite critical in years past of inner-family scions
who turn out, in hiswords, to be a dead waste of an apprentice billet.”

There was adistinct sour note in Natelth's voice on the last phrase. 'Rekhe wondered if, perhaps,
his brother had once encountered the rough side of Lanar's tongue himself. Surely not... though Lanar
was old enough. ..'Rekhe found the possibility amusing, and strove with some difficulty to keep his
thoughts from showing on hisface.

"It wasthe Ildaon thing," he said, "with sus-Dariv's Path-Lined-with-Flowers. But that was
modtly luck."

Natelth shook hishead. "I'd cdll it keen ears and quick thinking, if the report istrue, but | won't
deny that syn-Avran believes you're alucky man. Another reason he wants to advance you, in fact."

That was the opening that 'Rekhe had hoped for. "If I'm aluck-maker, then | belong with the
Circles, not on shipboard. Wild luck is dangerous.”

Natelth looked resigned. "Y ou haven't changed your mind, then."

"We had an agreement,” 'Rekhe pointed out. "Do my duty, make my prentice-voyage, and |
could join aCirclewith your good will and free permission.”

"I'd hoped that the time with the fleet would change your mind on the subject.”

"I'm afraid not,” 'Rekhe said. "It's not the fault of anybody in the fleet-if | weren't going to the
Circles, I'd take Captain syn-Avran's advancement and be happy to do it.”

"l understand,” said Natdlth, though 'Rekhe didn't think heredlly did. "syn-Avran'slosswill have
to betheflet-Circlesgain.”

"Ah... no. | don't think that would be agood idea." Thiswas going to be the tricky part; 'Rekhe
would haveto be very careful. "Going to the fleet-Circle, | mean.”

Nateth frowned. "Why not? Y ou've trained with them before, and at least that way you'll till be
inthefamily."

"That's the problem,” 'Rekhe said. "1 am in the family. Too much in thefamily; it wouldn't befair
to therest of the Circle, having me around.”

"Hmph." Natelth shoved the folder aside and |ooked at 'Rekhe. "Disgppointing, but | can see
your reasoning. Do you have another Circlein mind, then? Just so long as you don't go to another of the
fleet-families..."

"Y ou know | wouldn't do that. I'll look around; there are dways new Circlesforming and old
Circlesneeding tofill aplace.”

Asthe oldest child of hisfamily's senior line, Kiefen Diasul was supposed to study trade and
manufacturing and the keeping of accounts, the better to oversee hisfamily's mercantile interests. To the
delight of hissiblings and severd cousins, however, Kief had adamantly refused to learn any of those
things. He attached himself ingtead to the Indtitute of Higher and Extended Schooling in Hanilat, where he
worked in the stargazers disciplines; and heleft hisfamily atarsfor the workings of the Mages.

The Circle he joined was a quiet one, associated with the Hanilat Institute and drawing most of its
members from the students and faculty. The school grounds and buildings were quiet, and theloca
population was more-or-lesswell behaved. The Ingtitute Circle had not needed to perform agreat
working for more than a decade, afact which Kief found reassuring.

It was true that he had the Mage's gift-he could see the eiran glowing like silver threads, and
could act in concelt with the Circle to make the threads weave according to his desire-but he had no urge
either toward heroics or toward changing the shape of the universe. He was content to help perform the
small rituasthat kept the Ingtitute happy and secure, a the same time as he used the school's massive
telescope and its equaly massive multiple-node house-mind to weatch the distant stars.

The gars, in the end, were hisundoing.

From hisfirst years with the Ingtitute onward, he had studied the problem of interstellar
navigation. The star charts used by the fleet-families, he would admit when forced to be polite, were



marvels of practicd utility. They combined observed data from known locations with markers|left by
Void-waking Magesto produce atool upon which hundreds of spacefarers daily wagered their livesand
fortunes. A good enough tool, and safe enough. .. but Kief nevertheessfound it, as an, intellectud
congtruct, aestheticdly displeasing.

"There's no predictability,” he complained, not for the first time, to the fellow student who shared
his cramped office space at the Ingtitute. "Until some Void-walker makesit there and back, we don't
have amarker. And if we don't have a marker, we can't send aship. And if we can't send aship, we
don't have observed data... and if we don't have observed data, then the points on astar chart might as
well berandom imaging artifectsfor dl thetruth in them.”

His office-mate, Ayil syn-Arvedan-whose own fidd of interest was the less emotiondly taxing
question of interstellar gas clouds-shook her head. "I'll grant you that it's not elegant-"

"Elegance doesn't come anywhere near it," he cut in. "If logica processes were pieces of string,
this one would be a mended bootlace.”

"-but it works."

"So does the bootlace, if you don't pull on it too hard.”

He pushed his chair back from adesk covered with sheets of printout material, stacks of tiff
plagtic charts, acombined chart-reader and house-mind interface, and a half-dozen empty paper cups.
Kiefen Diasul wastdl and gangling, with long, light-brown curls dready turning an early grey, and an
abundance of nervous energy that expressed itself in quick, jerky motion. The cramped, windowless
office didn't give him much room to pace, but he used dl the room that he had, moving restlesdy from the
desk to the bookshelves to the uffa pot on its ceramic heater.

He pulled down another paper cup from the dispenser and filled it with the pale yellow liquid. It
was lukewarm, as usud. "There should be away to make the charts give us hard numbers and not just
probabilities... hard enough numbers that we can use the charts to reach places we haven't yet been.”

Avyil looked a him asif he had produced the last piece of an especidly intriguing puzzle. "That's
theimportant part for you, isn't it-the 'never been before thing?"

"Yes," headmitted. "It's hard for some people to understand. Y ou... your family iswhat?'

"Country," shesaid. "Land."

"Then they wouldn't know. And the City-professionds.. . they don't know either. But the Diasul
aretraders and manufacturers, and we come up againg it al thetime.”

"Up againg what?"

Kief made an impatient gesture. "How dow it dl is" he said. " So many stars-so many planets, if
we only knew how to reach them! So many worlds waiting for trade. And the fleet-families own them
al”

"Not redly,” shesaid.

He gave her ascornful glance. "They own the charts and the routes and the ships, which amounts
to the same thing. But that's not the worst of it. They own dl the Void-walkers, too."

Avyil blinked, gtartled. "I didn't know that. | thought-"

"-that the Circles did their work for its own sake?' He was pacing in earnest now, his paper cup
of uffa forgotten on acorner shelf. "Once, maybe, but not any more. The only Circlesthat do serious
exploration are the ones attached to the fleet-families, and the fleet-families don't want new worlds
opening up faster than they have shipsto trade with them... and nobody designs ships or builds shipsor
lifts ships except the fleet-families. So it's dow, too dow. Not enough trade, not enough redl data coming
in to make the charts useful for anybody outside the families. It'slike choking to death when you know
theroomisfull of ar.”

Avyil was undiscouraged by histirade. "I was going to say, | thought there were still independent
Circlesdoing work likethat."

"Nameone"

"Demaizen,” shesaid. "My brother Del isworking there, and he saysthat Garrod-"

Kief hdtedin hispacing. "Garrod."

He'd heard the name before-had, in fact, more than once regretted coming to the Ingtitute too



late to talk with the man who boreit. Garrod syn-Aiga had been the Ingtitute Circleslast Void-walker,
with areputation that had not faded in the years since he lft the Ingtitute and took the Second of the
Cirdedongwith him.

"ThisDemaizen,” Kief demanded. "Whereisit?'

"In the country," she said, and added, before he could expostulate further, "1 have the address.”

'Rekhe met with Eladli Inadi on the third morning after the end of their prentice-voyage. Hisfirst
day back in Hanilat had been filled with dl the rituals of homecoming: The gregtings and exclamations
about hisincreased height and strength and presumable maturity, the dutiful presentation of flowersand
incense a the family atars, the welcoming feast. Isayana had ingtructed the kitchen-aiketen in theidentity
and preparation of al hisfavorite dishes, and 'Rekhe had been obliged to eat heartily.

On the second day had come the discussion with Natelth. By thetime that bit of family business
was over, Eladli had packed up her gear and left Ribbon-of-Sarlight. It took 'Rekhe most of the
afternoon and evening to find her again, and to set up arendezvous at the sculpture fountain outside the
Five Street trangit hub.

'Rekhe arrived at the meeting place early, but Elagli was dready there, Sitting on a stone bench
and watching fresh water rise up from the pool and tumble downward over the fountain'stall abstract
shapes of stedl and bronze. Unlike 'Rekhe, she still wore the sus-Peledaen blue and crimson, now with
the piping and emblems of aFlot-Tertiary.

He sat down beside her on the bench and put an arm around her. She leaned her head against his
shoulder, and they sat that way for severa minutes without speaking, while the rented groundcars came
and went in the lot acrossthe plaza, and the city busses rumbled up to the curbside, disgorged their
passengers, and moved on.

"How did it go?' shesaid at last.

"Natelth? Better than I'd hoped, actudly.”

She chuckled, awarm throaty sound. "Y ou weren't really expecting your brother to order you
into the fleet, were you?'

"Mmh," 'Rekhe said. "Natelth's stubborn if you hit him wrong. If held taken it into his head thet |
was crossing him outright..."

"He couldn't have stopped you."

"No, but I might have had to leave thefamily atarsfor red if it cametothat.”

"But it didnt," shesaid. "So where are you going?'

"| have aletter of introduction from the fleet-Circles First to another Circle out in the Wide Hills
didtrict.”

"That'salong way from Hanilat."

"It's shorter than the far end of atrading voyage,” he said. "And | didn't have much choice.
Garrod syn-Aigd isthe only Void-walker | know of who isn't bound to one of the fleet-families. Hewas
working at the Ingtitute when we left Eraas on the Ribbon; | thought he'd still be there when | came
home."

"But he wasn't, S0 now you're going away to-where in the Wide Hills, exactly?"

"Demaizen.”

"Never heard of it... you will write me aletter oncein awhile, won't you?”'

He smiled and drew her closer. "Only if you promise to write me letters back."

IX:Year 1122 E. R.

Eraas: Hanilat Starport

Aregil Hiring Hall

Beyond the Farther Edge: An-Jemayne

The Port Street Foundling Home kept the children it took in until they reached the age of legd
employment; resources did not exist to shelter them further. The warden made every effort to find some
kind of work for those who departed, but not al of his efforts were rewarded with success.



In spite of Ty's unpromising origins, nobody expected him to be one of the warden's difficult
cases. He cameto what would of necessity be hislast year at the Home easy in heart about his future
path. He would leave the Home and its school for the fellowship of the Three Street Circle,

He had, by that time, worked with the Circle for haf a dozen years. From the early days when he
had been awide-eyed youngster coming around once aweek to watch the Mages at their staff practice,
to the present, when he was spending al of hisfreetimein their company. He had learned how to use the
smple visuaizations and meditations, and had begun to practice regularly with-though he did not yet
own-a short wooden staff. He had not taken the fina step that would mark him asaMage forever, the
act of joining his strength and will to the Circleslarger intent, but he knew that the day would come soon.

When the warden called him to the office one afternoon close to the end of theterm, Ty fet no
particular twinges of unease. He hadn't been a discipline problem-except sporadicaly, and in the usua
proportions-for years, ever since hed found out that the Mages wouldn't let him study with them on those
dayswhen he had falen from grace. He'd learned to keep up his classwork for the same reason; he
never became one of the Home's shining academic lights, but he did well enough to stay out of trouble.

The office wasasmall, worn room on the first floor of the Home. It had seen anumber of
different wardens, and a generation or more of such interviews asthis. Theimmaterial dust of all those
past conferences lay thick on the cabinets and the chairs and the wide wooden desk; Ty considered
saying as much aoud, but after amoment's thought decided not to bother. The warden, who saw the
physica world and nothing more, would only want to have someone come around with adampened rag.

Ty took the plain wooden chair across the desk from the warden, folded his hands, and waited.
The warden looked at him for amoment, then pulled a sheet of paper put of alarge grey folder.

"It'stime we talked about your future,” the warden said.

It was hisinvariable opening line for an end-of-school interview. The Home's dormitory
comedians had been doing parodies of it for decades. Ty had learned sense, if not respect, over the
course of the past few years, and kept his amusement to himsdif.

"Yes, dr," hesad.

The warden cleared histhroat. He seemed ill-at-ease; Ty, noticing this, felt adistant, festhery
moment of gpprehension, quickly suppressed by aclear conscience.

"Weadl thought,” the warden said, "that once you left, you would be going to join the Three
Street Circle.”

The moth-like touch of apprehension returned, stronger thistime-thought? would be?-but Ty
said nothing and strove to keep his bearing serene.

"I was hoping to go there," he said. In spite of hisbest efforts, hishandstightened. "Istherea
problem?’

"Well, yes... they say they can't haveyou.”

The apprehension wasn't alight and far-off thing any longer; it settled in Ty's somach like ablock
of lead. For the past Sx years, ever since the day when he had first comprehended its existence, he had
bent himself toward asingle goa. Now-if that effort was to be rejected-he wondered if he had
accomplished nothing except to make himself unfit for anything dse.

He swallowed. His mouth felt dry insde, like paper. "Did they say anything about why?"

"Umm... yes." Thewarden looked again at the sheet of paper he'd taken from the folder. "The
First gpologizes on behaf of the whole Circle, but he saysthat they're not brave enough to teach you."

Ty sared a him. "The First says what ?'

"Ligten." The warden read aloud from the paper. " "We are, honesty compels me to admit, a
minor neighborhood Circle with no ambition to become anything more. Y our student Ty has aready
learned those things which we can teach without bringing him completdly into fellowship with us; but to
take that final step would, | fear, push our Circle onto a path which we do not have the strength to walk
al theway totheend.""

"Wheredo | go now?" Ty whispered. His eyes burned with the effort of holding back the tears of
shock and betrayd. "What can | do?'

For amoment the room darkened and he saw the bright cords of lifelike arrows piercing him



through hands and heart, straight and hard. Then he blinked and the visions vanished, though not the pain
they brought with them.

"WEell find aplacefor you, of course,” the warden said, not noticing Ty'swords or the blackness.
"Hereisaletter of introduction for each of the two hiring hdlsin Aregil. A strong young man willing to
work should be able to get by there while seeking other opportunities.”

Karil Estisk turned down her lamp. The rainy night outside was only city-dark. The lights of
An-Jemayne, her own lamp multiplied athousand thousands of times, reflected off the bottom of the
low-hanging clouds and turned the sky a sullen charcoal color. The street lights along the road outside her
gpartment building shone upward, patterning her calling with the shadows of tree branches outside and
lace curtainswithin.

These daysthe planetary newswas full of stories about heightened tensions and the chance of
renewed conflict to come. So far, though, Karil hadn't seen areturn to the blackout nights of her early
childhood, when she and her family had dept in the bomb shelter more often than not. If she were lucky,
shed be back into space and away before things got that bad again.

Maybe | should close up the apartment for good this time, she thought. | can always rent
another oneif | have to.

Shefound the idea depressing. She didn't like the thought of becoming like the older spacers, the
onesfrom her parents generation and before, who did their best to live their lives outsde of atmosphere
and never went dirtsideif they could helpit.

Karil turned away from the light and went back to her treadmill. She used the machine whenever
the cold or rain- made running outside too uncomfortable. A professional spacer needed to keepin
shape. In an emergency on shipboard, the strength and reliability of her own body might be the only thing
that would prevent disaster. Karil thought about disasters alot, trying to work through what to do in each
event, s0if thered thing ever happened sheld be ready.

Her brother told her thinking about things might make them happen... or maybe things that were
going to happen made people think about them first. When he talked that way, she wasn't dways clear
on what he meant. She didn't think that he was, either.

A knock sounded at her door. Karil switched the treadmill off. She wasn't expecting avisitor,
and thiswas hardly the hour for a stranger to arrive a anyone's home. She hurried over to the security
flatscreen that showed the view outside her main door. The screen showed static snow. Therelay ill
hadn't been repaired. She made amental note to file another work order with the house management.

The knock sounded again.

"Damn,” Karil said, hunting around for a shirt. One of the benefits of living on an upper floor was
that no one was likely to be standing outside her window, and she liked to exercise toplessfor the sake
of freedom of movement. She pulled on thefirg shirt she found-an oversized stretch-knit with the Swift
Passage Freight Line's logo screen-printed on the back-then went over to the door and peered out
through the vision prism.

Someone was waiting-atal, fair man dressed in black, carrying along wooden staff. With an
exasperated sigh, Karil opened the door.

"Lenset," shesaid. ™Y ou have some nerve showing up after everything you put Mammaand
Daddathrough.”

"Weall choose our own paths."

"Pompous, aren't you? Come on in before somebody seesyou. That would be dl | need, for the
neighborsto know that | get vidtsfrom religiousfanatics.”

"Your roomsaretoo smdl," hesad. "Let'swalk."

"It'scold outsde. And wet."

"Not that wet. Let'swalk. | have some news."

Karil sghed again. "Oh, wdll, if you must." She set the thumbprint lock to positive, pulled down a
heavy jacket, and followed her brother back out into the hallway. She closed the door behind her and
asked, "Whereto?"



"Around. Wherever the spirit of the universewillsus."

"Stop talking that way."

"l won't argueit, not tonight,” Lenset said. He walked ahead of her dong the hallway and down
the stairs-the elevator was stuck again-until they cameto the street.

"How did you get in?' Karil asked, breaking the silence a last out of curiosity. "The front door's
only supposed to admit residents.”

"If | explained it to you you'd only get angry,” he said. He nodded to the right, where a paved
sdewak bordered the building's outer wall. "That way."

"Y ou haven't changed,” Karil said. Her breath steamed in the cool air. She started out walking at
abrisk pace, forcing Lenset to lengthen stride to catch up to her, and willed her teeth not to chatter.
Sheld just gotten warmed up, and thiswas not her idea of the way to cool down. "Come on.”

"I haveajob," Lenset said, after they had walked for awhilein silence.

The worgt thing about him, Karil thought, was that it was impossible to predict what held do. She
hated that.

"Good," shesaid doud. A hoverbus clamored by on their Ift, itsinterna lights showing seats full
of deepy passengers, its Sde paneslit up with advertisng dogans. "That means you won't be asking me
for money. Thistime.”

"Aren't you going to ask mewhat kind of job it is?'

"If itisn't dropping frittersin aquick-lunch booth, I can't imaginewhat it might be." She looked at
hisgt&ff. Do you haveto carry thet thing around with you?"

"Itsasymbal," hesaid.

"So's everything, with you. Y ou're dying to tell me about thisjob-you cameto see meinthe
middle of the night, you were so damned excited. Sotalk.”

"Councillor Demazze'shired me."

"You'rekidding." Therichest, the most powerful, the most mysterious and reclusive member of
An-Jemaynes entire ruling dite. If Demazze ever |eft the city, the pressdidn't report it. Karil didn't think
that they would dare. "Does he know about your little hobby?'

"I think it'swhat got methejob," Lenset said. "Either that, or | got it because you're my sster.”

Karil didn't know how to respond. The whole idea of someone like Demazze paying attention to
her-of even knowing about her-was downright unnerving.

The main road was coming up just ahead, with itstwin lines of illuminated signs. Mogt of them
advertised one vice or another, al the way from gluttony to drunkenness and avarice. They were getting
near the starport strip now, and away from places where smart people walked alone at night. Karil
avoided this area as much as possible; whenever she needed to get from her apartment to the port she
used the direct underground shuttle. Lenset, of course, could walk through all sorts of squalor without
even noticing it was there. She supposed the staff was protection for him. Not even criminad scum liked
to dedl with someone who openly proclamed mentd ingtability.

This part of An-Jemayne was one of the pre-war areas that hadn't been bombed, and the lack of
renovation showed. One sign showed amug tilting back to a man's mouth, over and over. Karil
wondered how theilluson of liquid vanishing into his gigantic maw was done. Holos, she supposed, but
the picture didn't have the typica holo fuzziness.

So, wasthisamechanical? She let her mind travel that way for abit, in order to avoid thinking
about her brother's news. It was bad enough that Len was here at dl. To have him bear the newsthat a
member of the shadow government knew of her existence wasworse. Most people-those with an
average supply of sense, anyway-tried to escape the notice of the powerful.

"Demazze asked alot of questions about you," Lenset said findly. "And he asked metodo hima
favor. Toask youto doit, that is."

"What kind of favor?' Karil felt ashiver that wasn't related to the air temperature run down her
back. This sounded like politics, and it sounded like Len had finaly done something too stupid for her to
get him out of, and had capped it by dragging her in after him.

"Hesad to do thisonly if you wouldn't tell anyone whereit camefrom,” Lenset began ominoudy.



"Cut out the drama, would you?"'

"l can seeyour heart, and..."

"Cutit out, | said."

A rising whine of traffic told Karil that crossing the street would be dangerousiif they hesitated.
She grabbed her brother by the right arm, being careful not to touch the staff he carried in that hand, and
pulled him acrossto where alighted dley showed signsfor gamblers and usurers. No one was visible out
on the street, which was ablessing.

"Oh, dl right," Lenset said. "He wants you to take an envelope, and put it in the Captain's safe on
your ship.”

"The ship doesn't have asafe

"Wdll, wherever the Captain puts the papers that only the Captain can see.”

Karil fought against a sense of reief. It wasn't unknown for crew membersto keep their personal
papersin the ship's strongbox, since most regular berthing compartments didn't have much by way of
secure storage. So Demazze's favor wasn't impossible. She rather wished that it had been; then she
would have had aplausible reason for saying no.

"What sort of story am | supposed to tell the Captain?’

"Y ou'rethe resourceful one," Lenset said. "Make something up.”

"To save you the trouble of making it up beforehand?"

"l dontlie

"No, you ask meto do it for you. What's this envelope got in it, that Demazze wantsto hide it
away likethat?"

"l don't know." Lenset reached into the inner pocket of his black tunic and withdrew adim
ydlow rectangle. "Here."

Karil accepted the envel ope reluctantly, then stood for amoment turning it over in her hands. The
envelopeitsalf could have come from any stationery store; what made it unusual was what had been done
to it afterward. Someone- Demazze himself? she wondered. Who knows?-had marked the yellow paper
with apattern drawn in black ink: A series of marks, some unique; some repesting, with looping swirls
and crooked lines throughouit.

She tapped the pattern with one finger. "What's this? Second place in the 'design a bad border'
contet?'

"If it's so bad, why would it get second place?"

"Becauseit's 0 bad. Once the envelope'sin the Captain's strongbox-assuming that | put it there
instead of tossing it into the nearest trash compactor the instant you're out of sight-what then?"

"Then nothing. Forget it even exids. Leaveit."

"Right. Leaveit. Len, areyou doing anything illegd?"

"Nothing that isn't for the greater good of the universe. | can fed thewinds of chance...”

"Oh, giveit abresk,” Karil said, cutting him off. " So you don't know whether it'slega or not.
Lensg, if you get into trouble from now on, Demazze will haveto bail you out himsdlf. I'll hold this
envelopefor you, and that'sit."

"That's good enough.”

"I'm going to regret this someday, | know | am... what am | supposed to tell the Captain?

"Councillor Demazze has great confidencein you."

Karil suffed the envelope under her jacket. "All right, | have it. What €lse do you want to talk
about?"

"Nothing," Lenset said. "'l haveto go now-Demazze will want to know that everything isin
order."

He stepped aside, then seemed to fade away between the circles of light from the streetlamps.
Karil looked after him for amoment, then turned back toward her apartment, trying to walk rapidly but
confidently, asif she passed through mis neighborhood unmolested every night of the year.

Underneath her jacket, the stiff corners of Demazze's envel ope poked at her skin like little paper
knives



Aregil wasacommercia segport on the northwestern shore of Eraad's primary continent-not the
largest port along that coast, but not small ether, as citieswent. Ty had never visited the place, nor did he
know anyone who had. At the end of the school term, he packed up his clothing and his few possessions
into an issued rolling case, received histicket of leave from the hdl porter, and waked through the main
door of the Home for thelast time.

His path to the public transit nexus took him past the renovated office building on Three Street
where the Mages had their residence and workplace. He passed by without stopping, but anutter at the
back of hisneck made him turn. A woman was following him, running: BineaDaros, from the Circle.

"Wait!" she cdled out after him. " Stop! "

He kept walking, outpacing her easily in the crowded street. "Why should 17!

"You don't understand... we have aletter..."

"I have enough letters dready,” he said, and didn't look back again.

Instead, he hastened onward to the ground-transit depot, where he exchanged some of his
school scrip for aone-way ticket to Aregil, with atransfer at Nakkad. He spent the trip, three days on
hard seets, looking out the window at the passing scenery: First the city, then trees, then the bare rock of
the mountains and more trees. At last, under aviolet sunset, he scood on the Long Pier at Aregil,
watching the sun fall away from himinto the sea.

The hiring halswouldn't open until morning. The cash that came with histicket of leave would not
last much longer, even with stringent economies, but he needed a place to stay. He found onein acheap
hotel near the waterfront, an establishment that took cash in advance by the day in return for aworn key
to abare room and a narrow bed.

At dawn, under asky of red and black clouds, he rose and took histhings with him to the first of
the two Aregilan hiring hdls. Hisletter of introduction gained him admittance, and in the morning light he
saw that the hall was crammed with men seeking a day's wages. They packed the wooden benches that
ran dong the wals, and filled the ranks of molded plastic chairs set up in the center. Thewdlsthemsaves
were acream color, curdled by age, with brown-painted wainscoting that wouldn't show marks.

From time to time other men-better dressed than those who waited-camein and paid their fees
to the clerk. Then they would point a one candidate or another, and the waiting laborer would rise and
follow. The process went more rapidly than he would have thought; before long, the sun was up and
shining in the front windows, and the hdl was al but empty. Nobody was |eft except for Ty, Sitting srictly
upright with his case tucked away for safety behind his knees, and afew old men, broken down by drink
and age, adeep on the benches.

An hour passed, then two. A fly buzzed, and behind the service window the clerk rustled paper
and clicked away at his keyboard. Ty's mouth felt parched, but he was too proud, or too stubborn, to
ask where he could find water. The shadows moved across the floor as the sun moved outside. Toward
noon the shadows faded as the sun was obscured by gathering clouds, and arain squal lashed against
the windows.

The door of the hall opened and awoman stepped in out of the rain. Foul-weather clothing
muffled the lines of her body, and the rainwater dripped from her heavy woolen cloak and made dark
spots on the floor. She went straight to the clerk’s station and spoke with him briefly, then cameto stand
infront of Ty.

"Do you want ajob?" she asked.

"Yes. I'mjust out of school in Hanilat, and | need ajob.” Then, remembering his manners, he
added, "Maam."

"I'm afraid | can't offer you work," the woman said. Her hand reached benesth her cloak and
emerged holding ashort staff of dark wood, bound with silver. "But-on behaf of the Demaizen Circle-l
can offer you aworking. Will you comewith me?'

"Yes" hesad.

X:Year 1125E. R.



Ayara: Beshkip
Erasd: Demaizen Old HAll

The offices of the Zeal ous Endeavor Manufacturing Company occupied atdl building in the
industria city of Beshkip on Ayarat. The tower overlooked afactory complex whosetall stacks sent up
columns of white smoke &t the level of the upper windows. Far below on the roadway, ranks of heavy
ddivery trucks waited their turn at the shipping docks. Farther out on the edges of the industrial park, the
cooling pools and the generator buildings sent up their characteristic plumes of vapor into the cool
morning ar.

Nefil Kammen had a suite of rooms high up on the monoalith'sinward-facing side, as befitted a
risng member of the firm's hierarchy. A wide, uncurtained window gave him an unrestricted view of the
whole operation. Today, however, al his attention was on Jaf Otna, and the bad news that Jaf had
brought from Ayarat Spaceport.

"The shipper saystheresno mind-gd."

Kammen regarded Jaf with amixture of incredulity and dismay. "What happened to al the stuff
we ordered?’

The mind-gel wasavita part of Zed ous Endeavor's operations. Without a steady supply of the
quasi-organic substance, imported from Eraas at considerable cost, loca production of high-standard
house and ship mindswould be impossible. Inorganic components, while available on Ayarat, wouldn't
function reliably at the level needed to interface with the Eraasian standard.

"I know we ordered it,” Kammen went on. "1 signed the requisitions mysdlf. So what happened?’

"Pirates." Jaf's voice dill held traces of his native lldaonese, making it hard for Kammen to tell
whether or not the younger man believed what the shipper had told him. Jaf's narrow face and grey-green
offworlder eyes made reading his expression equdly difficult. " The shippers were hit by pirates.”

Kammen snorted. "Weve al heard that story before.”

"It's covered by insurance. And theré's plenty of mind-gd for sderight herein Beshkip, if we
don't care too much about its pedigree.”

"I'll bet my paycheck againgt yours," Kammen said, "that most of it comesfrom our own
shipments”

"Y ou're probably right. Do you want to get some anyway?"

"The dternativeis shutting down theline." Kammen leaned forward across his desk. "I'll bet you
again, Jaf, double or nothing, that the pirateswho lifted our mind-gel have the same name as the shippers
wehired to carry it."

"No bet. Aslong aswe need imported materia, we're vulnerable." Jaf's voice and posture
changed subtly-the voice dropping in both tone and volume,, while Jaf leaned forward, closing the
distance between himsdf and Kammen. "Some of us have been... discussing... the situation for awhile

Kammen's own voice dropped in response. "And did you come to a concluson?’

Jaf said nothing for amoment. Then he rose abruptly, walked over to the window, and looked
out.

"The problem," he said, gazing down at the parked trucks outside, "isthe star-lords. They don't
do anything more for us than our own truck drivers do-they move goods to the market. What would we
doif our driverswere stedling some of our loads and sdlling them on their own?”

"Discharge them,” said Kammen at once. ""Punish them. And hire new ones moreto our liking."

"So we would," agreed Jaf. He turned away from the window and looked at Kammen directly.
"Why shouldn't the same hold true in the case of the star-lords?”

Kammen laughed without humor. "It'sthe 'hire new ones part that's the problem. We both know
the next fleet-family we contract with will bejust as bad asthe last.”

"Then maybeit'stime we broke them all.”

"Let'snot talk about that in here,” Kammen said quietly. "Too many ears. You and | and Riet
need to get together one of these days, though, and talk it over. In the meantime-let's buy some mind-gdl.



Draw the money from the generd fund.”

"What about the insurance?' Jaf asked. The inflection and posture of intimacy were gone, and
everything was business once again.

"Useit to get anew supply shipped in. Let's seeif the pirates hit this one, too."

The Circle at the Old Hall bought most of its perishable supplies a the shopsin Demaizen Town,
but at least once a month somebody had to rise before dawn and take the groundcar over to Bresekt to
buy staplesin volume. Narin, whose turn it was this month to make the run, had filled the groundcar's
rear seat and its cargo compartment with everything from jugs of laundry soap to boxes of dried
high-protein noodles. Eight people involved in strenuous mental and physica discipline could run through
an amazing amount of both of those commaodities, and othersaswell.

The journey and the shopping put together took up most of an entire day, and asusud it waslate
afternoon before Narin returned to the Hall. She maneuvered the groundcar into its sheltered placeina
converted outbuilding, then cut power and got out.

She picked up acouple of the jugs of soap, those being the nearest things to hand, and entered
the Hall by the rear door that led to the kitchen. Y uvaen syn-Deriot was there when she camein, pouring
hot water through aleaf-strainer into ablue pottery mug. The sharp scent of pale spring-picked uffa rose
up from the steaming mug and pricked a her nodtrils.

Y uvaen looked up as the kitchen door dammed shut behind her. "How was Bresekt?' he asked.

"Crowded," she said. She st the two jugs of soap down on thetile floor near the airsto the
laundry room. "Noisy. Like dways. Want to come help me unload the rest of the stuff?"

"Of course" hesaid.

Severa minuteslater, the groundcar was empty and most of its contents-till in bags and
crates-had been transferred to the kitchen's central worktable. From there, Narin and Y uvaen began the
task of sorting through the purchases and stowing them in their appointed places,

"Ten cansof diced nelath fruit in heavy syrup,” Narin said, removing the itemsin question from
the bag and passing them to Y uvaen one by one. "Thethird cabinet from the | eft, under the counter.”

"Wedill havefour cans of neiath fromthe last time," Y uvaen observed as he bent to put the fruit
avay.

"Everybody likesit. And it kegps"

"A good point." Y uvaen straightened, and added, in the same tone as before, " Garrod thinksit
might betimeto nameaThird for the Circle."

Narin didn't look up from the bags on the worktable. ""Four bottles of dish soap, two bottles of
shampoo... those go updtairs... Garrod's probably right.”

"| thought it might be agood ideaiif | talked with you about it first." Y uvaen stashed the dish soap
underneath the main sink next to the floor cleanser and set the bottles of shampoo aside on the counter.
"What do you think about taking on the rank yoursalf?"

She shook her head. "'l haven't got the luck for it. Or the nerve, at my age.”

"There's nothing wrong with your nervethat | can tell. But you know best about your luck.”

Y uvaen paused. "That leaves us with a choice of Ddl or 'Rekhe, or maybe Serazao."

"Not 'Zao," Narin said at once. "She'stoo rigid. Shelll keep the workings anchored aslong as
she'sgot breath, but she doesn't have enough imagination.”

"So it comes down to Delath and Arekhon.”

"Unless Garrod'swilling to wait for Ty to get quite abit older,” she said. "And if waiting werean
option, we wouldn't be having this conversation in the first place, would we?!

"Probably not,” Y uvaen admitted. "But since we are having it, how do you read our two
possibles?’

He waited, saying nothing, while Narin unpacked an entire crate of breskfast supplies-porridges,
fruit jelies, flaked grains, quick-hesting baked goods in long-term storage pouches. Findly she said,
"De'seadier, in someways, but..."

"Youdont think hesup toit?' Y uvaen sounded a bit surprised, which confirmed Narin's



suspicions about which candidate the Second himsdlf favored. "He got histraining right here, after dl.”

"Which meanshe'salot likeyou. And like Garrod. If you're serious about bringing inaThird,
you'll need someone with enough difference to balance things out.”

"That's why we thought maybe you-"

"No."

"l suppose not,” Yuvaen said. "But | don't know if Arekhon's strong enough for the job, either.”

She abandoned the bags of groceries and faced the Second squarely, her feet set apart as though
she braced herself again for balance on the Dance's moving deck. "Y ou asked my opinion, and I'm giving
it to you. '‘Rekheisn't asolid rock like you are, or like Garrod is, or like Del. HE'sthe water that goes
around the rock, maybe, or the wind that blows acrossit-and believe me, Y uva, because | know it, wind
and water are strong enough to outlast all therocksin theworld.”

Jaf Otnd returned to his own office suite in the Zeal ous Endeavor Building, full of awarm sense
of satisfaction with theinterview just past. He wasn't surprised to find hisfriend Riet waiting in the inner
office when he arrived. Riet was the firm's chief economic forecaster, and would have heard about the
mind-gd problem from his own sources dready-and he knew how long Jaf had been waiting for such an
opening.

"Do you think Kammen went for it?" he asked as soon as

Jaf had shut the door behind him. Riet was Ayaratan by birth, and had little patience with subtlety
and indirect maneuvering. Hed wanted to broach the matter of the star-lords to Kammen severa months
ago, but Jaf had counseled him to be patient.

"I believe hedid,” Jaf replied. He walked to his desk, picked up a black onyx
puzzle-paperweight and started to play with it. The desk toy was both complex and delicate-a good
metaphor, he reflected, for any number of thingsinlife. "But were il talking about a course that might
destroy the company. We could wind up sdlling fruit pies on street corners, or worse.”

"Or we could wind up richer than even the star-lords could imagine,” Riet said. "But someone,
somewhere, hasto make astand-and if we're the oneswho lead it, then well be running Zedlous
Endeavor when the star-lords have dl gone begging.”

Jaf regarded the chief forecaster thoughtfully. "Don't you think the people on the top floor will
have something to say about that?'

"I don't think the top floor needsto know too much.”

"What areyou saying?'

Riet began ostentatioudy counting on hisfingers. "I'm saying that al our communications pass
through satellites owned by the star-lords-all our essentia raw materials move from planet to planet
through the star-lords-d| our finished goods move back to market again through the star-lords-and the
star-lords have enough money to hire the very best in traitors and espionage.”

Jaf nodded. "Y ou have apoint. Severa points. | think we can bury our efforts somewherein
your research budget, at least for now."

"Then well need to seeresultsin the next two or three quarters.” Riet thought for amoment. "I
can giveyou something, | believe."

"Good. Meanwhile, I'm going to take aleave of absenceto clear up some family matters-and
vigt with afew close friends-back on I1daon.”

Riet gave him adubiouslook. "Riding with the star-lords?"

"If the star-lords ever find out about this conversation,” Jaf pointed out, "riding in my own
groundcar won't be safe. Don't worry about me thistime, though. By the time the star-lords notice that
something unusud isgoing on, I'll be back."

"Good luck to you, then. Lunch today?"

"Theusud place”

Riet |eft the office. Jaf watched him go, then glanced down at the black onyx puzzlein hishands.
At some point in their conversation, he had did the last piece into place and locked it down.

"S0," hemused doud. "Weredoingit."

He looked out the window, away from Beshkip toward the distant mountai ns obscured by



industrial haze. The project was not, he thought, impossible. The star-lords bought their food somewhere,
they bought their steel somewhere, they sold their pirated goods somewhere, and they did their banking
somewhere. And somewhere-in one of those places, or in another-they would have to be vulnerable.

He sat down the puzzle and touched the desktop switch that reactivated the room's voice
Sensors.

"I need to take extended persond leave," he said to the office-mind. "A matter of family
obligation. Get me passageto |ldaon, first available transt. Make reservations for lunch today et the
Windflower, two guests. And purchase two hundred Eraasian tons of mind-gel, local spot market price,
immediate ddivery.”

"Return from lldaon?' the room inquired.

Jaf thought for amoment. "L eave that open.”

Xl:Year 1125E. R.
Eraas: Hanilat Starport

Natelth sus-Khalgath, senior in the sus-Peledaen line, waited in his study to receive hislast caller
of the afternoon. His darkwood armchair, and the guest chair that complemented it, occupied the bay
window at the front of his study. On the low table between the chairs, a polished copper pot stood on
tripod legs, alump of solid alcohol burning initslower tray. A pair of crystal glasseswaited for Nateth to
fill them with the fresh-brewed drink.

There was aknock at the outer door. Natelth raised his voice enough to carry through the thick
wood. "Comein."

The door swung open, and his brother entered.

Arekhon had changed in the time since he had | eft the fleet for the Demaizen Circle. Hed
abandoned the family colorsfor plain black and white, and wore his dark hair long after the country
fashion. Even the short staff clipped to his belt was nothing more than a cubit and ahdf of polished
wood, chastely ornamented with slver wire. Some things remained the same, however: Asusua, '‘Rekhe
had delayed his courtesy vigt until near the end of the working day, but not past it, a calibration too
precise to be anything but ddliberate.

Typical of him, Natelth thought as he gestured his brother into the empty chair. Squeezing the
family into the thinnest possible dip between daylight business and his own pleasure.

For amoment Natelth consdered inviting Arekhon to join the household at dinner, purely for the
sake of throwing hissibling's plansfor the evening into disarray, but discarded the idea as unworthy of the
head of the sus-Peledaen.

" 'Rekhe," he said. "We haven't seen you in Hanilat for quite awhile. Isayanaworries that
sus-Demaizen holds you on too short aleash.”

"We keep oursalves busy, I'm afraid,” Arekhon said. "Isafretstoo much." Theimplied rebuke
had not escaped him; Natelth watched the awareness of it show briefly in hiseyeslike a spark from grey
flint, and felt pleased.

Natelth waved ahand toward the copper pot. "Will you join mein aglass of red?’

"Of course." Arekhon's pleasure seemed genuine. "There's never anything but pae at the Hall, for
some reason.”

"I'll have the kitchen make you up a package of decent leaf before you go.”

"I dowell enough with theyellow," Arekhon said. He picked up the glass that Natelth had filled
for him, and sipped at it. Fragrant steam curled up from the hot liquid; heinhaed it and et out a
contented Sigh. "But if it makes 1sahappy, I'll take some of the house mix back with me to Demaizen.”

Again, Natelth raised hisvoice. "Kitchen, do you hear?'

The voice of the kitchen replied over the household command circuit. "l hear.”

"There; it'sdone." Natelth turned back to his brother. "What brings you into Hanilat this
time-more errands for sus-Demaizen?'

"Not precisdy.” Arekhon was |ooking pleased about something; pleased and excited. "I had



business of my own to setin order.”

The phrasing, coupled with his brother's expression, made Natelth uneasy. He frowned. "Is
something going on & the HAl?"

Arekhon gave afractiona shrug. "Only the usud.” Histone was unconvincing. After amoment's
pause, he added, "Garrod's decided to name aThird for the Circle."

"A Third," Natelth said. That would explain much. He turned a sharper eye on his brother.

" o7

"y es"

"Isayanawill be proud.”

Thelr aster would dso, Nateth thought, come close to worrying herself sick. Not dl Circleswith
anamed Third did dangerous work-sometimes the honor was merely away to spread out the drudgery
of adminigtration-but Garrod syn-Aiga sus-Demaizen had kept his Circle with only a Second for aslong
as Natelth had known of its existence.

Something momentous, then, was going on at Demaizen Old Hall. Natelth wasn't surewhat to
think about that. Hard enough to look at Arekhon and see an ordinary Circle-Mage: 'Rekhe wastoo
young, almost a generation younger than Natelth or Isayana, and he possessed not the least vestige of
seriousness. To see him as one of the ranking Mages of a Circle, with dl that such anameimplied, was
something that Natelth found dmost impossible,

A rush of questions pressed againgt his closed mouth. He swallowed dl of those which it would
have been undignified for him to ask, and which Arekhon-being aMage, and therefore no longer under
hisfamily's authority-had no obligation to answer, and said only, "Other than leef, isthere anything you
require by way of foodstuffs?'

"We are quite wdl supplied with al we need,” Arekhon said, abit tiffly, asif sussDemaizen's
ability to providefor his Circle had been cdled into question-asindeed it had been. "I should be going.”

"Sit, git," Natelth said, half afraid that his brother would rise and depart without further ceremony.
The Mages were an odd lot, and not bound by the usua rules of courtesy. He leaned back in his chair
and regarded the younger man patiently for amoment before speaking again.

"Y ou know thet al of our family's resources lie beneath your hand. Surely there is something?”

"Perhaps one thing," Arekhon said.

"Nameit. Itisyours.

"The charts. All the stars, dl the worlds. | want to take copies back to the Old Hall."

At that moment, Natelth was aware that he had been maneuvered into the offer. Not
dishonorably, not by trickery or force, but maneuvered al the same.

Hedid not dlow hisfaceto show any change. "Y ou have them," he said. "And now, comejoin
mefor dinner. Y ou mugt; the family will wishto seeyou.”

At least, Natelth thought, not allowing hislipsto curve either up or down, | have paid him back
in small part. Whatever plans he has for the evening are now disrupted.

Eladi Inadi paused at the entrance to the Court of Two Colors. Night had fallen outside; within,
dozens of lamps on tal wrought-iron polesreflected like stars off the crystal dome of the Court. The
waters of the centra fountain rose skyward and fell again to their hidden sources, mingling and interlacing
inthe ar aove the pooal, and throwing back the lamplight in aglitter of refraction.

A discreet scan of the room reassured Eladli that she had come dressed appropriately for the
place and the occasion, in atailored outer-dress over satin leggings, dl in dark blue piped and lined with
crimson. Not afleet uniform, but near enough that the garments felt comfortable to somebody who had
worn the sus-Peledaen livery since her apprentice days. That the colors also looked well with her fair
skin and her loosg, light-brown curlswas a pleasing bonus.

One of the Court's servitor-constructs glided toward Elagli acrossthe black and white tiles that
gave the establishment its name. The aiketh's counterforce unit kept it hovering a hand-span above the
floor in spite of itsmass. A red light glowed ingde its smoky black housing asit spoke.

"Bewelcome, honored one. Are you awaited here?"



"Arekhon sus-K halgath sus-Peledaen,” she said. "He reserved atable earlier.”

The aiketh hummed and flickered-communi cating with the Court's main intelligence, Elagli
supposed. The makers of the Court's aiketen had done their work well; when this one spoke again, its
artificid voice held a carefully-congtructed note of polite regret.

"Lord sus-Khagath begs that you will take your ease a the chosen table and await his coming,” it
sad. "Matters at the house of his brother force him to delay.”

Eladli suppressed asmile. So Natelth got you for dinner after all. | told you he would.

"Il wait," shesaid.

The aiketh led her to atable near the fountain. Clear water, fed by the Court's own spring, fell
plashing into the basin and filled the air with acool mist. Green and blue fernsin tile planters muted the
sounds of the Court and gave theillusion of aprivate grotto.

True privacy could also be had here, for, those who desired it, but for now Elagli had no
objection to being seen. Arekhon might have left hisfamily atars-such asthey were, Natelth never having
struck her as especially pious-and gone off to the Mages, but there was no estrangement. Word would
get back to the sus-Peledaen fleet that Pilot-Ancillary Inadi, daughter of a greengrocer and aphysician's
assstant, nevertheless dined at the Court of Two Colors with amember of the family's senior line, and
those who might have opposed her future promotion would speak abit more civilly to her theregfter.

You're a clever man, 'Rekhe, shethought, and a good friend to boot. Whatever you've got in
mind thistime, I'll help you if | can.

The aiketh brought her a crystal goblet of woodflower cordial and abowl of candied fruit, and
she disposed hersdlf to wait. The Court was a pleasant place to wait in, which was fortunate; dmost an
hour went past before Arekhon sus-K halgath came into the area benegath the crystal dome. He was
dressed as he must have been for the visit to his brother: In plain black and white, with nothing to mark
his caling but the staff at his belt, and nothing to mark hisrank except his unstated assumption that
anyonein Hanilat who needed to know him probably aready did.

Eladi amiled. 'Rekhe had a prideful streak in him, but it was buried deep-far deeper than her own
ambition, about which shehad noillusonsat dl.

He smiled back at her as he sat down in the chair opposite. "Elal I'm glad you waited. Natelth
trapped me, exactly like you said he would. | was barely able to snatch amoment free to send word to
the Court.”

"How could | not wait?' she said. "It's been along time since we shared atable-they keep you
busy at Demaizen."

"Not that busy.” He beckoned to the aiketh and continued, "Circle work and ship work keep
their own seasons, and the fleet was out-system the last time | came to Hanilat."

Theinorganic servitor glided up to the table in response to Arekhon's summons, and took his
request for aglass of the woodflower cordid and a platter of hot and cold foresters delicacies. The bits
of game, some fresh off the grill and others preserved in smokes and pickles, would serve two people
quitewd for dinner if one of them had esten afull medl aready.

They spoke of inconsequentiad things until the platter arrived. Eladi regarded its hegped and
garnished bounty with admiration for amoment, then speared acurl of shaved mesat on the twin tines of
her fork. "The fleet messisnothing likethis, let metell you... | see you survived your dinner with Natelth
and 2"

"Natelth isn't so bad," said Arekhon. He sounded pleased, and Elagli knew what that meant.

"Put one over on him thistime, did you?'

'Rekhe had been contending with his older brother-half in jest and entirely in earnest-for aslong
as she had known him. Eladli, who had no siblings of her own, found the relationship both inexplicable
and fascinding.

"l came away with what | needed," Arekhon said.

"And that was-?"

"A packet of fresh leaf. Nobody at Demaizen drinksit red besdes me."

Eladli shook her head. "Red leaf. Only you, 'Rekhe... only you."



He waslaughing now, the mischief sparklinginhisgrey eyes. "It'strue.”

"It and what ese?'

"Nothing."

"Hah. Get better at lying, '‘Rekhe.”

"Nothing yet," he amended.

She looked at him over therim of her glass of cordid, and redlized that more than amusement
was underlying his current mood. "'1s something going on & the Hall?*

"Garrod's named me Third for the Circle”

" 'No profit without risk,' " she said, quoting the Ribbon's... old prentice-master to cover her
own moment of dismay. "But if it isn't breaking any oathsto speak of the matter to outsiders. .. exactly
how profitable arethingslikely to get?'

"Demaizen isn't thefledt,” he said. "We could go for years without seeing any trouble.”

"And Garrod went for years without naming a Third, too. '‘Rekhe-"

He met her eyes, but didn't answer her question. "That was the other thing. | spoke to the fleet
legalist before | paid my duty cdl a home, and had him put you down on thelist for outer-family
adoption.”

"Y ou had him-" For amoment the news pushed aside even her concern over Arekhon's eevation
to Third. Me... Pilot-Ancillary Elaeli Inadi syn-Peledaen!

By tradition, no one rose to the highest ranks of the sus-Peledaen fleet who wasn't dready a
member of the family. That made adoption one of the traditiond rewards for apromising young officer,
aswdl asardiable source of new blood for theinner line. Elagli had hoped to earn such an honor for
herself-who wouldn't?-but sheld never expected it to come so soon.

Or to come thisway. Arekhon shouldn't have been able to sponsor anyoneinto the family for
another couple of decades, at least. Not unless-

"What else did you spesk to the legalist about?"

"You know, Ela, you're alot harder to distract than Natelth.”

" 'Rekhe. What el s?'

Hesighed. "1 had him take my name out of the linefor good thistime. | can't be aproper Third
for Garrod sus-Demaizen if the fleet till has aclaim on me. That's where the sponsorship comes
inyou're going to be my replacement, if yourewilling.”

"Of course I'mwilling," she said impatiently. "Who wouldn't be, in my position?"

"That'swhat | mean. Y ou're on Fleet-Captain syn-Evarat'slist of possibles aready, and probably
on acouple of othersthe legalist didn't tell me about. Y ou might be better off waiting and taking
sponsorship from somebody who'll be around to help you afterward.”

"I'll takeit from you, if you don't mind." She spiked abit of pickled wood-fungus on her fork,
and added, "Besides-apatron in the fleet is good, but getting an early start and not owing favorsto
anyone over you is even better."

"| thought you'd seeit that way."

"Clever man." The pickle was sharp and bitter on her tongue. "I hope I'm not doing you a bad
turn by letting you get away withit."

XIl:Year 1125E. R.
Eraas: Hanilat Starport
[ldaon: 11daon Starport
Country House of Elek Griat

Theledau syn-Grevi sus-Rada kept histown house in Hanilat because such aresidence was
necessary for the head of the family's pre-eminent line. Given a choice he would never have cometo
Hanilat at al, but since that was not possible-the sus-Radal were star-lords above all, and no one could
rule them who turned his back on the port-he contented himsdf with making his officid resdence as
much like home as he could. The carpets and wal hangings were thick-piled and patterned with bold



north-country geometric designs; al the chairs and tables were made of pale wood carved in clean
graight lines; and on the top floor, where otherwise an attic would have been, Thel had put in what might
have been the only proper moonroom south of the mountains.

The room was circular, with abare floor of polished board, and it stood empty of furnishings
beneath avaulted roof of clear glass. At home, on anight like this one, aurorae would ripple across the
sky above the moonroom like luminous banners. Hanilat, lying nearer to the equator, provided no such
display. The pade moon and the stars shone down to flood the room with grey unwavering light.

Thel spent the customary hour of respect in the room each evening nevertheless. So he had done
when hewas at home in the northland, where keeping the moonwatch in winter required both redl
devotion and a quilted jacket, and so he would do now, even if the sky over Hanilat was not the one he
had been brought up to honor. Members of the sus-Radal fleet-family whose work brought them to
Theledau outside the normal hours of business came to know the moonroom well.

lulan Va was one of those people. The town house recognized Agent-Principa Vai as one of
those with theright of uncontested access, and let her come and go unchallenged in al the public and
semi-private rooms.

Tonight she had come to Theledau hafway through the hour of respect. He didn't think that Vai
would have disturbed him for anything trivid, and her first words proved him right.

"My lord," she said, knedling and rising again in one graceful movement. The moonlight threw her
shadow onto the polished floor, sharp-edged as a black paper cutout. "One of sus-Demaizen's Circle
cameinto Hanilat this morning, and met with representatives of the sus-Peledaen.”

Theledau looked upward at the night beyond the skylight. Garrod, he thought. The reclusve
master of Demaizen Old Hall was First of a Circle everyone suspected to be pushing at the borders of
what was known about space and the Void. He was a so touchily independent and famoudy
eccentric-but dl things changed with time. Has the taker of no man's money taken somebody's coin at
last?

"Who was Garrod's Mage?' he asked.

"sus-Khagath's brother. Arekhon.”

"It could have been nothing,” said Thel. He remembered the junior sus-Khagath asaquiet young
man, without any of Natelth'sforceful, ambitious nature... well suited, in fact, for theisolated life of a
country Cirde. "They'redill kin."

Va shook her head. "He met with the sus-Peledaen legdist first. And one of their pilots after.”

"Which one?'

"Inadi. Pilot-Ancillary. Junior, but rising fast. If Garrod's decided to work with the sus-Peledaen
after dl, she could be his contact in the fleet.”

"The sus-Peledaen aready control more trade routes than any other fleet-family on Eraes,” Thel
sad irritably. "What use have they got for more?"

"Maybeit's not another trade route. Maybe thistime Garrod is onto something even bigger.”

"Find out what itis. Get it for us."

Va kndt and rose again. "Asmy lord commands.”

Elek Griat had ordered his driver to take him to the spaceport as soon as the working day
ended. Now Ildaon's sun was setting out beyond the western flats, and the chill of night was coming on,
but Elek continued to wait. Wild-Bird-at-Morning, a passenger craft belonging to the sus-Dariv
fleet-family, had reported to I1daonese authorities upon entering the system, and among the messages
transmitted for loca recipients was a persona one directed to Elek: Jaf Otna would be arriving on [ldaon
as soon as the Bird's first shuttle made port.

Elek hadn't seen Jaf since the day the younger man Ieft [ldaon for Ayarat and a position with the
Zedous Endeavor. At that time Elek had been Jaf's friend and mentor, and-much against the promptings
of hisown heart, which would just as soon have seen the younger man stay on Ildaon-he had advised in
favor of the change. He was happy to learn from the contents of the message that his judgment had
proved sound, and equally happy with the prospect of having Jaf's company once again, however briefly.



Hedidn't know exactly when the Bird's passengers would arrive-the timesfrom in-system to
ground were not exact-but Jaf deserved to have someone waiting when he camein and cleared
|| daonese customs. There would be no trouble with the officials, Elek had made sure of that dready. A
few well-placed words, and the payment of adiscreet "vehicular traffic fee," had procured for him the
right to park the groundcar at the edge of the landing field nearest to where the shuttle would touch
down. It only remained for him to wait.

Shortly after sunset, the shuttle from Wild-Bird-at-Morning came down from the orbital docking
gation. At the sametime awing of supply craft lifted from the hard-packed earth, their bright trails
sparkling across the dark blue of the evening sky, bound for the station with food and drink and export
goods.

At lagt, Jaf Otnd emerged from the entry hatch of the grounded shuitle.

Outside the groundcar, Elek's driver held up aplacard with "Otnd" written oniit in block |etters.
Jaf spotted it and broke into asmile. Gesturing at the luggage carrier to follow, he hurried over to the
parked groundcar. He appeared pleasantly surprised to find hisfriend waiting for himinside.

"I hadn't expected to see you for another six hours," Jaf said after they had embraced and
exchanged greetings. He settled himsalf across from Elek in the car's rear passenger compartment, where
yelow-tinged lamps shed awarm, luxurious glow on plush seats and rosewood paneling. "Thisisan
honor."

"No more than you deserve,” said Elek. "I was delighted to learn that you'd come homefor a
vigt."

"And I'm delighted to see you, aswell," Jaf replied’. "How are things going at the old firm?"

"Prosperoudy-I'm in the tower now, and well-placed to do even better. And you?'

Jaf glanced modestly downward. "Not quite so elevated yet. But | persevere.”

Elek caught hiseye, and chuckled. "Judging from the priority trestment the Bird gave to your
transmission,, you've comealong way aready."

"I wouldn't be the one to say 0. I've done my work and drawn my pay." Jaf paused, and looked
up to meet Elek's gaze directly. "But something has come up that has the potentia to change everything.
It'srisky, though. Very risky... I'd be grateful for your advice on how to handleit.”

"Let'snot talk busnessyet," Elek said, though Jaf's confidence warmed him. "We've got a
groundcar ride to the flyer port ahead of us, and more travel after that. We can spend the time catching
up on old acquaintance, and discuss weightier matters after agood night's deep.”

When thelast of the cordid was gone, Eladli went back with Arekhon to hisroom in the Court's
guesthouse. She had known since their daystogether on Ribbon-of-Sarlight that any dedlings she had
with him would belike this-but she ways forgot, in between times, how much she enjoyed being with
him.

"And just aswdll, too," she concluded sometimelater, as shelay on the bed in a sate of pleasant
exhaugtion. "Congdering the frugtration if | had to keegp on remembering it for... how long hasit been this
time?'

"Two years,” he murmured drowsly. "Plus three months and four days." His head rested on her
shoulder, the dark straight hair spreading out like afan across her breast. Hed let hishair grow since
leaving the fleet; in the old days hed worn it clipped even shorter than her own loose curls.

She laughed under her breath. "I suppose you found a calendar and worked it out.”

"That'sright." He was two-thirds adeep, and she wondered if he wastruly listening to himself any
more. He yawned, awarm breath against her sweat-dampened skin, and added, "All your fault.”

"My fault? How did that happen, '‘Rekhe?"

The question seemed to wake him up-or maybe he hadn't been as near to deep as she'd thought,
after al. He propped himsalf up on one elbow and looked at her.

"| started caculating in earnest after thelast timel cameinto Hanilat on Circle business,” he said.
"When | found out I'd missed seeing you by haf aday.”

Therewas no laughter in hiseyesthistime. Elagli stroked hisdark hair back from hisface by way



of apology.

"syn-Evarat took the fleet out of port early,” she said. " Somebody dipped him word that the
sus-Rada were planning to use our jump-points and take out a convoy ahead of us. | tried to make a
voice-cal to Demaizen, for achanceto talk with you for afew minutes before we I eft, but thewoman |
spoke to said you weren't there.”

"I would have been on the road by then.”

"l couldn't have waited evenif I'd known."

"It'sdl right," he said. "Did you begat them to the jump? | dreamed of firesand explosionsall that
night, but | couldn't tell whether it was atrue vison or only my disgppointment telling lies.”

"We had abit of achase," she admitted. "syn-Evarat sent aguardship and a couple of scouts up
ahead of the convoy to make certain the jump-point was clear. Turned out the sus-Rada had thought of
the samething.”

"They do keep on trying, don't they?"

"Theres only so much trade to go around,” she said. "And it opensup so dowly..."

"That could change."

Hewas smiling again. Elagli thought about hisvisit to the sus-Peledaen legdist, and about
whatever it wasthat he'd talked Natelth out of before dinner, and about his new position in the Demaizen
Circle. She sat up and looked at him sharply.

"Garrod'sworking on something big, isn't he?'

Arekhon lay back on the pillow. He looked pleased with himsdlf, Elagli thought. Hardly fair,
consdering what holding named rank in Garrod's Circle waslikely to entail, but that was 'Rekhe for you.

"Garrod,” said Arekhon smply, "thinks that the sundered half of the galaxy may not be barren
after dl."

"He's not thefirst oneto think that," Elagli said. Shefdt cold already-thear circulating in the
guesthouse bedroom made the hairs along her arms and spine stir and stand up-but she went ahead and
asked the next question anyway. "What makes Garrod's theory different from dl the rest of them?”

"Nothing." Now 'Rekhe was looking smug and pleased and excited all & once, and Elagli would
have dapped him for it if shedd thought it would do any good. "But thistime Garrod plansto walk there
and find out."

The groundcar reached Elek Griat's country house a daybreak, after along night journey by flyer
and a cross-country drive afterward. Theland was aformer working farm, but the fields and farmhouses
had been replaced by new landscaping and structures built to Elek's own design. The high-walled
grounds, with their acres of fruit trees watered by swift-running streams, and the sprawling manor house
itsdlf, pink-lit with the glow of therising sun, were al supported by Elek's position at Prosperous Unity
Mercantile.

Elek had long wished that he could share his happinessin acquiring such a property with his
friend and former protégé, but he'd never had much hope of doing so. Now that the opportunity had
arisen, he found himsalf watching Jaf keenly for his reactions-both to the estateitself and to the
not-incons derable achievement that it represented. Nor did the younger man disappoint him.

"You have donewell for yoursdlf since we parted,” Jaf said as the groundcar purred up the long
driveway. "It surpasses anything I've achieved so far, that's for certain.”

"I'm sure Ayarat has any number of placesthat are equaly appedling, or that can be made so.
Giveyoursdf abit moretime.”

As dways when returning home after along journey, Elek went first to his devotions. Thosg, too,
had changed in outward form-though not in substance-since Jaf had last attended them in his company.
The family shrines, that had been so cramped and ill-dignified in their old quarters, now occupied awing
on the ground floor. A spacious, high-windowed gdlery held al the plaques and icons, the altars, urns,
and boxes, that Elek had gathered together and maintained over the years.

With Jef following along respectfully, Elek approached the table of the Eldest, and placed oniit a
sgnglewhite flower. Then he kndlt, bowed his head, and thanked dl the old onesfor his success, for the



vigt of hisfriend, and for his current prosperity. A bit of smugness entered histhoughts at that juncture,
but he promptly banished it, and asked instead for continued good fortune.

The ancestors, he hoped, were pleased with their present circumstances. He himsalf was unlikely
to continue the family line-perhaps his sister would-but the luck that the old ones had sent him over the
years meant that he was not too far removed from their favor.

At lagt, his devotionsfinished for the day, Elek rose and gestured to Jaf-who had knélt likewise,
at an outsider's respectful distance-that he should rise aso.

"The household aiketen will take you to your room," Elek said. "Refresh yourself, and rest for as
long as you need to. When you're ready, we can have breskfast-and speak, perhaps, of this matter you
mentioned to me earlier.”

lulan Vai left Hanilat a midmorning, not long after Arekhon sus-Khagath set out on the road to
Demaizen in the Hall'swell-maintained but elderly groundcar. Va had passed along the job of keeping an
eye on Eladi Inadi to one of her contactsin the sus-Peledaen fleet. The contact waswell placed to see
what, if anything, Pilot-Ancillary Inadi brought back to the ship; if it turned out to be nothing more than
pleasant memories, at least Va wouldn't have wasted any of her own time on afalse lead.

Arekhon sus-Khalgath, on the other hand, she kept for hersalf. It was possible, she supposed,
that the young Mage's evening engagement at the Court of Two Colors had served no purpose other than
abit of nogtalgic pleasure. He and Inadi had served their fleet-apprenticeship together, before he had
goneto the Circles, and Va knew how such an experience could bind people for years afterward.

But there was more than dining and dalliance going on this time, shethought. | can smell it.
Natelth and the fleet legalist both in the same day, and Inadi kept for best-and-last-that's not the
schedule of a man with nothing but pleasure on his mind.

Va madethejourney to Demaizen in arented high-speed flyer expensed to one of her
department'sfictional companies. Not surprisingly, she reached the countryside near the Old Hall well in
advance of her research subject. She used the extratime to pick out a comfortable vantage point on the
brush-covered dopesto the west of the Hall. Her coat and leggings of dappled brown fabric blended
into the stone and leaves of the hillside, and-in case she should be noticed in spite of her efforts-she
carried awildlife observer's pocket recognition guide and taly pad.

The observer's clothing also justified the long-range spyglasses through which she had been'
watching Demaizen Old Hall for the greater part of the afternoon. So far she had seen only normal
activity, plusagenuine and duly recorded sighting of aspeckled whipworm dithering out of sght between
two rocks.

The Hall itself was abroad, sorawling building made out of the buff-colored locd stone. Glass
windows-three stories worth, not counting attic and basement-flashed in the afternoon sunlight.
According to Vai'sresearch, afew generations ago the Hall had been the socid and politica center of the
entire digtrict, the resdence of the main line of the sus-Demaizen family, with nearly a score of permanent
resdents and afull staff of servants. These days, dl the servants were long gone, and so were dl the
sus-Demaizen family but one.

The purr of an engine on the road below drew Vai's attention, and she raised her spyglasses. It
was the Hall groundcar, al right, a battered grey six-wheder that hadn't been new since Garrod's
grandfather's day. It ran with far less choking and sputtering than a vehicleits age had any right to do-
that engineislast year's model at the very oldest-and even on the winding one-lane track leading up
to the Hall it maintained asteady, rapid pace.

The groundcar did into one of the Hall outbuildingsthat had been renovated to make agarage.
The sound of the engine died, and aminute or two later Arekhon sus-Kha gath came out of the building.
He carried no luggage with him into the Hall except asmall black satchdl. Vai could seeit plainly inthe
danting afternoon sunlight, aong with the ebony rod that hung by aclip from his belt.

She watched his posture and movement as he crossed from the garage to adoor at the rear of
the main building, and nodded to hersdif.

Whatever he's got, he doesn't want to let go of it. Getting it away from himisn't going to



be easy.

X1l :Year 1125 E. R.
Eraad: Demaizen Old Hall

Demaizen wasfar enough to the north and west of Hanilat that the autumn air had a sharp bite to
it, and the fire that burned on the kitchen hearth was useful aswell as ornamental. Arekhon, bringing in his
packet of red leaf to store in one of the preserving cupboards, found Kief and Narin making fish stew for
dinner. Kief tended greens and stock in the steaming soup kettle, while Narin worked at turning a platter
of dlverlingsinto spoon-szed chunks. She gpologized to each fish before she made thefirst cut; at least,
Arekhon supposed that the muttered wordsin her native Veredden were an gpology.

The kitchen a Demaizen had been brought up to date more than once since the construction of
the Hall itsdlf. The gleaming metal counters with their inset cookstoves and cupboards and cold-storage
bins came from the most recent rebuilding, as did the long central worktable, but the great man-tall stone
fireplace had been part of the room since thefirst. The hooks and cranes for open-hearth cookery
remained in place-if the Mages of Garrod's Circle ever decided to spit-roast an entire sunbuck, they had
the equipment to doit.

Kief looked around from the soup kettle as Arekhon entered. "'l see you made it back from
Hanilat in one piece”

"Actudly, | waswaylaid by bandits on theroad,” said Arekhon. He found an empty jar in the
preserving-cupboard and tucked the packet of leaf insdeit, then closed the door. "They diced meinto
collops and you're talking to my ghost.”

"More stew for therest of us, then,” said Narin. Another silverling came apart into neat bits
underneath her filleting knife as she spoke. "Did you get what you went for?”

Arekhon hefted the leather satchel held carried with him from Hanilat. "It'sdl in here. Family
stuff, so be careful-if any of it turns up with the sus-Radd, Natelth will have an gpoplexy.”

"Well be careful,” Kief promised him. "Can the Hall read your charts, or are we going to haveto
find aship-mind to trandate them firs?"

"These are dl house copies. Aslong asweve got aworking data-reader, there's no problem.”

Narin had cometo thelast of the silverlings. It lay gleaming on the white pottery dish, its dead
eyesround and ydlow, like buttons. She said something to it in Veredden, then dashed it open and lifted
out the boneswith aflick of her narrow blade. She glanced up from her work for amoment to ask,
"Does Garrod know you're home yet?"

"What... oh. No. | camein by the back way." Arekhon had been distracted, briefly, by the
smooth economy of her work with the knife. "Will you teach me how to do that sometime?”

"Cut up fish? What for?'

He shrugged. "I might want to do it some day, and | might aswell do it right. Whereis Garrod,
anyhow?'

"Inthe long gdlery,” Kief said. The steam from the soup kettle came up in clouds around him as
he tirred. "Practicing staff-work with Y uvaand the rest of them.”

"And he let you two dodge out of it? He must be getting soft-hearted.”

"Never fear," said Narin. "He got Kief and mefirst thing. Beat the pair of us up one side of the
gdlery and down the other, then sent us off to put salve on our bruises and start cooking dinner. Hell get
you, too, as soon asyou show up.”

"Aslong as helets me put down the chartsfirst," Arekhon said. He nodded amiably at the two
cooks, then | eft the kitchen by the inner door and ambled off.

The gdlery at Demaizen ran the length of the Hall's upper story. Tdl uncurtained windows aong
one side of the room and at both ends provided ample sunlight. In the late afternoon, minute flawsin the
window-glass caught the sunlight and sent it back out in prismatic sparkles onto the empty walls. The
floor of the gallery was made of plain wood, once carpeted but now bare; Garrod's Mages used the



room for practice with their staves.

AsKief had promised, the rest of the Circle was dready a work when Arekhon came into the
room: Delath and Serazao and Ty and Y uvaen syn-Deriot, practicing staff-work in pairs under the eye of
the Lord of Demaizen himsdf. Garrod looked away from the fighting for amoment as Arekhon
approached. His eyeswent at once to the leather satchel and he smiled, making crinkles appear beside
hisdark eyes and causing histhick, grizzled browsto tilt upward a arecklessangle.

"So you have the charts," he said. "That's good. What did you have to promise Natelth for
them?'

"Only my company for dinner, would you believe it?'

"Hevduesyou tha highly?'

"Probably not," Arekhon said. "But I'd already made plansfor the evening, and he knew it. So he
got something for histrouble anyway.”

Garrod chuckled. "l hope you weren't too disappointed.”

"Not redly. | expected that Natelth would try something like that, so | set my own appointment
accordingly. | was il late... but not so late that anything was spoiled by it."

"Clever of you," said Garrod. "Now, if you give methat satchel, you can take your staff and go
fight with Yuvafor awhile. Well see how clever you arethen.”

"That'sright," Arekhon said. Laughing, he pulled off hisouter coat to stland in his shirt and vest,
then undipped his staff from his belt and raised it above hishead in along, eaborate Stretch. "Take
advantage of aman giff from gtting in agroundcar dl day.”

Garrod beckoned to Y uvaen syn-Deriot. "Instruct him, Yuva. Or let him instruct you, as the case
may be.”

The Second of the Demaizen Circle had aready-undipped his staff. He held it out leve in front of
him with both hands, twisting historso from sideto Sde, limbering himself. Then he released the end of
the staff in hisleft hand and made the ebony rod whistle asit soun before him. He looked at Arekhon
through the blur of mation.

"Y ou can't fool me, 'Rekhe. Rested up from along night's deep in a soft bed, that'swhat you
ae"

Arekhon thought of Ela, and of how he had fdlen adeep in the Two Colors guesthouse with his
head lying upon her breast, and smiled in spite of himsdif. "I can't deny it-my pillow, at least, was very
Soft.”

"Thisiswhereyou get the lumpsto make up for it,” Yuvaen said. "Areyou ready?"

"Reedly."

"Then let usbegin.”

Y uvaen took the third guard position, with his saff guarding hisleft sdewhile his upper am
guarded hisright. Arekhon aso took third, hiskneesflexed. Y uvaen wastadler than he was, but he was
used to that-so were Delath and Garrod himself, and Arekhon was accustomed by now to regular
gparring with bigger and heavier opponents. It was not size that made Y uvaen syn-Deriot formidable: He
had been Garrod's Second since the time the Demaizen Circle was founded.

For alittle while neither Arekhon nor Y uvaen moved. Then Y uvaen began to open and close the
firgt of hisempty hand, curling and uncurling the fingersin adow, steady mation. A pale green light stole
out dong the length of his staff. Except for the regular flexion of hisleft hand, he remained motionless.

Arekhon didn't move. A dow exhdation, and aviolet light began to glow around his staff: Faint,
amog invisble, throwing noillumination.

Y uvaen smiled. "Hiding something?'

He dipped the end of his staff undernesth Arekhon's and pressed it aside, leaving Arekhon open
to athrusting blow. Or he would have, had not Arekhon, in the sameingtant, raised his aff and dipped it
down again-aclick and dide of wood on wood, and aquick, economica blur of motion-leaving them
back in the pogition from which they had begun.

Y uvaen didn't stay therelong. He pushed his staff sidewise againgt Arekhon's, trying to shoveit
aside and clear theway for athrust. He had the strength and the physical massto do it-but I'm not that



much of a fool, Yuva, Arekhon thought, and made no effort to resist the pressure. A dight changein the
position of hishand, instead, and the angle a which he held his staff shifted, sending Y uvaen'sweapon
diding away and pulling Y uvaen himsdf out of guard.

Y uvaen reached to recover, and Arekhon moved. The end of his staff flicked out toward the
opening on Y uvaen'sleft sde. Y uvaen twisted and caught Arekhon's saff with' his own to block the
blow.

The vibration made Arekhon's hand sting-and a second later, hefdt Yuvaen's staff daminto his
ribs. His mind registered the bruising impact of wood against flesh, but there was no timeto dwell oniit.
Y uvaen had aready used the rebound from the blow to clear the way for astrike coming in to Arekhon's
ribsfrom the other sde.

Arekhon took a step backward. Let's make things a bit more even, he thought, see if we can
unbalance you a bit; and he brought his staff down in astrike at the pressure point in the upper part of
Y uvaen'sleft am.

The blow went in cleanly. Arekhon felt his staff shiver with the unmistakable fed of asolid,
proper hit. His brief flare of satisfaction died an ingtant later, when' Y uvaen's counterstrike smashed into
hiswrist and knocked his staff away, and he redlized that the Second had taken hisdisabling blow on
purpose, for the sake of the opening it had provided.

"Thereitis" Yuvaen said. Sweat beaded hisforehead, and hisleft arm was hanging limp, but his
gaff wasin hisright hand while Arekhon'slay on the wooden floor. "Thank you for your ingruction.”

Arekhon cradled hisaching wrist in hisleft hand. He would be spending time with the Hall's
medica aiketh later, between that and hisribs... well, so will Yuva, soit'snot all on one sidethis
time.

Dinner came at sunset. By custom, the members of the Circle took their mealstogether in the
smdll dining room-the great room at the heart of the Old Hall served another purpose these days. Garrod
wasthelast of hisline, but previous generations at sus-Demaizen must have run to families of
consderable size, sincethetablein the smal room easily accommodated al eight of the Hall's current
resdents.

Asthe Circlésmost junior Mage, Ty from Port Street had the chair at the far end of the table
from Garrod and Y uvaen. Kiefen Diasul had occupied the bottom place before him, and if the Circle
ever gained aninth member, Ty would yield to the new arriva in the same way.

Ty was hungry after the afternoon's practice, and the smells of fresh bread and Narin'sfish stlew
made his mouth water. Meds were dways good when it was Narin'sturn in the kitchen. Ty'sown limited
cooking skills came out of working refectory detall at the Port Street Foundling Home. He could lay out
aplatter of cold diced mest, boil up a pot of breakfast gruel, or-in apinch-tear up greensfor salad, but
not much else. Nobody went hungry on the occasions when Ty's name stood at the top of the work
roster, but they didn't show up early for dinner, either.

Garrod was sllent during dinner-Ty suspected he was aready turning over in hismind the best
way to use that satchel full of sus-Peledaen charts-but Y uvaen wasin good spirits and disposed to be
takative.

"S0," he said to Arekhon sus-Khagath, as cheerfully asif he hadn't come close to bresking the
new Third'swrigt alittle while before. "How did you find the pleasure-pad aces of Hanilat?"

"Mosily with astreet map,” the Third replied. He didn't sound like someone who had been the
recipient of one of Y uvaen's bouts of vigorousingtruction, either; Ty, whose own welts and bruises il
smarted, had to admire hisair of unconcern. "Yours, | think... at least, | found it in the groundcar, and
the notes were in your handwriting. Did you ever settle that bill from the establishment on Five Street?”

Y uvaen had opened his mouth to reply when the doorbell rang. The sound cut off further speech
in mid-word. The others at the table, equally startled, dso fell silent.

Ty hadn't heard the bell ring since the day he first came to Demaizen from Hanilat. The gpparatus
was older than Garrod's occupation of the hall, a chain-and-chimes antique with atone that reverberated
throughout the entire lower floor. Nobody who lived at the Hall ever used it, and even the occasiond



visitorsfrom Demaizen Town knew enough to go around to one of the Side doorsfirdt.

Garrod looked at Ty without speaking. One of the duties of a Circlesjunior Mage wasto carry
out taskslike answering doorbells. Ty rose and |eft the room as the bell rang a second time.

The Hall's main entrance was on the building's western side, underneeth the long gallery on the
floor above. The fan window over the door shone bright red with the glare from the setting sun, and the
whole vestibule was full of crimson light. The bell sounded yet again as Ty opened the door.

A woman stood at the top of the short flight of semicircular granite steps. She was about Ty's
own middling height, with short, nestly trimmed black hair, and wore afield-coat and leggings of brown
and black stippled fabric. She was hung about with bits and pieces of outdoor equipment-a weatherproof
logpad, aset of long-range spyglasses, a daypack-and the field-coat sported a patch proclaiming her to
be amember of the Wide Hills Digrict Wildlife Protection League. Her expression was one of mild
bewilderment.

First time out from the city and she's lost her way, Ty decided instantly. He had dready
drawn bregth to give her ingtructions for following the Hall road back to the main highway and,
presumably, her abandoned groundcar when she spoke.

"Pleaseforgivemeif | shouldn't ask... but isthere a Circle here?' Her glance flicked downward
from hisface to the S&ff at hisbelt, and back up again. "Becauseif thereis... then | think | have cometo
ask for indruction.”

XIV : Year 1123 E. R.
[ldeon: Country House of Elek Griat
Eraes: Demaizen Old Hall

The guest bedroom in Elek's manor house, with its cut flowers and crystal, was everything Jaf
had expected from the greeting he had recelved so far. If the materia results spoke truth, hisfriend and
mentor had prospered beyond even Jaf's own hopes of success. The bed was soft and wide, the covers
warm, the air pleasantly chill. Jaf dept well.

Some hours after noon-his body was gill on ship'stime-he awakened feding rested but hungry.
While hed dept, the household aiketen had unpacked his luggage and placed the contentsin the
wardrobe. The servitors had augmented his persond effects with items from the household stores,
including fresh hand towels and a satin-faced dressing robe. Jaf put on shirt and trousers, sandals as
befitted a private visit, and the robe, to honor his host. Then he left the room to go exploring.

He heard music playing, somewhere out of sight, and followed its strains down the hdl to asunny
consarvatory. There he found Elek, dso informaly attired, playing the contra-citharain harmony with a
recording of the Brightwater String Consort's performance of "The Turning Y ear." The sound system, Jaf
noted, was excellent.

The consarvatory's high windows and solarium ceiling let in the strong rays of the afternoon sun.
Elek's back was to the door. His shoulders moved with steady rhythm as he drew his bow acrossthe
strings of the contra-cithara, the magnificent music swelled, and Jaf stood rapt.

At last the crescendo peaked, the Sol stice theme reasserted itself one last time, and silence
replaced the notes of the Brightwater Consort. Jaf stepped forward as Elek laid the contra-citharaon its
rest, stood, and threw back his shoulders.

"Y ou never told me you played," Jaf said.

Elek turned, brushing hishair back away from his forehead. "Only for my own pleasure,” he said.
Perspiration shone on hisface. The contra-cithararequired vigorous motion.

Jaf stepped toward the older man, even as Elek turned again and walked over to one of the
conservatory'stal windows overlooking the grounds. Jaf followed him. They stood there side by sidefor
some time without spesking, until finally Elek let out aquiet Sigh.

"I never expected to seeyou again in theflesh,” he said. "Though | sometimes hoped... Tdl me
something, Jaf. Why did you redly come?'

Jaf winced; hisfriend's question stung al the more for the truth behind it. "Doesthere have to be



another reason?”’

"If being with me was dl that you wanted, you'd never have left [Idaon in thefirst place. Elek
smiled and shook hishead. "Y ou don't have to hide your ambitions, Jaf; if they've brought you homefor a
littlewhile, then I'm grateful for them. Now let me indulge my pride and show you about the estate before
dinner.”

Jaf was suitably impressed by Elek's house and lands, both of which more man lived up to his
initid glimpses a thetime of hisarriva. The tour ended in the dining room, where one of the aiketen
waited-afaceess, columnar congtruct with adim “inactive" light glowing behind its blank front pand. The
shell would be Ildaon-built, to harmonize with loca styles and requirements; the interior workings, Jaf
knew, would contain more Eraasian imports than native ware.

"I should alow you time to change before the medl," Elek said. "But if you don't mind
informdity..."

"What pleases you pleases me." Jaf alowed himsdlf to be guided to achair, and the aiketh
brought in their first course, a chilled sour-fruit soup.

"It'sonly kitchen-work," said Elek, when Jaf remarked on the dish's excdllent flavor. "Assembled
by the numbers, no improvising. Employing aprofessona cook just for mysdlf would be... excessve."

"Then my complimentsto the kitchen'singructor,” Jaf said. He waited until the aiketh had
brought in the next course, aplatter of grilled vegetables drizzled with peppery oil, and said, "Elek, | need
your advice."

"Aha| thought s0." To Jaf'srelief, Elek looked more flattered than dismayed by the revelation.
Perhaps over the past few years he had felt the lack of a protege as keenly as Jaf had at first felt the lack
of hisformer guide and sponsor. "Bring forth your problem, then, and well think about how to handleit.”

"The problemisan old one," Jaf said. "But not something | wasin a position to worry about
before now."

He paused. Having findly cometo this point, he felt aconsiderable reluctance to speak of the
meatter doud. Taking mercantile politics with Kammen and Riet had been athought-exercise, abstract
plotting in an artificia vacuum; spesking on the same subject with Elek Griat could set into motion
processes that he might not be able to halt.

"The Eraasans are strangling us," he said findly. "There must be away to stop them. Stop the
star-lords, anyway; they'retheworst of thelot. | want to do it, Elek-I think that it can be done.”

"Have you spoken thisway to anyone dse?

"It'scome up in conversation atime or two," Jaf admitted. "Among like-minded friends."

Elek's expression became unreadable. "Tdll methe truth, Jaf: Are you merely grumbling, or do
you and your like-minded friends honestly contemplate something more?'

"Welve had talk without action for long enough. That'swhy we need your help-if thisthing is
going to be done, we haveto get it right the first time or werelogt.”

"'We?' Elek said. Jaf looked away, accepting theimplied rebuke, and said nothing-too much
persuasion, at this point, would be worse than too little. Findly hisformer mentor gave afaint sgh. "Since
you've dready enrolled mein your conspiracy, you might aswell tell me what prompted you to Sart
conspiring in thefirst place”

"Nothing dramatic, I'm afraid,” Jaf said. "Just that over time, | cameto redize that | wasn't happy
with theideaof living off of the star-lords leavings."

"Those aren't enough?' Elek said. He gestured at the well-groomed lawn of his estate, stretched
out beyond the conservatory windows. "If al the star-lords happened to vanish overnight, what more
could | ask for that | don't already have?'

"Freedom?’

"A highly overrated commodity. It doesn't trade on the Ildaon Exchange."

Jaf shrugged. He had made the effort to win hisfriend's assstance; becoming importunate would
help nothing. "I won't spesk of the matter any further, then.”

Elek lad ahand on Jaf'sarm. "Wait," he said. "Y ou didn't say anything that | haven't thought
more than once aready. | took my accumulated weeks of holiday-time as soon as your message



arrived-you see, my fedlingsfor you have continued-perhaps, in that period, something can be arranged.”

On the morning after Arekhon's return to the Hall, the three ranking Mages of the Demaizen
Circle came together in Garrod's private study to discuss-among other things-the matter of the
sus-Peledaen charts.

Though he would never have admitted it, Arekhon felt somewnhat intimidated by the occasion. He
had been in the Firgt's study before, and the room and its furnishings were familiar to him: Massve
antique bookcases, built in another century to support the weight of heavy, board-bound volumes; an
ugly, once-fashionable light fixture amuch earlier lord of Demaizen had added to the plaster celling when
the hall had been converted to e ectric power; solid wooden chairs with threadbare velvet cushions.

He had sat opposite the First of the Circle more than once, with the wide top of the office table
stretching out between them, talking of the group's work-in-hand and his own progress asaMage. But
today marked the first time he had come here as one of those responsible for the welfare of the Circle,
andfor directing its efforts.

Clear ydlow light poured into the room through the eastern windows, and dust motes floated
lazily in the warm sunbeams. Garrod was there aready; the satchd that held the star chartsrested on the
tablein front of him. He gestured at Arekhon to take a seet. Y uvaen arrived afew seconds later, nodded
to Arekhon asif the younger man's presence at the conference was aready an accustomed thing, and
took the remaining chair.

"Before we get to these"-Garrod nodded at the satchel-"we need to talk about our newest
sudent.”

"Thewildlife observer," said Y uvaen. He sounded amused, Arekhon thought, and alittle
skepticd. "Syr Vai's appearance on our doorstep could, | suppose, be amere accident of time."

"Stranger things have happened,” Arekhon said. He wasn't surewhy hewastaking lulan Vai's
part in the matter, unlessit was out of the principle that al sides of athing bore discussion. "Were lucky
we haven't had more people come looking to join us before now."

"Luck isstrong here. And there are advantagesto isolation." Garrod looked from Arekhon to
Y uvaen. "What do the two of you say-shdl wetake her in?

"If shewas searching for us," Arekhon said, "then we have an obligation to teach her."

"Or to find some other Circlethat can,” said Y uvaen.

"Granted. But it was us she came to, and not some other Circle. We owe her at least atrid
before sending her on.”

"Andif sheisnt what she seems?’

Garrod chuckled. "Peace, Y uva. If the young woman isnot, after dl, a seeker of ingtruction, it
will become obvious soon enough, and we can ded with the Situation as we seefit.”

"That'sfair, | suppose,” Y uvaen said. Arekhon nodded agreement.

"Good-then werein accord.” Garrod paused a moment, waiting for an objection that didn't
come, before continuing, "Now we come to the serious business.” He pushed the leather satchel across
the table toward Arekhon. " Show us what we have in here, ‘Rekhe.”

Arekhon took the satchel and worked the code on the lock. The mouth of the satchel gaped. He
reached indgde and started removing the charts-house copies, as he had promised, palm-sized dices of
siff trangparent plastic. "Well need areader.”

"There's one on the shelf behind you," said Garrod. "It'sold, but it can talk with the Hall's
house-mind and most of the newer ones can't.”

The reader didn't look promising. It was almost as big as the satchel the charts had come out of,
and its blocky, unornamented lines embodied the aesthetic standards of several generations back.
Scrapes and smudges marred its black plagtic housing. Arekhon settled itsfeet into the take-up dotson
the office table and waited for the yellow digplay lights on the reader's side panel to stop blinking and turn
toviolet.

Hewondered, uneasily, how old the hdl's house-mind actudly was. Newer than the light fixture
overhead, certainly... maybe... he hoped. Older than Garrod, without a doubt.



A fine help to the Circle I'm going to be, hethought, if it turns out that the family charts are
too new for the Hall to cope with.

Thetelltales on the side pand stabilized. Violet... that was good. Arekhon did thefirst chart into
the reader'sintake port and held his bregath.

The scuffed and dusty black box began to glow interndly, acrimson light that pulsed likea
besting heart. Arekhon let himsdlf exhde, giving thanksfor his brother'sinnate caution and conservatism
as he did so. The charts were good.

"Y ou aren't going to get the same level of detall that you would from amore extensive
house-mind and anewer reader,” he said to Garrod and Y uvaen. "But for what were planning, this
should be clear enough.”

"If we have to, we can dways get better hardware,” Garrod said. "Bring up thefirst image.”

Arekhon laid theflat of hishand on the reader's upper surface. The plastic felt cool and dick
agang his skin. Insde the box, the crimson light flared twice, checking his pam print against those
recorded as having access to the sus-Peledaen charts. The telltales remained violet-hisidentity was
confirmed. He lifted his hand, and the chart began to take formin the air above the reader.

He heard afaint intake of bresth from Y uvaen. The Second came from alandowning family, not
from the star-lords or those who dealt with them; if he had seen astar chart before, it had never been one
likethis. It spread out over the tabletop like afloating carpet: The misty grey base layer, the multicolored
sparks and swirls and whorls of star systems, the red and blue streaks that marked off the normal-space
routes and the Void-trangits of the family'sfleet.

"Onething you have to remember," he cautioned the other two Mages, asthe Ribbon's
prentice-master had cautioned him, "isthat dl of thisis nothing more than a picture to make some things
eader to think about. Thered chart isacongtruct that only the ship-mind can see.” He paused,
remembering his sometime encounters with the raw data of starship navigation. "Curves of probability,
mostly, and their solids of rotation.”

Garrod gave him aquick, impatient nod. "1 understand. But for what we need, the picture will do.
Which chart are welooking a now?"

Arekhon didn't need to consult the symbols on the readout pand. " This one shows my family's
common routes from Eraas to the Edge. This marker over here’-he undipped his staff and used it asa
pointer to circle the flashing green dot-"is the homeworld. The routes go out from it-the darker the color,
the longer the trangt. The family's colonies and trading worlds show up as more dots; the colorsfor those
mostly have to do with what's bought and sold at the port.”

"Nothing that concerns us, then," said Garrod.

"Most of them, no. The bright orange dots, though. .. those are known and charted worlds where
the fleet never grounds a ship, even in an emergency.”

"Why not?" Y uvaen asked.

Arekhon shrugged. "Believeit or not, there are places where the people don't like us. sus-Radal
trading partners, some of them; their fleet and ours have been pushing against each other for awhile now.
Others... | don't know al the reasons. Thereésalot of strange stuff out there.”

"Thisblank areaat thesde," said Y uvaen, pointing. "Isthat the Edge?’

"ltis"

"Why aren't there any worlds marked beyond it? There are garson the far sde-and if there are
gars, then presumably, there are planets, and the stargazers should have afair idea of their locations.”

Arekhon reminded himsdlf again that Y uvaen was one of the planet-bound. "There aren't any
worlds marked on the far side of the gap because there's no point in marking them," he said. "No ship
can make atransgit to a place where no beacon has been set.”

Y uvaen snorted. "They're afraid to try it, morelikdy."

"If my brother asked such ajourney of hiscaptains,” said Arekhon, abit stiffly, "they would
attempt it. But Natelth isn't afool, and he's not going to send the family's ships through atransit without a
Mage to wak the VVoid before them and set the markers.”

Garrod had been studying the chart in slence while they wrangled. At Arekhon'slast words he



looked up again, his eyes burning with afamiliar purposeful fire.

"Thefleet-Circles and the stargazers don't want to think about what lies beyond the Edge," he
sad. "They maketheir little explorations for the sake of trade, and whenever they find anew world for
their chartsthey mark it down and never think about what its existence implies. Why isthere even one
Settled world, let done a hundred?”

Hemade acircular gesture that took in the whole building. " The foundations of Demaizen Old
Hall werelaid before thefirgt starships ever left Eraas. Other worlds have houses equdly old, that were
aready there and waiting when our ships arrived. How did such worlds come to be?!

"The usua answer isthat they must have been peopled before the Sundering,” Arekhon said. "Or
that the inhabitants were dl descended from Mages who walked the VVoid and remained on their new
worlds." He shrugged. "Of course, the people who say that are aso the oneswho insist that the
Sundering isapiousadlegory.”

"l know," said Garrod. "And | threw their writings onto the bonfire with my family shrines. | say
that the Sundering was areal event, brought about by some physical cause-and if populated worlds
survived on thisside of the interstellar gap, then others must have survived beyond the Farther Edge. If
the fleet-Circles have no interest in finding them, then hereisa Circle that will."

XV :Year 1125E. R.
Erasd: Demaizen Old Hall

lulan Va spent the morning in the company of the young Mage who had opened the door for her
the night before. It was hisjob, he said, to make certain that the new pupil knew her way around the Hall
and met dl itsinmates.

Va had no objection. She had her own reasons for coming to the Hall, and a proper orientation
would make agood starting-place for uncovering as much as she could about Garrod sus-Demaizen and
al hisworks. To that end, she had returned her high-speed flyer to the rentd agency in Demaizen Town,
and sent amessage informing the second-in-command of sus-Radd'sinvestigative force that she would
be absent indefinitely on House business.

"Did Lord sus-Demaizen train dl of you here?' she asked as they made their way up the great
daircase.

"Depends on what you mean by training,” said the young man. His name, or as much of it ashed
seenfit to giveto her, was Ty, and the Hanilat port-dum accent was strong in hisvoice. Va would have
marked him down as nothing more than an ambitious street urchin with atouch of the Mage's gift-except
that thiswas Garrod's Circle. "We've worked together for quite awhile, if that'swhat you want to
know."

"Soisyour Circle going to"-she paused, asif hunting for the right phrase-"pass me dong to
somebody who's more accustomed to working with raw beginners?’

"Maybe," said Ty. "Or Garrod may decide that since you cameto us, we're the ones who should
takeyouin."

They had come by thistime to along, narrow room on the second story of the hall. There was no
furniture other than a couple of low benches and astack of folded-up exercise mats, and the wooden
floor had the scuff-polished look of regular use. The wal on the room's western sde was mostly
windows, on the other Side, the white plaster showed paer oblong patches, regularly spaced, with empty
wooden ledges beneath.

A quick glance upward at the ceiling revedled, as Va had expected, the faint discoloration |eft by
the smoke from years of offerings. The sus-Demaizen line had been an old one, and along one before
Garrod, childless, cameto end it; this had been their votive galery. Va had never considered herself one
of the devout, but she found the room's change of purpose disquieting al the same.

"Thisiswhere you practice?"

Ty took one of the battered teaching staves from itsrack. It was a piece of plain light wood, not
apolished black staff like the one that he himsdlf carried; Va supposed that the Circle kept the ordinary



staves around for training tools, rather than as objects of focus and meditation.

"Here, givethisaswing or two," hesaid. "If you're going tojoin us, you'll haveto get used to it.”

Vai took the staff, weighed it, and swung it in alazy arc before settling back, balanced, with the
gaff in guard before her.

"Y ou never learned that birdwatching," Ty said, watching her. "Which Circle did you train with?"

"l didnt,” Va said."A woman living aone... | took classes. Some of my teachers might have
been Circle-trained; | never asked."

"Want to show me what they taught you?'

"Isitdl right?"

"It befing" Ty said, taking up apractice saff of hisown.

"Quarter speed, nothing to the head or knees. Sound fair?”’

"Far enough,” Va sad.

She wondered what she ought to do about this Situation. Deliberately losing might be as
dangerous as trouncing the boy. And the prospect of losing from lack of skill did not pleaseher a dl...
€go, shethought. A good operative can't afford one of those.

Ty took his own stance, smiling. "We spend our liveswith bruised ribs at Demaizen Old Hall," he
sad. "But Garrod's medical aiketen are first-rate, and Narin has some salve that works wonders on
anything they miss" With that helet his staff swing dowly toward Va, hisright, her left, aming for wood,
not flesh.

Val brought her gaff just as dowly outward, maintaining it in avertica line, and blocked hisblow.
When the staves kissed, Ty brought his back asif it were rebounding, while Va stepped forward and
left, and lowered her staff to the horizontal. Her right shoulder pointed at Ty's chest, and she swung
outward toward him, ingde of his staff, where he could not block, nor bring more than the strength of his
wrigt into a counter-blow, while dl the muscles above her waist were set to dam her saff into his chest.

Ty did the only thing he could. He stepped back, out of range, and recovered his stance.

"Very good," he said. Hewas till smiling; she thought he was happy to have discovered her
unexpected skill. "No need to show you the basics. Y ou have ‘'em. How do you fedl about half-speed?!

Va stepped back into guard.

"What pleasesyou,” she sad, "pleasesme.”

Arekhon lived on the third floor of the Hall, in what had once been a guest bedroom. The room
was smaller than the one held had while he was growing up in Hanilat-and which remained, technically,
hiswhenever he choseto vigt-but it was larger than the cabin on Ribbon-of-Sarlight that he'd shared
with three other fleet gpprentices. In common with mogt of the other roomsin the Hall, it contained
worn-but-good furniture severa generations older than Arekhon himsdlf: A bed, anight-table, a
wardrobe full of clothing, adesk.

The desk lamp and the reading light on the bedside table answered to a switch plate by the door.
Like most of the Hall's other concessions to modernity, they had been lessthan efficiently fitted into the
building's existing features, and had to be activated by hand-the house-mind wasn't sophisticated enough
to accept verba ingtructions.

The desk, however, said, "Y ou have a message waiting for you from Pilot-Ancillary Inadi,” as
soon as Arekhon opened the door. HE'd made the necessary dterations to the room himsdlf, not long
after the last time held missed returning one of Elas calsfirst ingaling the thumbnail-sized scanner where
it could watch the door, then linking it to the desk’s contact with the house-mind so that it could respond
with the appropriate status-change update. The original version, made for his shipboard locker back
when he was afleet apprentice, had said, " Touch my good boots, Meni, and you die horribly," but he'd
civilized it abit sncethen.

Eladli Inadi was one of the calers whom the house-mind knew to pull out of amessage queue
and announce by name at once. There weren't many. Held lost contact with the other, more casua
friends of his gpprentice days, and he'd never been that close to his older brother and sster. He entered
his recognition code into the desk's message box. It hummed for amoment, then clicked twice. The desk



gpoke again, thistimein Eladi's voice rather than the synthes zed one which Arekhon had provided for it.

" 'Rekhe-looks like I've missed saying goodbye to you again. The fleet's going back out ahead of
schedule-syn-Evarat isn't telling anybody where until we link up with the cargo convoy. | think your
brother's got him seeing spies under hisbunk or something. He saysthe run thistime should be a short
one, but for al | know he's making that up to fool whoever Lord Natelth thinksislistening.

"At least we had a chance to talk while you werein town. I'll call you when the fleet comes back.
Wish usluck.”

The message box clicked again, hummed, and was silent.

Arekhon stood for amoment, gathering histhoughts. A wish for luck was no casua thing to ask
of aworking Mage, though afriend could ask it of afriend and expect nothing stronger than positive
thoughts and maybe an offering to the spirits of the house. Elahad probably meant no more than what
was usud-she'd known him before he went to the Circles, and till thought of him, he suspected, as more
fleet than Mage. But just because she hadn't counted on anything bes des the common intentions of
goodwill toward atraveler, was no reason for him to give her only tht.

Now was as good atime asany. If hefailed to appear for the mid-day meal, the others would
assume-truthfully-that he was absorbed in some project of his own and would make an appearance later.

He locked the door against accidenta intrusion, and drew the curtains that he normally kept
open. The heavy fabric blocked mogt of the light; only adim greyness remained. He undipped his staff
from hisbelt, then settled himself into aknedling position on the worn carpet, with the saff lying on the
floor in front of him. Then-carefully, gently-he let out his breath and began the process he sometimes
thought of astaking down the shutters of hismind to gain a better view of the universe.

When hewas very young, it had been easier to see the world thisway than not: Asaweb of
life-threads and luck-threads overlying physical redity. Growing older had been amatter of learning how
to shut out the parts of the universe that others didn't see, in order to move and talk and think like the
people around him. The Circles, in turn, had taught him how to go back.

Eladi Inadi, now as dways, was a bright thread running through the weave of hisuniverse. He
found her thread and followed it into the complicated pattern of many threads that was the sus-Peledaen
flest.

Luck, he thought, and began sorting through the glowing lines, bringing them together where they
threatened to stray apart and making the web stronger whereit threatened to wear thin. Jump luck to
make the Void-transits clean and hold the engines steady; fighting luck to keep the family's cargo
away from thieves and pirates; trader's luck to bring a profit home.

And lovers' luck, to bring her safe to me.

Garrod and Y uvaen remained in the study after Arekhon had departed. The First sat musing over
the star chart, with one hand under his chin and the other tracing out the lines from Eraas to the Edge.
Each mapped planet would have its beacons for the ships that came after. It would have other beacons
aswdl, non-materid onesleft as guideposts by the first Mage to reach that world through the Void. Not
until after passing the Void-marks for Rayamet, edgemost of the sus-Peledaen trading worlds, would a
walker need to strike out into the blank spaces of the interstellar gap.

Y uvaen, meanwhile, had located the textfiles that gave ingtructions for interpreting the chart, and
pulled them up onto the desk's reader. He paged through them, shook his head, and closed thefile.

"It'sagood thing weve got 'Rekheto explain thisthing,” he said. "It's nothing but blinking lightsto
me"

"| told you he'd do well," said Garrod absently, most of his attention on the chart. "He's young,
but so were we, once, and it didn't-"

He stopped, breath catching, and looked up from his contemplation of the slarmap. His gaze met
Y uvaen's and he knew that his Second had likewise felt the sudden, amost viscera pang: Thetwisting,
stretching sensation of luck-lines being woven into anew design. And this wasn't somebody's persona
undertaking done with astronger-than-usua will-more than one hand lay on the threads and pulled the
paitern taui.



"Thereésaworking going on,” Garrod said. "Somewherein the Hall."

"How-?"

"I don't know." Garrod pushed back his chair and stood, leaving the chart to blink and swirl
unheeded on the desk-top. "But if this goes out of control-"

The sense of cords weaving and interlacing had grown stronger as he spoke; he could see them,
if helet hisvison widen to take them in, thick bright cords whose names and purposes he didn't know
and had no way to guess. The design they wove pulsed in hisview, demanding his care and atention, dl
but shouting itsimportance.

"Thelong gdlery,” hesaid to Y uvaen. "And hurry!"

Without looking to seeif his Second followed, Garrod ran down the hdl outside his private
chambers, up the half-stairs, and through the door that led to the second-floor passageway aong the
edge of the grand staircase. He caught a glimpse of Delath passing by in the hal below, and shouted
down to him, "The long gdlery-fetch everyone!™ without bresking stride.

The sense of urgency that had impelled Garrod from his study had not eased with hisdecison to
take action, but rather drove him faster. Halfway down the hdl from the long gdlery, he could dready
hear the sound of cracking staves.

Who could have been so reckless? he demanded of himsdlf ashe beganto runin earnest. A
pounding of footstepstold him that Y uvaen was a pace or two behind him. None of them are as foolish
as that, none of them...

Garrod took hisown staff in hishand as heran, and let it blaze with blue-white fire. When he
reached the door of the long gallery he didn't bother stopping to open it, but burst on through by main
force, so that his shoulder tore the bolts away from the antique jamb.

Inthe middle of the gdlery, wreathed in spirals of green and golden fire, Ty and the newcomer
fought with staves. Garrod's eruption into the room made no impression upon the pair. Their
concentration was wholly on each other, and the sound of fast blows blocked and returned echoed of f
thehigh calling.

Garrod drew a sharp bresth. Full speed and full strength-this was aworking, indeed, and a
serious one.

But wasit intended? Or isthere more to lulan Vai than we thought?

"Break them gpart,” he commanded. "They can't be alowed to finish-it's arogue pattern, and no
trueweaving."

Y uvaen started forward, but Garrod was moving as he spoke, and interposed his own staff
between the two combatants. In an ingtant he found himsdlf on the defensive as they attacked both him
and each other, a seeming random but with more than random skill. Garrod fought back, striving to
guard himsdlf againgt injury and againgt being himsdf drawn into whatever pattern Va and Ty had
inadvertently-he hoped-begun.

More footsteps came drumming in the hall outside the gallery, and amoment later Delath and
Narin skidded over the threshold. Kief plunged through the door a heartbeat behind them, hislong hair
flying and his gaff ablaze.

"Help usout!" Y uvaen shouted at the startled Mages. "Break them apart!”

"Theresluck here, Yuva," Garrod said, panting-the web pulled tighter with every exchange of
blows, and he found himsdf hard-pressed. " Strong luck."

"There'sluck everywhere," Y uvaen said. He was moving in toward Ty from behind, his staff up
to guard againgt the danger of backstrokes.

"Not likethis"" Garrod brought his staff against lulan Vai'sin amove that should have ripped the
practice weapon out of her hand. Instead, the maneuver drew him into striking range of her
counterattack. "Thisluck isours-if we can takeit. Now!"

Narin had been circling outside the melee. On Garrod's word, she launched hersdlf forward in a
rolling dive, damming into the back of Vai'sknees. Vai lost her balance and toppled backward; Kief and
Dédath grabbed her arms and pinned her dmost before she hit the floor. In the same moment Y uvaen
dropped his staff and stepped forward to wrap Ty's upper armsin a crushing hug. At once the blaze of



colorsdimmed. Only Garrod's staff continued to give off light.

He turned dowly, looking from one member of the Circleto the next. Ty and Va were dripping
with swest, their expressions like those of deepers pulled from their dreams by a bucket of water.

Y uvaen, dill gripping Ty closdy, waslooking, if anything, even more stolid than usud; Garrod, who knew
him well, understood from that the depth of his Second's dismay. Kief and Delath |ooked concerned
and-on the part of the former-not alittle frightened, but they didn't let go their hold on the unprotesting
lulan Vai. A few feet away, Narin was pulling hersdlf to her feet and saying nothing.

"Where are Arekhon and Serazao?' Garrod demanded after he had scanned the room.
"Narin-go and fetch them. | want the entire Circle here for this."

"No need to send for us, my lord," came avoice from the door-Serazao, sounding worried but
not unduly so; she hadn't been part of the brief, fierce meleein thelong galery. "Were here. Del told me
to find 'Rekhe, and | did-hewas at aworking in hisroom, and didn't hear you call.”

"A working, you say?' Garrod pointed his blazing staff at Arekhon as he, too, entered the room.
"What kind of working, that twists the patterns so strongly it catches up these two young ones and nearly
burnsthem out dtogether?*

Arekhon shook hishead. "It was aluck-sending, nothing more," he said. His grey eyeswere
wide and dark-pupilled, asthey would be if hed been dragged out of deep meditation without warning,
but nothing in his bearing spoke of guilt or deliberatewrong. "A private intention, asafavor to afriend.”

"Thiswas no private intention,” Y uvaen cut in. "It was aworking, and nearly agreat working. If
we hadn't-"

"Peace, Yuva" Garrod sad. "Hé'stdling the truth. Which friend, '‘Rekhe?’

"Elagi Inadi,” Arekhon said, after asecond's pause. "A pilot with the sus-Peledaen. We were
fleet-apprentices together, and kept up our friendship afterward.”

"Morethan friendship,” said Garrod, "if the intention was so strong. And for whatever reason,
thistime the luck you sent traveled no farther than to the Circle. Thisisworld-changer'sluck, '‘Rekhe, and
nothing we dare to waste."

He heard Y uvaen's bregth catch, and ignored it.

"Tonight,” Garrod said. "Tonight | will walk. Thetimeis now, and we can't afford to wait any

longer.”

XVI:Year 1125E. R.
Eraas: Hanilat Starport
Demaizen Old Hdll

It was close to noon in Hanilat. Natelth sus-Khalgath was at the desk in his study, going through
the latest set of documents from the family'slegaigt-in-chief. He came upon the autumn quarter'slist of
recommendations for outer-family adoption, and raised his eyebrows at the sight of hisyounger brother's
name set down as the sponsor for one of the pilotsin the fleet.

What's 'Rekhe up to now? he wondered, and flipped through thefilesin the reader until he found
his brother's name again, thistime on aformal letter of severance.

"... cravesyour permission to withdraw his name permanently fromtherolls of the
sus-Peledaen fleet, and to be freed from any ties beyond those of natural affection and of proper
respect; wherewith he submits to the family in his stead the name of Pilot-Ancillary Elaeli Inadi

Natelth frowned. He was tempted to refuse the severance, but 'Rekhe had done everything in
order and in the proper form. To turn him down would be capricious, and Natelth loathed capricein dl
its manifestations. He scowled, feding asif hisbrother had boxed him into taking action yet again, and
marked the documents "approved.”

The study door opened then, without forewarning. "1sa," Natelth said ingtantly. "What'sthe
problem?’

Hissster Issyanawas the only other person whom the house-mind would alow to open those



doors st to his persond lock-not surprising, since she had given the houseits operating ingtructionsin the
first place. Dedling with inorganic and quasi-organic minds was her specidty, and she had beenin charge
of the sus-Peledaen affairsin that areafor almost two decades.

Shewasatdl woman, a least for the sus-Khagath line, with greying black hair pulled up into a
loose knot. At some point earlier in the morning, she'd thrust astylusinto the knot for safekeeping, or to
free her hands for some other task, and then had forgotten about it. It would stay there, Natelth
susgpected, until the time came to changefor dinner.

"No problem,” she said. "But | thought you'd like to know-I checked the private logs, and you've
got some activity on that set of charts you passed on to 'Rekhe.”

"What kind of activity?'

"Standard open-and-display, so far. Nobody's interfaced anything with it besides areader. They
didn't lose any time waiting to do that much, though.” She gave him asharp look. "And they looked at the
routes going from Eraas to the Edge. Exactly what are 'Rekhe and his friends planning to do with those
charts, anyhow?"'

"Hedidnt say."

"But Garrod's made him Third, and we al know what that means." Her eyes darkened. "Y ou
shouldn't have let him go to Demaizen in thefirst place-the fleet had more than one Circle willing to take
him"

"He was set on working with Garrod,” Natelth said. Thiswas not the time, he reflected, to tell his
sister about 'Rekhe's | etter of severance. She had raised their younger brother as amother would have,
and there was adistinct chance that she would take hisformal departure from the family more persondly
than 'Rekhe had intended it. "'Y ou know how he iswhen he makes up hismind.”

She nodded in rueful agreement. "He could give stubborn lessonsto a stone.”

And slippery lessons to a mudsnake, Natelth added to himself. The matter of 'Rekhe'stransfer
from the fleet to the Demaizen Circle till rankled; it had not been one of Natelth's more successful
moments. That had been long ago, however, and I sa's fears were part of the present. He set himsdlf to
alaying them as best he could. "He's only been Garrod's Third for a couple of days now; you probably
don't need to worry about him for quite awhile.”

While Garrod was making himself ready for the evening'sworking, Y uvaen called therest of the
Demaizen Mages-with the exception of the problematic lulan Vai-to an informa conferencein thelong
galery. Arekhon wasthelast to arrive, after making acircuit of the Hall to seeif dl waswell after the
disruptions of the morning. He only wished that the temper of the Circle could be as easily caled back
into order. The rogue working and Garrod's subsequent decision had set everybody's nerves on edge,
and it showed.

Kief and Ty and Serazao, the three youngest in the Circle-in serviceif not in age-sat close
together on one of the padded exercise mats. Delath stood nearby at one of the tall windows, and Narin
sat on one of the wooden benches afew feet away. Arekhon would have goneto sit on the bench next to
her, except that he was no longer one of the unranked Mages, but Third of the Circle. He went, instead,
to stand beside Y uvaen, where the Second waited beside the rack of practice staves.

"Everybody's accounted for,” he said quietly. "Garrod's meditating, and Syr Vai isin her room.”

"Tactful of her." Y uvaen pushed himsdf away from thewadl. "Whatever e sethewoman is, she's
not afool.”

He had the attention of the others by now. Dd turned around from the window, and the three
junior Mages, seated together on the mat, looked at the Second expectantly.

"Tonight the First will go out into the Void,” Y uvaen said. His voice took on the steadying
cadences of aformal speech, and Arekhon felt the tenson in the room ease dightly. "And we will anchor
him. Thisworking isthe one for which he formed our Circlein the beginning. Our practices and our lesser
efforts have al been steps toward this end. The time has come alittle sooner than we expected, but only
alittle-if we hadn't been ready, the wild luck would have passed us by. We are ready, and dl we haveto
do issettlethe practical detals.



"What kind of details?" asked Serazao. She had her arms wrapped tightly around her updrawn
knees, and her ydlow-hazd eyeswere bright and intent in her narrow face.

"lulan Va," said Del from his place near the window. "Sheisn't amember of the Circle-so what
part does she havein our working?'

There was asilence in the workroom. Del, square and solid and dispassionate, had asked the
guestion that everyone had been worrying about. Arekhon drew bresth to give his own opinion on the
matter, but at aglance from Y uvaen he let the breath out without speaking.

Finaly Kief said, "1 think we ought to send her away."

Hisvoicerang harshly againg the gdlery's high ceiling, and Arekhon saw him flinch at the echo.
Kief tugged at hisearly-greying hair with long, nervous fingers and went on, not quite so loudly, "There
are other Circles. If shewantstraining, we can recommend her to one that will train her. If she'smeant to
cometo this Circle she can return later, when we're done.”

Narin shook her head. "I don't know. If Syr Va brought the wild luck aong with her to
Demaizen, then wewon't help ourselves any if we send her away. Let her stay and make herself useful.
In aworking aslong asthis one's going to be, well need someone to keep watch and fetch water for the
rest of us"

"That's another thing," said Serazao. She turned to Y uvaen. "How long do you expect this
working to last?"

"Perhaps as long as aweek. Perhaps not.”

Serazao continued to look doubtful. "I've never heard of any walk through the Void lasting for
morethan aday."

"This one goes beyond the bounds of what we know,” Y uvaen said. "And once we beginit,
ther€'s no stopping.”

"That'swhat worriesme," said Delath. "If theworking runsinto trouble... weve lived together in
this Circlefor years. We know what were capable of and how well react, no matter what the
emergency. lulan Va, on the other hand, is an unknown quantity.”

"Wewere dl unknown quantitiesonce," Narin said. "And the Circletook usin. Y ou've kept
quiet so far, 'Rekhe-what do you say?

Arekhon looked over at Y uvaen, but thistime the Second made no gesture for him to keep
dlent. "l believe that Syr Va was meant to be here," he said. "When she became part of the accidental
working, she became part of our greater design aswell."

"But what kind of part?' Delath asked. "Y uva, will Garrod give usaruling on this?'

"No. His part of the working has aready begun.”

Narin sad, "You'rethe Second. Giveusarulingin hisplace.

"Sobeit," said Yuvaen. "The newcomer stays.”

lulan Va sat in astraight-backed chair at the window of her room, looking out over the hills of
Demaizen. Theroom was asmall one on the third floor, one of severd aong acentral halway-guest
bedrooms once, when the Old Hall was the heart of the district's socid life, and now living quartersfor
the Mages of Garrod's Circle. Of whom she was, apparently, one.

She couldn't remember the moment when her good-natured exploratory sparring with Ty had
transformed into something else. Once or twicein her career asa confidentia operative, she had found
hersdlf in the position of having to fight for her life, and the episodein thelong galery had possessed
some of that same intensity. What was missing from the experience, though, was the driving, knife-sharp
underpulse of fear. In fear's place had come an ecstatic subsumption into rhythm and movement that
made the combat into something closer to dance, or to the act of love.

The combination of the two feglings was one she had not experienced before-but one which she
aready knew she would do much for, in order to experienceit again. The ruse she had employed to gain
entry into the Hall had turned out to be truth. Now she had to wonder how much of the idea had been
her own, and how much of it the luck of the Circle, drawing her in.

If this was going to happen to me, shethought irritably, why did it wait until now?



Footsteps sounded in the hall outside her room, and she turned as the steps halted at the open
door. She wasn't surprised to see that the vigtor was Arekhon sus-Khagath, whose private intention for
his beloved in the fleet had meshed with the sparring in the long gdlery to creste that unexpected-and
nearly fatal-transcendence. He had come by the room earlier, a brief and preoccupied stop on the way to
what Va had suspected was a conference on how to handle the problem that she presented.

Hedidn't look preoccupied now; infact, hisgrey eyesfixed her with adirect and specific regard.
She knew a sudden panic fear that the Circle had decided to send her away, and told herself that the fear
gprang out of concern for her mission and for her employer's good.

"What happened thismorning-" she began.

Arekhon waved her to sllence. "What's done is done. The important thing isthat you'll be staying
here with us, asyou asked. Y ou won't be able to start your instruction right away, though; you'll haveto
wait aweek, maybe more, until after Garrod's latest working is done.”

"Y ou're not sending me away?' she said, and then dedlt hersalf amental dap for the eagerness
that crept into thewords. Thefirst ruleis never to let them know what you really want.

She discounted autometically the folk-belief that Mages could read minds. No Mage of her
admittedly scant acquaintance had ever made that claim, and her own experience was that no one could
do 0, ese she would have been out of ajob long since. And if Arekhon had noticed her reaction, he at
least had the courtesy not to show it.

"We're not sending you anywhere," he assured her. He sounded almost apol ogetic as he went on.
"But for the moment you'll be mostly an outsider. Not completely, though;, if you like you can help us by
taking care of the choresthat would normdly fall to the junior member of the Circle. Thingslike fetching
water for those who need it, or dedling with accidentd disruptions from outside.”

"I think | can handlethat," she said. "Housebreakers and lightning-rod Salesmen get told to come
back later."

He laughed, and the moment of good humor warmed his featuresin away that made her
unexpectedly aware that Natelth sus-Khalgath's baby brother was, in fact, a very personable young man
indeed. "Y ou've got the generd idea. It doesn't sound like much, especialy if you've been used to holding
alot of responsibility someplace else, but a nonworking watchkeeper isaluxury we hadn't expected to
have until you showed up.”

"It soundslike agrest ded of responsibility to me.”

"Some people never see past what's on the surface," Arekhon said. "Fortunately for us, you're
not one of them. Theworking will be starting in afew hours; when the time comes, I'll send Ty up for
you."

"What, exactly, is theworking?' Va said. It was areasonable question, one that anewcomer to
the Circle could plausibly ask. And as Theledau sus-Radd's Agent-Principal, she could learn as much
from what information she wasn't given, asfrom what she was actudly told.

But Arekhon answered her at once, with-as far as she could tell-perfect openness, asone
member of the Circle would speak to another. "Garrod is going out into the Void in search of anew
world, one with people on it. Beyond the Edge.”

"Beyond the Edge," Va repested in awhisper.

"If thethought frightensyou-"

"No, no," shesaid. "l just didn't expect to walk into something quite so big."

"You'll dofine" hesaid. "Rest while you can; | have afew more thingsto take care of before we
dart.”

Heleft. Va waited until hisfootsteps had receded into the distance of the stairwel| at the other
end of the hal. Then she put her hand into her jacket pocket and closed her fingers around asmall, flat
object about the size and shape of adrinking flask or ahiker's posit-finder-neither of which it was,
though its appearance, when she pulled it out into the open, did afair job of mimicking the latter tool.

She flipped the case open to reved aflatscreen and keys like those of aminiature pocket-scribe.
Using the stylus from her wildlife observation log, she carefully picked out amessage: BELIEVE
SUS-PELEDAEN INTEND TRADE BEYOND EDGE. CONFIDENCE LOW. TAKE NO



ACTION AT THISTIME.

Then she erased the visble text, set the flat object on the floor near one of the power linesthat
fed into her room, and used the stylusto press another key. Her encrypted message entered the house
power system, and went aong the backflow toward the district distribution system to belost in the surge
and roar of power's creation.

Long before then, however, the small repester that Va had fastened yesterday to the grid
between the Old Hall and the nearest substation had dready found her intelligence mixed with the carrier.
The repester extracted the message, boosted its strength, and with atiny camouflaged antenna squirted
the information to afixed satdllite belonging to the sus-Rada. From there one copy would goto Vai's
files, with asecond copy eyes-only to Theledau syn-Grevi in Hanilat.

That done, Vai closed the device and put it back into her pocket. Then she went downstairsto
seeif there was anything she could do to help the Circle with its preparations.

XVII:Year 1125E. R.
Eraes: Demaizen Old Hall
Space: sus-Peledaen ship Wind-on-the-Mountain

During her employment as a confidential operative for the sus-Radad, Man Va had done any
number of unlikely things, but until coming to Demaizen, she had made it her practiceto leave theinterna
workings of the Mage-Circles strictly done. She had thought, when she | eft her observation post on the
hillsde, that arational calculation of risks and benefits had led her to abandon her usua methodsin favor
of investigating Garrod's Circle from within. Since the episode in the long gdllery, however, she wasno
longer certain that rationality had played any part in her decision.

She sat where Y uvaen had directed her, in acorner of the big downstairs room at the heart of the
Hall. The Second had told her to care for those members of the Circle who might need help, and had
shown her the part of the room where the materids-the water jugs, the extra candles, the ominous,
carefully labeled medical packs-were stowed. For the present, at least, she would obey his commands as
if shewere here to seek ingtruction.

Heavy black curtains blocked out light from the outside-if the room possessed windows at al,
which her mental diagram of the Hall's exterior dimensions suggested that it did not-and made the room's
szedifficult for her to estimate. The only illumination came from fat candlesin freestanding holders set
around the room'’s periphery. The white-painted circle in the middie of the black floor was big enough
that al of Garrod's Circle could knedl around it without crowding.

Except for Garrod himsdlf, they were knedling there now. All the Mages, from Y uvaen down to
young Ty, had short wooden staves lying on the floor in front of them. Some of them had brought to the
working the same staves that they habitually wore at their belts, or others much like them; but one or two
had weapons considerably more ornate. Narin lyal from Veredde, for example, who during the day had
carried only apolished brown rod of common wood, had agleaming black staff wrapped with an
intricatelacing of slver wire,

The Mages wore hooded robes of black cloth, with plain cloth belts, aswell as-on aprosaic
note-sturdy but flexible boots. Arekhon's pair, Vai suspected, had once been part of his sus-Peledaen
fleet uniform; they had that look about them. Like the rest of the Mages, he aso wore gloves, long and
gauntlet-wristed, made of black leather supple enough to let the hand within grasp and move fredly.

None of the members of the Circle had moved or spoken since they had taken their places. Va,
in her corner, tried to remain equdly still and quiet. She had heard any number of highly colored
stories-who had not?-about what could happen during aworking. Now she would have the opportunity
to learn whether the Storieswere true.

She heard the door to the room swing open, but no light came in-the wall-enshrouding curtains
blocked that source aswell. Then she heard the latch click shut. A moment later the yellow candle-flames
bent and came straight again as the curtains parted and Garrod stepped through them into the light.

His choice of clothing and equipment for the working startled Vai briefly. Unlike the other



Mages, he wasn't wearing arobe at al. Instead, he had chosen to dressin the fashion of ahiker who
planned to spend aweek or more rambling through the back-country: Sturdy trousers and high lace-up
boots; a many-pocketed cloth jacket smilar to the one Vai hersalf had chosen for her role as an ersatz
wildlife observer; and awel-furnished meta-frame pack big enough to hold dl the necessitiesfor an
extended holiday. Even the staff in hishand, if she overlooked the black wood and the silver bindings,
could have been taken for arover's cudgel.

The only thingsthat marred the illusion were the bresthing mask that Garrod carried dung across
one shoulder, and the sailor's life-vest he wore uninflated over hisjacket. Va wasinclined to find those
items humorous, until she considered what they meant-that Garrod had no ideawhat he might encounter
at the end of hisjourney, even to the presence of breathable air or solid ground under hisfeet.

What will he do, she wondered, if he comes out of the Void in a place where the gravity can
crush himflat, or the heat of the sun broil him between one heartbeat and the next?

Consgidered in that light, it was no wonder that the Mages of the fleet-Circles were so reluctant to
find new worldsfor trade, if the stargazers couldn't at least point them to alessthan-fatal destination first.
She watched with anew respect as Garrod entered the painted circle, passing between Ty and Y uvaen
and-without pause or sign-vanishing in mid-stride when he reached the center.

Rlot-Ancillary Eladi Inadi-1nadi syn-Peledaen, the natification of approva for outer-family
status having come onto the board as the ship left orbit-eased the waistband of her uniform trouserswith
her thumb before sedling the front of her tunic and straightening the lower hem. Sheld had the new
uniform tailored to her measure during her first day in Hanilat on leave from the guardship
Wind-on-the-Mountain. But that had been over two weeks ago, and the water-bl oating that came with
thearriva thismorning of her monthly courses was making the snug fit of the trousersjust tight enough to
be annoying.

The mirror on theinsde of her locker door annoyed her further by giving back the reflection of a
trim young woman who-regardless of how she felt-looked fit and eager for action. Captain syn-Evarat
would have no qualms about keeping her hopping well past the end of her watch.

At least my luck is good, she thought. She closed her locker and headed for the bridge. But
I've probably got 'Rekhe to thank for that.

There were advantages for an unmarried woman in consorting with aMage and aluck-maker,
and not having to worry about the expiration date on her contraceptive pod was one of them. Sheld
pushed the renewa on her current one somewhat farther than was prudent. With no need for it on the last
voyage, sheld forgotten all about the matter until the fleet came back to Eraasi, and then she hadn't
wanted to waste her precious port time putting up with aweek or so of new-implant nauseaand fatigue.

As soon aswe'rein the Void, she promised hersdlf. I'll get the Wind's physician to do it then.

Eladli, in her rank as Pilot-Ancillary, and now aso as part of the family of the sus-Peledaen, had
both the right and the obligation to be present on the guardship's bridge during the jump to
trangt-in-convoy. Fleet Captain syn-Evarat and Pilot-Principal Kuyivawere dready waiting on the
bridge when she got there; the rest of the Wind's bridge crew followed shortly.

The Wind would be going ahead of the convoy, asusudl, to clear the path on the way to Ayarat,
sister-planet to Ildaon-a short voyage thistime, as she'd predicted when she spoke to ‘Rekhe's
message-taker at the Hall. Ayarat claimed to be the origina home of men, and had some fossilsthat
seemed to proveit. Elagli wasn't certain she believed in Ayarat'sfossils. Too many other worlds had
something Smilar. Eraas even had radio sets, or something like them, mixed into sedimentary deposits
laid down before the start of the historic record.

Moreover, Ayarat lacked sgnificant in-system reserves of naturd adamant, without which the
first V oid-capable engines could never have been congtructed. In fact, the bulk cargo that
Wind-on-the-Mountain was guarding on this run consisted mostly of refined adamant for the Ayaratan
shipyards, which congtructed small short-hop craft under license from the sus-Peledaen. Theloca
builders paid for the license and for the imported materids both, enriching the family considerably inthe
process.



Unless, of course, somebody decided to attack the convoy and seize the adamant for
themsalves. The fleet-families weren't above such tactics, though most of them were inclined these days
to contest for trade routes and jump-pointsinstead of cargo. The planetary merchants presented a threat
aswdl: Not al of them appreciated the chance to buy pure Eraasian product at the family's established
price. Sooner or later somebody on Ayarat was going to figure out away to outfit alocally-designed
short-hopper with guns, and then the guardships would have to fight.

The Rilot-Principa cleared histhroat. "Trangt briefing,” he said, and the faint buzz of
conversation among the bridge crew stopped. Elagli took a step closer to the main chart-reader, not so
much to gain a better view as to make agood impression, and looked attentive.

"Flip on chart section one," the Rilot-Principa continued after he had everyoné's attention. In
response to hiswords, a projection filled the air above the pilot's station. "Here in-system welll be flying
the markers. | have the path and times highlighted here, in pink. They'll be displayed in pseudocolor out
of the ports on approach. Marker One-five-seven is our hop, approach aong line Two-two-seven true.
We should be lined up two markers before. Jump bearing is One-eight-one true on Marker
Four-four-three. Normal transit, no emergence for course changes. The emergence pattern for Ayarat is
astandard sphere; our sector isdorsal four, distance eight to twenty, guide on the cargo-haulers. From
emergence, if wereinthedat, finding the landing field on Ayarat istheir problem. Questions?'

Eladli shook her head. No one else on the bridge team had any questions either. Thiswas, asthe
captain had said, anormal run. Half of the guardships would jump before the cargo carrierswhile the
other half watched after the convoy's departure. The advance force would-at |east theoreticaly-emerge
from the Void in an open ball formation. After they had swept the globe'sinterior volume clear of any
lurking ambushers, the cargo ships would drop out into the protected area, and the remainder of the
guardships would follow to strengthen the enclosing sphere.

"Right, then," Kuyivasaid. "Departureisin three hours. Who's handling the out-leg?' He glanced
over a syn-Evara. "Captain?'

The Feet-Captain shook his head. "The Rilot-Ancillary takesit."

So much for a short watch, thought Eladli, resgned.

"Shell want to finish her qudificationsin ahurry,” syn-Evarat continued. "Good hews makes a
fortunate beginning for avoyage, and we have word today that Pilot-Ancillary Inadi isgoing on to better
things. She's syn-Peledaen now, and after this run she's off to the family yards to work on new
congruction.”

The Fleet-Captain was looking pleased; the new billet must have been his pet project for her
advancement, as the adoption had been 'Rekhe's. "Plate-owner of afresh craft-it was years before | was
honored like that. Y ou have luck, Inadi."

"Thank you," said Eladli, as the bridge crew cheered and applauded and afew of the younger,
rowdier ones made a show of tapping at her insgniato seeif some of her good luck would rub off on
them. What she actually had was cramps-but this didn't seem to be the timeto say so.

Arekhon knelt on the painted floorboards and et the clean, waxy smdll of burning candles drift
around him on the barely moving air. His saff lay on thefloor in front of him, ahorizontal dash of slver
and ebony againgt the white of the circle. He focused his thoughts and his gaze on that bold design of
black and white.

The world around him receded from his awareness, and hismind did out of the physica universe
and into theinterior landscape of the working-not a garden, as the Circl€'sintentions often seemed to
him, or aflowing river, but a harsh expanse of broken stone. Therewas no help herein hisvison, and no
sustenance, save what he had brought with him.

The eiran coiled around him where he kndlt on the rough ground, and ran outward again toward
the distant parts of the universe. He took the threads into his hands and sorted through them for those he
knew best: Y uvaen, steady and dependable; Narin, whose sdlf-effacement could never entirely hide her
srength; and Ty, with the undefined boundaries of the mystic-athread not unlike what little he could
perceive of hisown.



Hefollowed the lines out to where they intertwined with the rest of the Circle, and beyond, asthe
sngle many-twisted cable of their collective will wound itsdf around the heavy, pulsing line that was
Garrod syn-Aigd sus-Demaizen, walking through the Void. The Circle had tied itsdlf to him, to hold him,
to find him again. The rope of their combined intention would not be unwound until hisreturn.

There was another line among the many that stretched across the rocky landscape-this one was
rough with luck, in flecks of scarlet and grey amid the silver, and he knew without having to search further
that it belonged to the newcomer, Man Vai. She was here as she had said she would be, apart from the
greater working, an observer only.

Arekhon stood. The sun above him was harsh and burning, in spite of the cold wind that blew
acrossthe fidd of stone. He had made a decision-or had chosen one possible future out of many; herein
the landscape of his mind the two were often the same-and it was time to act upon it. lulan Vai would be
amember of the Demaizen Circle.

He reached for the grey and scarlet cord and pulled it toward him, then looped it around the
width of Garrod's line. Then he brought another loop of the grey and scarlet to an upthrust spike of rock,
and tied it into place.

There. Heregarded the result of his effortswith satisfaction. She is bound to us, and we to her.
For the time of this working, and after .

XVIII : Year 1125 E. R.
Eraad: Demaizen Old Hall

Va beganto losetrack of how long she had waited in the darkened room. The timepiece on her
wrig told her it was the tenth hour of the morning, but without the evidence of the guttering candles-sheld
had to replace dl of them once dready, and she'd soon need to do it again-she wouldn't have known that
aday and anight had aready passed.

Thinking about it, she discovered she was hungry. Y uvaen hadn't said anything about the
observer not leaving the room; she dipped through the opening in the curtains and out the door. In the
deserted kitchen, she made herself aquick meal of bread and cold meat, something she could eat out of
hand without wasting time, and hurried back to the meditation room.

It occurred to her that with the First of the Circle gone away in the Void and the other Mages
intent upon the working, now might be agood time to search the Hall for information of interest to the
sus-Radd. She consdered the ideafor amoment, then put it aside. The search, if shedid it thoroughly,
would keep her away from the meditation room for severa hours, and she might be needed during that
time. A genuine student of the Circle, such as she was pretending to be, would never take such arisk.
Her brief foray into the kitchen had kept her away 1ong enough.

She made aquick circuit of the downgtairs, checking al the locks and finding them in order, then
dipped back into the curtained room. Her eyestook afew secondsto adjust to the comparative
darkness, when they did, she saw that nothing had changed since sheleft. The Mages still kndlt in their
Circlewith their staveslaid out before them, and neither moved nor spoke.

Va cleaned the candle stubs out of the holders and put in new ones, then settled back in her
corner to wait some more. The candles had not burned for long thistime before afaint, hoarse voice
brokeinto the sllence.

"Weter."

It was Arekhon sus-Khagath who spoke, and VVai could tell by looking at him that he didn't see
any part of hisphysica surroundings. Shefilled ametd cup with water from one of the insulated jugs,
then brought it to him and wrapped his hands around it. Thus prompted, he drank, without turning his
gaze away from whatever inward landscape commanded his awvareness.

After amoment's thought, shefilled the cup again and offered it to Y uvaen in the same way.
When the Second responded, like Arekhon, by emptying the cup, she went on to bring water to the rest
of the Circleaswell. All of them drank, but none spoke except for Ty, who whispered "more" while
looking a infinity with unseeing eyes.



She brought him a second cupful, noting how the working so far had left blue-purple shadows
under hiseyes and hollows under his cheekbones, and went back to her vigil. How long, she wondered,
would it take aman to traverse the interstellar gap from edge to edge? All that she knew about walking
through the VVoid came from popular stories, and made the journey from one place to another sound
amogt ingtantaneous, like opening adoor and stepping through it into the adjoining room.

Shewas beginning to understand that the popular stories had lied. Twice more, the candles burnt
down and she replaced them; and more than twice she made her circuit of the kneding Mageswith a
mug of water in hand, pressing the rim againgt parched lips. One of the insulated jugs was aready empty.

And gill Garrod had not come back. The members of his Circle kept up their vigil, barely
speaking and barely moving, and Vai cared for dl of them as best she could.

She dept in brief snatches, never longer than afew minutes at atime. At intervas, when she
remembered to do so, she went down to the kitchen for food, since there was no point in letting herself
become as worn-out and exhausted as the Mages she was tending. None of them had dept, or taken
anything but water, since the working began.

Asthe dayswore on, she began to fear for their health. When she left the meditation room, she
had to force hersdf to stay away long enough to feed hersalf and check on the hal's external security.
The thought that something might go wrong in her aasence pulled on her like an eastic cord, and the
farther from the Circle she went, the stronger the tenson became.

Sometime during the fourth day, the young Mage with the curly slver-brown hair-Kief-gave a
low moan and collapsed into a crumpled black-robed heap. She hurried over to him, and saw that hed
gone so pale that even hislips seemed bloodless. Drops of swest gathered on hisforehead, and hewas
shivering.

He needs to be put to bed... and maybe turned over to Garrod's medical aiketen down in
the basement first.

But that wasn't going to be possible. "Nobody leaves the Circle until the working isfinished,”

Y uvaen had cautioned her, days ago now. "Welie where we fdl."

A pile of folded blanketslay in the corner with the water jugs. Va used one of the blanketsto
make Kief arough pallet next to hisplacein the Circle, asecond to lift up hisfeet, and athird to wrap
him warmly. Then she settled cross-legged on the floor beside him to wait-and to wonder how many
others she would be tending before Garrod returned.

For Arekhon, the redlization that failure was near came gradually. He had wandered for along
timein the private places of hismind, chief among them the field of bare stone, where the eiran of the
Circle combined to hold tightly the single cord that was Garrod. Now and again he let himself return to an
awareness of the physical chamber where he and the rest of the Circle kndlt. ulan Va wasthere, with
water-he saw how the eiran twisted around her, and knew that hisbinding held true. Always, though, he
went back to the place of stone.

Hedidn't know why the working had chosen to embody itself for him in such an unfamiliar
configuration. No place that hed ever seen on Eraasi looked like this, and no place on any of the worlds
that he'd encountered during his gpprenticeship with the fleet.

A reflection, he thought, of how things are.

Or of how they will be.

He shivered alittle. The barren landscape did not attract him, either as an image of somereal but
unknown locdity, or as ametgphor for something internd to himsdf. Then hefelt apang of guilt for
fretting about his own affairsin the midst of aworking, and turned back to the cable of twisted slver that
wasthe luck of the Demaizen Circle.

The cable till anchored Garrod's single cord to the rock beneath-but Arekhon saw with dismay
that the cord itself was stretching and attenuating, growing thinner at its nearer end. If the knot dipped
free, Garrod would be lost.

Arekhon opened his eyes, but held on to the secondary redity of the working, so that he saw
with doubled vison-the candle-lit, curtain-shrouded darkness of the meditation chamber, overlaid with



the stony expanse of the unknown landscape. He looked across the cracked and streaky whiteness of
the painted circle, and saw that Y uvaen had opened his eyesto look acrossthe circle back at him.

"More power," Y uvaen said. The Second's voice was hoarse and rusty. "We need more power,
if we want to bring Garrod back acrossthe Void."

Arekhon had seen how the elran of the Circle were dipping away from what they sought to hold;
he knew what sort of power would be needed to pull Garrod home. It wasfor this, after all-not for his
family's star charts, and not for his own fleet training, not even for an extrahand in the day-to-day
adminigtration of the Circle's business-that Garrod had chosen to name him Third to Y uvaen's Second.

He picked up his staff and rose to hisfeet. His knees creaked and popped with the motion after
kneding for solong, and his head fdt light.

"Asthe universewillsit," he said, and brought his staff up into guard. " So let it be done.”

Va had given up expecting anyonein the Circle to move-unless, like Kief, their bodily endurance
failed them and they collapsed where they kndlt. She was no longer certain why she herself maintained
her vigil, except that Arekhon sus-Khalgath had asked it of her, and she had agreed.

Then Y uvaen opened his eyes and spoke. "More power. We need more power, if we want to
bring Garrod back acrossthe Void."

Acrossthe painted circle from him, Arekhon stood. "Asthe universe willsit. So let it be done.”

Y uvaen rose aso, and lifted his staff. He moved stiffly at first, as had Arekhon-nobody could
remain motionless for so long and not show the effects-but in short order the awkwardness faded. Good
training, thought Vai appreciatively, just before the staves began to glow.

She had known from reports and stories that such athing might happen. She even had ahazy
memory of seeing her practice staff burn golden when she sparred with Ty. But the former was al
hearsay rather than direct experience, and asfor the latter... her state of consciousness had not been
normal a thetime. Neither research nor memory had prepared her for the moment when Y uvaen was no
longer holding a cubit and ahdf of polished wood, but abar of living flame, red as blood and hot asthe
inddeof adar.

The two men met in the center of the circle. Their stavestouched lightly, burning crimson againgt
deep vidlet, in acontact that was hadf aformd salute and haf agauge of strength. After that came afew
dow moves, amost a dance, asthey worked together to stretch muscles and loosen joints.

Then, without warning, the pace and timbre of the combat changed. Arekhon dropped into alow
position, his knees bent, and dashed to the right with the tip of his staff. Y uvaen blocked farther to the
right-no gentle tapping of stavesthistime, but afull-strength encounter that rang out like awooden
gong-and stepped in closer to smash his staff across Arekhon's spine and kidneys.

Va drew asharp breath. Thiswas not merely sparring at full strength; in her professional career
she had seen enough blows ddlivered with killing intent that she could tell the difference.

Arekhon sus-Khagath and Y uvaen syn-Deriot were good friends and close colleagues, and this
was afight to the death.

Blazing pain drove Arekhon forward. Y uvaen had struck him ablow meant not to raise welts or
leave bruises, but to crush anything inits path. Arekhon went with the motion-diving, rolling, and coming
back to hisfeet again facing the Second. He shifted his grip upward on his staff, to shorten it. If Y uvaen
attempted to get inside his reach again, he'd be ready.

Two fast blows camein, overhand, aimed at his head. Y uvawasn't aman for playing the same
trick twice, even in practice or the lesser workings. Far lessnow, in this.

Arekhon blocked, and blocked again. His hand stung with the blows, and the bones of hisarm
seemed to vibrate from the marrow out, but the voice of the meeting staves shivered through his open
and receptive mind like music. What had been inert wood under his hands the moment before, now gave
out light againgt the darkness, weaving lines of deep, intense violet againg Y uvasfiery red.

A net fit to draw in all the luck of the universe, Arekhon thought, and beat down Y uvaen's
daff to takeit out of guard. The lines of red and violet tightened, entangling the floating Slver eiran and



pulling them into accordance with the Circleéswill. But not yet strong enough.

Not yet.

Hethrust toward Y uvaen's belly. Y uva stiruck the blow aside. Arekhon stepped forward into the
opening and smashed his staff butt-end upward againgt the point of Y uvaen's chin, so that the Second's
head snapped backward with the force of the blow. Arekhon had no time to appreciate the changing
patterns of colored-light and slver thread-an instant later his skull rang and hisvision blurred as Y uvaen
struck him on the side of his head, beside his|eft ear.

When his eyes cleared somewhat he saw that he was back in the stony place of hisworking
imagery. Therewasthe great cable of the Circle's bound and unified will, and there was the fading and
attenuated cord that was Garrod, dipping away.

Not enough. Still not enough.

Y uvaen was facing him here aswell, looming black-clad and indestructible, driving ablow past
Arekhon's guard into the ribs on hisright side. Arekhon felt bone shatter under the blow, and more pain
flared with his next bresth from the broken rib-ends grating together, but the cable of the great working
shone with renewed light.

Arekhon let out agasp of satisfaction and struck at Y uvaen in histurn. Bone broke-in Y uvaen's
upper am, thistime; Arekhon felt it go. The Second grunted with the pain, but the lines of life and luck
grew even brighter, and the barren field seemed warmer than before. Then Arekhon redlized that the
warmth was his own blood from alacerated scalp, flowing down over hisface.

Y uvaen'sfoot dipped, turning on a pebble or a shard of loosened rock, and his concentration
wavered with the momentary loss of balance. Arekhon saw it-a shift in the pattern, an opening-and his
staff dashed forward and took Y uva straight across the eyes, shattering the orbits, crushing the nasal
bone, and sending Y uvaen's blood flying outward in abright spray of red.

The blood was everywhere-even the rocks were covered with it-and Y uvaen's staff took up the
color and increased itslight tenfold. Arekhon had never seen thelike.

Garrod'slinewas no longer dipping away. The power drawn in by the working was making it
stronger, holding it tighter to itshomewaorld. .. but holding only.

Not enough.

Arekhon didn't know if the thought was his, or Y uvaen's, or if the difference even mattered.

Sill not enough.

He dammed his gaff forward again, striking at Y uvaen's dready shattered face with al his
drength.

Y uvaen stood, accepting the destruction. Arekhon felt hisfriend's skull collapsing inward under
the blow, doing damage that could never be repaired. Power was everywhere, flowing outward-

-still not enough-

-and Y uvaen lashed out with ablow to Arekhon'sinjured side that drove fragments of bone
deeper into the wound-

-all we have, if it takes all we have-

Then, with ablaze of light, Y uvaen fell.

Va saw thelast blows of the combat like explosions of color in the darkened room. Synesthesia
, her mind told her; your senses are blurring things together . But what her mind said didn't matter; she
knew that the room wasfull of anetwork of slver lines, stretching out over everything and growing
deadily brighter.

She shook her head, trying to see past the lights and colors to what she would have thought of, a
few days ago, asthe only redity. She didn't succeed in banishing her new vision completely, but after
considerable effort she was able to push the silvery lacework into the back of her awareness and see
instead the room around her.

There was blood inside the painted circle, clots and spatters of it on the white floorboards, and
more of it matting 'Rekhe's hair and flying away in droplets as he moved. Y uvaen stepped in a patch of
the smeared blood and the sole of his boot did afew inches before he caught his balance-a second | ater,



he recovered, but it wastoo late. Arekhon's staff swung round and caught himin the face.

Val bit her lip. That was akilling blow, evenif Y uvaen hadn't yet givenintoit, and Arekhon was
making ready to strike again. Y uvaen put up no defense; he must have known that there was no point.
Instead, he drove in one more bone-crushing assault on Arekhon'sinjured side. Then Arekhon hit him for
the last time, and the silver cords pulled so tight around Vai that she cried out aoud.

The sound of her voice was muffled by thethick black curtains. Arekhon stood aonein the
middle of the circlewith Y uvaen dead a hisfeet, and the sllver cords were drawing tighter because he
held them dl in hishands. Shefdt his strength failing as he pulled against something she couldn't see.

"Nain!" hecdled. "Help me”

The woman from Veredde picked up her staff and rose to her fest.

"Asthe universewills" she said, and struck a him in the next ingtant, without pausing to salute or
cometo guard.

Arekhon blocked the attack-it was a beautiful move, smooth and ingtinctive despite the injuries
he had taken, and Va marveled at it. His counter-strike nearly did for Narin as he had done for Y uvaen
afew seconds earlier, but the idander turned the blow in time. Then, suddenly, she dropped her staff and
sank to her knees.

"Helsmoving!™ she shouted. "He's coming near-'Rekhe, help me pull!™

Arekhon threw his staff aside, out of the painted circle, and gripped Narin's shoulders. Vai felt
the cords that bound her go taut and shiver with the effort the two Mages were exerting-something's
tied meinto this, shethought; | don't think I'm ever going to be able to get loose. The pull drew her
up to her feet. Despite her attempts to withstand it she began edging forward, closer to the circle's
boundary.

Then shefdt the resstance at the far end of the cords give way. Narin collapsed onto her hands
and knees, taking Arekhon down with her. At the center of the circle afigure appeared, took astep
forward, staggered, and started to fall.

Nobody € sewas moving; the working had left them spent. Va sprang forward, caught the man
by the shoulders, and eased him to thefloor.

It took amoment for her to recognize Garrod syn-Aiga. The First of the Demaizen Circle had
not been ayoung man before heleft on hisjourney, but now he was old. Hisface waslined and
wrinkled, bearded rather than cleanshaven, and his grizzled black hair had gone completely grey. Even
his clothes were not the practical garments she had seen before. The fabrics likewise were unfamiliar,
ether synthetic or derived from natura substances she didn't recognize. Their colors seemed equally
strange, garish where she would have expected dull, and muted where they should have been bright.

Garrod's body was jerking spasmodicaly, his mouth working and his eydidstwitching. He
shouted aphrasein alanguage Va didn't understand, and lay ill.

XIX:Year 1125 E. R.
Eraad: Demaizen Old Hall
TheVoid

Arekhon felt nothing, only agreat, echoing emptiness. Blood was everywhere, on hisfaceand on
his hands; hekneltin apuddie of it. Yuvaen'sblood... Yuvawas dead, gonein the working.

Somewhere far away over his head, there were voices.

"Bring agretcher, quickly.” Vai, the newcomer, the unfamiliar accent stronger in her voice than
before. "We haveto get him down to theinfirmary.”

He heard the shuffling of feet and the whisper of robes... not everyone was dead, then; that was
good... and Serazao's voice choking out a phrase in alanguage he didn't understand. He heard the
digtressinit, though, and tried to rise.... hewasthe Second, if Y uvawas dead, and it was the Second's
placeto deal with such things... but the effort caused his broken ribsto grate together so that his head
swam with the pain.

"Hep him, then." Va again, her voice sharper than before. Something waswrong. .. not just the



end of theworking... Arekhon tried again to stand up.

Thistime somebody was beside him, helping him rise and taking most of hisweight: Serazao,
from the thin, strong hands and the faint odor of spice-flower soap.

"Up you go, 'Rekhe." "Zao's voice was seadier, but whatever had caused her to cry out in her
birth-tongue had not gone away. "L et's get you downgtairs.”

"Who ese... 7' Histongue fdt thick in his mouth, and he had to struggle to think of the words he
needed to say. "Theworking... what happened?

"It'sdone," 'Zao said. "Garrod is back."

Her words heartened him, even through the fog of pain. "Then it was enough,” he said. " So long
aswedidnt fail."

Later that night-much later-lulan Vai came back to the bedroom that had been assigned to her
over aweek before. She was dead tired, but full of an adrenaline-charged restlessness; she knew from
experience that it would be some time before she could relax enough to deep. The medica aiketen inthe
infirmary belowstairs had labored over the injured members of Garrod's Circle from afternoon until well
after dark, mending broken bone and damaged tissue. For Kief, and even for Arekhon, al that remained
was atime of rest and nourishment, so that their own bodies could finish the processes already begun.

About Garrod, Va wasn't so sanguine. The First of the Circle had not regained consciousness
under the minigrations of the aiketen, and the Mages who had touched him to carry him downstairs
were grim and closemouthed about what, if anything, they had sensed from the contact. And Y uvaen...
tomorrow they would bury Y uvaen.

Sheld asked Narin lya what should be done about the late Second-thinking that someone, surely,
had to be notified about what had happened. The other woman had shaken her head.

"The Circlesbury their own." Narin said. "The sus-Demaizen had afamily crypt, not far from the
hall. Garrod meant for usto usethat, if we ever needed to."

"Shouldn't wetdl thewatch?' In Vai's experience, the district watch had an inconveniently strong
interest in knowing who had died within their purview, and for what reasons. Maybe in the countryside it
was different, but she didn't think so. "Or hisfamily?*

"Later," said Narin. "Yuvawasours, and it'sfor usto carefor him. There arefive of ustill on
our feet; enough for what needs to be done.”

What needs to be done...

Va, remembering, Sighed and extracted the Sgnaing device from her pocket, whereit had lain
forgotten during the whole length of the great working. She sat cross-legged on her bed in the darkened
room and contemplated the device's tiny back-lit screen. There were other things that needed to be done
aswadll, and she had to decide how she was going to handle them.

Sowly, with her stylus, she began picking out amessage.

DEMAIZEN WORKING FAILED. GARROD INCAPACITATED. ANTICIPATE CIRCLE
BREAKUPWITHIN THREE MONTHS.

She dared at thefinished text until the letterslost al significance and became random linesand
dots on the pale violet of the messager's screen. If what she had written was true, her work here for the
sus-Rada was done... adead end, no profit, time to go home.

But had she, in fact, written the truth? Something had happened during the working, and the
Garrod who had returned was not the same as the Garrod who had |eft. Where had he been, that had
aged him decadesin the span of aweek, and who had given him that unfamiliar clothing?

A jab of her stylus consigned Vai'sfirst report to oblivion. Shetried again.

DEMAIZEN WORKING SUCCESSFUL. CONTACT MADE BEYOND THE EDGE.

There. That wasright. Timeto send it off to her employer and be done.

Shedidn't move. The pale violet backlighting of the display screen shone at her, unblinking, in the
dark. Finally, she erased her second attempt as well.

Entering the third draft of her report took along time, because her hands were shaking.

ALL QUIET AT DEMAIZEN. NORESULTSAS YET. CONTINUING SURVEILLANCE.



Quickly, before she could think better of what she had done, she placed the device next to her
room's power line and started the message on its way to Hanilat.

Hewas Garrod syn-Aigd sus-Demaizen, and thefirst lesson that he had taught to his Circlewas
this: Inthe Void al places and times are one. To seek for aplace within the VVoid, therefore, isto find it,
and to make the journey isto arrive. He stepped away from the meditation chamber at Demaizen Old
Hall, and began the walk that would take him acrossthe interstellar gap to the still-unknown world that
existed-would have to exi<t, Snce he had resolved to find it-somewhere on the other side.

The Void itsdf stretched out around him like an expanse of featureless grey nothing, full of apae
mist that curled about his feet and wrapped in tendrils around hislegs and torso. He knew that the mist
was not redl, that he only saw it as mist because-like the numbers and equations contained in Arekhon's
gar chart-its true nature was something that a human mind and body had no means of understanding.

Hefdt arumbling, adeep vibration coming up through the soles of hisfeet, asif someimmense
and unseen thing was caus ng the nonexistent ground to tremble benesth him. The vibration from below
was matched by asound inthe air, agtir in the nothingness, alow growl haf-heard, haf-sensed.

He turned toward the thing that his mind perceived as a sound, and saw adark line out at the
limit of hisvison, something that looked like avertica stroke of charcoa on agrey background. The
mark appeared to grow higher and thicker as he walked toward it, or asit came toward him, and the
vibration coming up through hisfeet became a sharp tingling, like the points of needles.

The black mark took shape and became a solid, three-dimensiona object, protruding from the
substance of the Void like arock out of the sea. And like arock surrounded by angry waves, the darkly
glistening object rose up from aswirl of turbulent mist.

Asthe object drew closer to him, he saw that it was not arock but a starship, the largest one that
he had ever seen. Pale roundel s and oblongs marked out windows high above dong its curving sides;
fleeting shadows within betrayed where officers paced or looked out upon their festureless domain. The
mist cut away from the nose of the craft like the bow wave of an ocean-going vessdl straining under full
«l.

The arship's hull bore no insgniaor family colorsthat Garrod recognized. Neither could he
identify the design of the craft, or the yard which had constructed it-and there were few enough builders
of starshipsin the homeworlds that aman with agood eye and a retentive memory could know them all.

It was aship, then, from beyond the Edge.

The great ship bore down upon him, pushing the VVoid avay beforeit in asurge of white mist. He
let the massive bow wave take him and drive him under, out of the grey nothingness and into the world he
had come so far to find.

As she had expected, Vai found hersaf unable to deep. After spending so long isolated from the
norma rhythms of day and night, napping fitfully when she dept at al, her naturd cycles of rest and
waking were in complete disarray. The disruption, coupled with the aftereffects of prolonged tension
upon her body's chemistry, kept her eyes open and her nerves on edge even after the other inhabitants of
Demaizen Old Hall had settled at last into exhausted deep.

She thought of going back to the basement infirmary and requesting a sedative from the dispenser
there, but feared that the unit's resdent aiketh would not consider mere restlessness a sufficient need.
One of the Circle's established members could probably override the unit's prohibitions, but in the haste
and confusion of the past week, Va had never been introduced to the house-mind. She had the talent
and knowledge to ded with that obstacle aswell, but considered it impolite to do so for atrivial cause.
Shelay for awhile staring at the celling of her room, considering various methods of circumventing the
dispenser.

None of them appealed to her, and she abandoned the idea. After awhile shethrew aside the
covers and got out of bed. It wasfor the sake of taking care of the Circle that she'd gotten out of the
habit of deeping; maybeif she checked on the survivors of the working one moretime, her mind would
relax long enough for her body to givein to exhaustion.



A worn but sturdy night-robe had been lying folded at the foot of her bed since the day she came
to the Hall: Somebody's cast-off, presumably, pressed into service as deeping gear for an unexpected
vigtor who had arrived with the scantiest of persond effects. Vai, who habitudly dept without clothing,
had ignored it until now. She belted the robe around her and padded out into the darkened hallway.

No sound came from Garrod's room, where the Firgt of the Circlelay in his unresponsive stupor,
with Narin to watch over him. Vai had offered to take her place, since Narin was dmost as wrung-out as
Kief and Arekhon, but the other woman had said no-better for Garrod to encounter afamiliar face upon
waking, if he ever woke. Narin hersalf was nodding in her chair; Vai left that room undisturbed, and
continued upon her salf-imposed round of ingpection.

The carpet in the upstairs hal was old, like so much of Demaizen, and the worn patches
scratched at the soles of her bare feet. She checked the other bedrooms each in turn; none of Garrod's
Mages bothered to lock their doors at night, and for one of Vai'stdentsit was easy work to dip into a
room and out again unnoticed by a deegping occupant.

Ty, judging from hisregular breathing, was deep in recuperative dumber, as was the gently
snoring Delath. Both of them, she thought, would be back to normal-in body, at least-by the time they
woke up in the morning. Kief, she estimated after observing him for ashort period, would need at least
another day in bed to recover, though his deep, too, was peaceful. Serazao dept aso, but uneasily; she
had tangled herself in her blankets, and as VVa gpproached her bedside she flung out an arm and
muttered adigointed phrase before once again lying till.

The last room belonged to Arekhon sus-Khagath. Vai paused outside the door, struggling
againg asudden urgeto flee Demaizen Old Hall before the sun came up in the morning. She knew, with
acertainty that went beyond reason, that if she stayed with Garrod's Circle nothing would ever be the
sameagain... not with her life, and not with far more than her life done.

She had never been oneto rely on hunches and intuitions, preferring instead hard data
paingtakingly gathered. This new awareness disturbed her; it was tied somehow to whatever had drawn
her to the Demaizen Circle, and to what had happened since. She was changing, and she wasn't sure she
likedit.

In the end, nothing kept her from running away except the knowledge that, like it or not, she had
aready changed. The deliberately mideading report that she had sent earlier was by now a permanent
entry in her employer'sfiles.

Silently, she opened Arekhon's door. A pae white night-light blinked on as she stepped across
the threshol d-someone, probably Arekhon himself, had installed a door scanner. She hadn't known that
he was atinkerer, but the solitary and somewhat finicky hobby was one theat fitted with his profile. She
paused insgde the door, ready to fade back out into the hdlway if the light should wake him, but he stirred
no more than had the others.

She moved closer to the bed. The pale glow of the night-light illuminated the Third-no, Vai
corrected herself, the Second, and possibly before long the First-of the Demaizen Circle ashe dept. He
lay on hisside, hislong black hair faling across hisface, hiding the square shaven patch where Garrod's
aiketen had trimmed away' enough to do their healing work. Seen thus, he looked incongruously young
for what he was, and for what she had seen him do. He was young; she'd read his profile and knew his
true age, as she knew so much el se about him.

She had not anticipated, before coming to Demaizen, that she would find him physicaly
atractive.

Sowly-knowing quite well that she was about to do an incredibly foolish thing, but no more
willing to stop herself than she had been willing to remain on the hillside overlooking the Hall-she unbel ted
her borrowed night-robe and let it drop to the floor. Then shelifted the covers and did benesth them.

For amoment she did nothing more, only lay there and let herself become accustomed to the
warmth of Arekhon's body next to hers, and to the fact that she had put herself into a position from which
there would be no going back. 1've gone mad, she thought dispassionately; comforted by the diagnosis,
ghetook himin her amsand held him.

He turned and embraced her in return. "Friend?' he asked in adeep-muzzled voice.



"Friend," shereplied.

Somewhat surprised by what her own hands were doing, she began to stroke his back. His hand
reciprocated, and they drew closer together, so that she felt the hardness of hisarousal. He bent his
knee, and she parted her thighs enough to take hisleg between hers.

Sherolled him onto his back-he went unprotestingly, more adeep than awake-then straddled him
and took him insde her. Toward the end, he cried out "Eladli!" Va was surprised how much that hurt.

Then they werelying side by side, and he was deeply adeep. Va decided to remain there until
morning. Let him wake up beside her. If he turned out to be angry, and she had to leave the Circle...
well, that would be asolution to at least some of her problems. She could report the episode to her
employer asafailed attempt at seduction, and think no more of it.

In the morning, though, she was awakened by akiss on her cheek, and awhispered, "Vai-|
thought | was dreaming.” And then they repeated the process, and he knew who she was.

XX :Year 1125E. R.
Beyond the Farther Edge: Garrod's World
lldaon: Country House of Elek Griat

After thegrey mig of the Void, thefirgt things Garrod felt were the sunlight beating againg his
face and the pressure of solid ground beneath hisfeet. The walk to thisworld had proved even more
strenuous than he had anticipated. Time and space meant nothing in the VVoid, but the work of finding a
hospitable planet in that featureessinfinity-an action that was neither searching, nor summoning, nor
cdling into being, though it contained dements of dl three-had left him cold and drained of energy.

The new world to which he had come, however, was pleasant beyond his greatest expectations.
The stegp-sided hills that rose around him were green with low brush, and the air was sweet and pure.
High overhead, a straight-line cloud made awhite streak acrossthe vivid blue sky, an effect that could
only have been produced by the engines of a high-dtitude mechanized flyer.

Seeing it, Garrod smiled. An advanced technological civilization existed on this planet, and such a
civilization meant the possibility of trade and cultura exchange. More, it meant that histheorieson the
Sundering were correct, and those of other philosophers were wrong. Still smiling, helay downon a
patch of sun-warmed stone and let the heat that the VVoid had sucked from him re-enter his aching bones.
Hedent.

Later, when he awoke, the sun had changed its position in the sky. He assigned the sunset
direction the name "west," then rose and began stretching to bring back flexibility to muscles cramped by
deeping on the bare ground. Stiffness aside, he could move easily. Thelong walk through the Void had
blurred his judgment of how closdly the gravity here matched that of Eraad, but the difference could not
be great.

Further investigation meant leaving his current position. A pocket-compass settled its magnetized
needlein onedirection. Garrod called that direction "north,” and decided to proceed on that bearing until
he saw something that would make another direction seem more promising.

Perhaps a quarter of an Eraasian hour later, he saw hisfirg artificial structure: A dab-sded tower
on adigant hilltop, its featureless Sdes reflecting the light of the setting sun. Rather than walking toward
it, he decided to cast in another direction. Such alarge and deliberately impressive structure could have a
purposeinimica to hisown researches. A guard tower with an unfriendly garrison, amicrowave tower
with deadly radiation-there were too many possibilities.

Hedtered his course dightly, so that the tower shifted out of hisdirect line of sight, and moved
on through the dien landscape. Smdll creatures chirked and rustled amid stands of low, scrubby-looking
trees. He noticed an abundance of flying things, both large and small-not birds and insects as he knew
them on Eraas, but gpparent functiona equivaents for theloca ecology. He was not a student of the
life-sciences, to andyze thingsin greater depth; such efforts would come later, when others camein ships
aong the way that he had marked for them.

So far, what he had seen bore out hisideathat the Sundering of the Galaxy was not legend, but



truth. If he could find one of the natives, one of the intelligent beings, and see that they were like him-two
legs, five fingers on each hand-it would be further proof.

The gaaxy had been one. Of that, Garrod was convinced. There had been spaceflight, trading,
the intermingling of the seed of worlds. Perhaps the ones making the contact had been Void-wakerslike
himsdlf; more likely, they had been the spacefarers of an unimaginable past, before truth had been
overwritten by legend, and legend by dlegory.

"And the sword fell because the people had offended...." The pioustae from his childnood
gtill had the power to fill him with anger and confusion. What could anyone possibly have done, to merit
s0 deep and terrible ablow?

Eventually the shadows grew long and the sun went down behind the western hills. Garrod
stopped and made camp for the night. Walking in the dark would bring him nothing more than atwisted
ankle. Hedidn't light afire, for fear of drawing unwanted attention.

Nevertheless, he had observations to makeif the Eraasian fleet-captains were ever to find this
world. He removed hisinstruments from his pack and set them up-his bubble sextant, his star
spectrometers, his chronometers-and began to measure the stars that glistened in the night sky.

Later hewould find hisway to another hemisphere, and make measurements from there aswell.
Hewould need to remain on-planet for at least half of the planet's orbit around its tar, so that he could
make observations through the daylight sector too. All of these things Garrod had done before on other
worlds, though none of them so distant as this one. He had earned the name of Explorer before he ever
headed a Circle of hisown, and he was doing what he had the talent to do.

Jaf Otna had been some days at Elek's country estate, and had begun to think that hed made the
trangt from Ayarat for nothing, when he came downgtairs one morning and found three strangers seated
around afully laden breskfast table-one dark man, onefair, and one with the indefinable differencein
looks and manner that marked him as an offworlder of some kind, rather than native-born lldaonese. Jaf
stood for amoment in the doorway, uncertain of hiswelcome, before hearing Elek's voice.

"Ah, Jaf, good morning." The older man entered the morning-room through an interior archway,
holding a crystd flask of fruit juicein one hand. He took a seet at the table and gestured for Jaf to take
the remaining chair. "I'd like you to meet some associates of mine. Magl Oska'-he indicated the stocky
fair-haired man with the thick mustache-"Gath Tinau"-the darker one, athin, edgy-looking man-"and
Felan Diasul, who's come the longest way of dl of usto be here. | haveto ask you to trust these fellows.
| trust them, but unless you trust them, there's nothing that can be done.”

"Onyour word," said Jaf, "I'd trust anyone."

"A dangerousway to live," Elek said. "Not even | trust mysdlf that far. But | trust you-and
because my friends here have dl had occasion, in the past, to echo your sentiments concerning the
fleet-families, I've asked them to trust you aswell.”

"Such high regard honors me," said Jaf. To cover his salf-consciousness, he broke open one of
the breskfast-buns and began filling the interior cavity with golden jelly. "I hope | can deserveit.”

"Trust and deserving are dl very fine," said Oska Hetook along drink of the chilled fruit
juice-bits of pulp stayed clinging on his damp mustache-and set the glass down with athump. "But what
are we going to do about the star-lords? It's easy enough to hate them, but let's be honest, they hold dl
the advantages. They contral al our interplanetary communications. They control dl our interplanetary
trade. And they'reloyal to themsdvesadone."”

"All very true" Elek said. "But they have weaknesses."

Tinau laughed harshly. "Namethem.”

"Sinceyou ak... the fleet-families aren't monoliths. Smply because a person is born or adopted
into one of their lines doesn't kegp him or her from having private goas and failings. And outside of
keeping space travel and transport in their own hands, theré's no common interest among them. The
captains play at raiding and piracy, scoring points off one another with honest peopl€'s cargos, while the
senior members Spy on each other at home. They aren't accustomed to looking for threats from any other
quarter.”



"What do you intend to do, then?" said Tinau. " Send the families money in an unmarked
envelope, and watch them knife each other in the back while they fight to clamit?’

Elek smiled. "That'sthe genera idea. Y ou can hep usthere, if you want to-"

"Oh, yes." Tinau's dark features had begun to take on an eager light. Here was one, Jaf
suspected, whose grudge againgt the fleet-families went beyond matters of business or politics. There
was an interesting story in that probably; a pity he'd never get to hear it. Tinau didn't look like someone
who cdled out his private grievancesto the world. "Just tell me where to sart.”

"Y ou can begin by setting up afront organization or two,”" Elek told him. " Something
high-minded, with 'peace’ or ‘cooperation’ in the title. Then add some cutouts so that our nameswon't be
thefirst ones that show up when someone takes an interest. That'll be our unmarked envelope.”

The man called Felan Diasul spoke up for thefirst time. Hewas alean, bony individud, with light
brown hair; his Ildaonese was fluent enough to be colloquid, but his accent was Hanilat-Eraasian. "What
about me?"'

"You're absolutdly vital," Elek said. "We can't do this without somebody on Eraas to keep an
eye on things from close up." He poured out more of the fresh juice al around, as calmly asif they were
not discussing acomplete upheava in the usua way of things, then continued, "And if you dont mind
exploiting your own family connectionsin agood cause-you have a brother who'saMage, don't you?
The next time you talk with him, seeif you can ask him to work luck for us, without being too specific as
to what you need it for. Trade-luck and work-luck; it's true enough if you look at it the right way, and
everything helps™

Jaf, who sat listening in respectful silence, knew that his salf-imposed misson to [1daon had been
successful. And there was no way to back out now. Elek might have been reluctant at first-but having
made up hismind to join a congpiracy, he would conspire with al the boldness and insight that had so
impressed Jaf when he was the older man's student and protege. The prospect, in al honesty, wasa
somewhat daunting one.

| wonder, J&f thought, in my heart, did I come to Ildaon hoping that Elek would talk me out
of this venture before it went too far? | should have known better .

"We could be gtarting acivil war," he said aloud. "'If anybody has qualms about something like
that, now would be agood timeto say s0."

"Too latefor that aready,” Elek said. "The merefact that we gathered here at al would be
enough to condemn us, if the gtar-lords ever got word of this meeting. Which they will, intime. All we
can do istake precautions and strive to put off the day.”

"I'll talk to my brother about the luck,” Diasul said. "But it may take me awhile to reach him-he's
back on Eraag, working with Garrod syn-Aigd."

"What?' Tinau exploded. He turned to Elek. "Why don't you invite the star-lordsto sit in on our
discussion in person next timel" To Jaf, he explained, "Y ou're not from Eraas. Y ou wouldn't know. But
Garrod's Circleisin the pockets of the star-lords. Sus-Peledaen's own brother isin that Circle!”

Elek nodded, unfazed by the announcement. " So much the better, if the Circleis above suspicion.
From unexpected quarters, the victory will come.”

Later that first night on his newly-discovered planet, Garrod dept again, wrapped in the warm
coverings he had packed from home.

He started awake, midway through the dark hours, at a sound. Something had passed overhead,
making amechanica whining noise. It was gone before he could comefully awake.

Dawn came, then sunrise. Garrod continued on hisway, making observations as before. The sun
roseto its zenith and started to sink again. It passed to the north of him when it was highest in the sky, an
indication that he was in this world's southern hemisphere.

The mechanical noise returned in mid-afternoon, awhuffling sound more than awhine. Thistime
he was able to |ocate the source of the noise: A lenticular disk, cruising through the sky. Without knowing
the object's sze, he couldn't tell its exact distance; but assuming that it was adouble arm-span across, it
was perhaps five hundred feet overhead. He frozein place, making himsdlf quiet and still after the way of



the Circles discipline.

He had reacted in time, or so he hoped. The disk neither dowed down nor betrayed any
curiosity about hislocation. Whether the disk itself was an intdlligent or quasi-intelligent being, like the
aiketen at home, or whether it merely served as eyes and earsfor a distant observer, Garrod couldn't
tell.

The disk continued on to the north-the same direction in which he had been walking. It went
between two hills, paused, circled, and turned eadt, flying in that direction until it passed out of sight.

Garrod reached that line of hills himsdlf in mid-morning of the next day. Beyond the hillslay a
valey, and up the middie of the valley, leading from west to east, was aroad, or something that had once
served as one. Now it was a cracked mass of blackish rocks, laid out on the dry ground like amosaic,
with short narrow blades of dusty green vegetation poking up through the cracks. The sort-of-road had
edges, though not distinct ones; the rocks grew farther apart, and the vegetation thicker, until there were
no rocks at all.

He contemplated the road for awhile. Whatever used it-if anything still did-seemed not to wear
down the plants. Maybe it was disused, after dl, and fallen into ruin. Or perhaps not. The surface,
weed-grown though it was, remained largely clear of dirt and sand, and the weeds themsalves grew no
taler than the width of hispam.

Garrod determined to make camp for aday or two in the high ground to the south of the road,
where he could watch and yet remain concealed. He had aweek's supply of water left in his canteens,
and the nearby hills made as good a place to stay as any while he waited for this new world's secretsto
reved themsdves,

XXI:Year 1125E. R.

Eraes: Demaizen Old Hall

Hanilat Starport

Beyond the Farther Edge: Garrod's World

The sun danted golden into the upper room at Demaizen Old Hall, and cast a bright square of
light on the juncture between wall and floor. The late-autumn sky outside the windowswas aclear,
intense blue.

Serazao and Narin finished cleaning up Garrod. They had given him his breskfast-warm ceredl
mixed with sugar-that Serazao spooned into his mouth while Narin wiped his chin. They had cleaned his
mess and changed his clothes, and Narin had talked to him throughout, speaking of the day-to-day
activity of the Circle asthough he were able to understand. Through it dl Garrod did not seem to notice,
but rocked back and forth, playing with hisfingers and saying nothing &t dl.

At midmorning Ddlath arrived to continue the watch, and the two women | eft the bright room for
the gloomy hall beyond. This had been the routine a the Old Hall for nearly a month, the members of the
Circletaking it in turnsto care for Garrod, in the hope-now nagging-that he would return to himself and
speak of what he had seen beyond the Edge.

Narin turned to Serazao. The younger woman was taking this very hard, though she never
betrayed any emotion in front of Garrod beyond a steadfast cheerfulness.

"It'stimeto moveon,” Narin sad. "Will you come with me?| haveto tak with 'Rekhe.”

"Hightime. But well haveto find himfirst."

It took longer than Narin had anticipated. Arekhon had kept his old room, rather than moving
into the larger chamber left empty by Y uvaen's death, but this morning he was not in either one. Kief, in
the kitchen, and Ty, in the library, didn't know where hewas either. Vai, swest-covered from solo
exercisein the gdlery, thought he had |eft the building. A check in the former stables showed that the
groundcar wasn't missing. If he was out, he couldn't have gonefar.

"What now?" Serazao asked. The two women stood beside the stable door, |ooking out across
the grounds of the estate.

Narin didn't reply for afew moments. Then she pointed toward awooded hill that stood off to



the southeast. "L et's go that way."

Narin had aways been good at finding lost people and things. When the two women had climbed
the hill-not agreat walk, but strenuous, over steep ground covered by mosses and rounded stones-they
found Arekhon sitting under atree with his saff across his lap. He was|ooking down at the Old Hall
whereit sood below them in the distance, its blank windows reflecting the morning sun. Something about
his expression made Narin wonder if Y uvaen had been the lucky onein the great working after dl.

To give so much, and to have it come to nothing... and now we're about to ask him for
even more.

But there wasn't any help for it. She moved into hisfield of vision, deliberately bresking his
concentration, and said, "We can't wait any longer. Y ou have to becomethe Firg, if the Circleisgoing to
continue.”

Arekhon looked up at her. "By Y uvas death I'm Second, nothing more. Garrod isFirst, while he
lives"

"Garrod," sad Serazao flatly, "isincapable.”

"We need you, 'Rekhe," Narin said in amore reasonable tone. "We're just going through the
motions down there. Without guidance, without a controlling hand, it'sal going to fal apart. Well drift off
to other Circles, and spend the rest of our lives doing safe, tidy little workings-and what will become of
Garod'svison then?'

Arekhon shook hishead. "Garrod is il dive.”

"Yes, hesdive. He had agoal, and he came near it. Now he needs you to carry on hiswork."

"I will not bethe First." Arekhon's protest was weaker thistime, and Narin saw her opening.

"No," sheagreed. "Garrod is Fird. But you haveto lead usin his name until he comesto himsalf

agan.”

Garrod continued his measurements of the skies. The days on thisworld were longer than he was
used to on Eraad, but each daylight period was shorter and each dark period was longer now than the
one before, asif what might be the equivaent of winter was gpproaching. From timeto time, theflying
disks passed by, but he was unable to assign either a schedule or a pattern to their movements.

Two days after hisinitid sighting of theflying disks, his patience was rewarded.

Just before the sun rose, but while the sky was growing light, he heard asound coming from the
east, agrowling noise with a high-pitched whine benegth it. The noise grew louder, and from around a
bend came three boxy vehicles, roughly rectangular but with the forward ends doped sharply downward.
The vehiclesmoved a awaking pace. Ahead and on ether side of them, and behind them, loped men.

Or at least, Garrod gave them that name by courtesy. They were bipedal, and progressed with
jogging movements. Round heads surmounted their trunks, and they had arms with hands. Their knees
bent in the same way that hisdid. But while smilar in their rough outlinesto the people of Eraas and the
other worlds on the far Side of the interstellar gap, these were crudely misshapen. Their eyes were too
large, their bodies too thick and coarse.

The vehicles they escorted had no wheels, but stood above the surface of the road, not touching
it. Garrod nodded to himsalf, understanding now both the road's apparent disuse and the lack of any
tall-standing overgrowth. Vehicles here used amethod of propulsion smilar to the counterforce units
used in free-moving aiketen on Eraes.

But these units would have to be much more powerful, Garrod reflected. Thetinkerers at home
would loveto get their hands on one and take it apart for comparison.

Garrod watched the vehicles as they passed from east to west and vanished again around aturn.
They had scarcely gone out of Sight before aflash of light came from that direction, followed by acolumn
of white smoke. Aningant later, the sound cameto him: A loud whump, muffled by distance.

Three black vee-shaped flying objects-smal ones, like the flying disks-came out of thewest to
dive and circle around the source of the rising smoke. Lines of light shot up from the ground in response.
A beam touched one of the flying vees, and it exploded in mid-flight.

More smoke floated upward. The piercing beams stopped. Minutes passed. Three smaller



explosions sounded, in rapid but paced cadence.

Garrod watched, and kept till. Then, with arumble of jets, awinged craft rose vertically from
beyond where the smoke had risen. The flyer was painted in aflat, dark color, black against the sky. Its
downward-pointing jets swiveled, and with arising whine it shot away to the west.

The smoke from the encounter drifted away on the wind. The sun continued on its upward
course. No sound, no motion, came from the road below. At last Garrod stood, picked up his pack, and
walked downhill. He turned west, toward where the smoke had been.

Hedidn't havefar to go. The vehicles, their counterforce units dead, lay smashed and fdlen to the
surface of the road. Their rear doors hung open, marked with the scorching of explosives. Their interiors
were empty.

The men who had accompanied the convoy were here, too. They were al dead, their bodies as
torn and broken as the vehicles they had guarded. Garrod could see now that what he had taken for
misshapen bodieswere in truth only shells, heavy suits containing mechanicd aidsto their muscles. The
young men who had worn the suits|looked as human as he did. Any one of them-if he were not bloody,
broken, and burned-could have walked unnoticed through downtown Hanilat.

Garrod said the prayers of well-wishing for the dead, and turned away.

Theledau syn-Grevi contemplated the racks of reports that his agents had brought him, and
swiveled in hischair so that the reportslay behind his back.

All the information in the world, he thought, and not one hard fact in any of it.

Outside the windows of his office the towers of centra Hanilat thrust up againgt the skyglow. He
would be late arriving home tonight; the moon was dready rising, and he would have to keep the hour of
watch later than was proper. But he would not forego it. He had given up enough of what he valued in
order to cometo thiscity hedid not like, to labor for the good of the sus-Raddl.

Ashehad doneal day, and was till doing. The key to thefuture, if one existed, had to liein the
mysterious reports he had gotten from lulan Vai. His Agent-Principa had dways shown an uncanny
knack for turning up at the center of the real concern while others remained distracted by trividities-and
lulan Va had |eft Hanilat without notice, delegating her investigationsin the city entirely to her
subordinates. She had gone instead to Demaizen Old Hall, where Garrod syn-Aigd and his hand-picked
Circleweredoing... something.

Thel considered the two cryptic messages he had gotten from Vai since the beginning of her
invedigation.

BELIEVE SUS-PELEDAEN INTEND TRADE BEY OND EDGE. CONFIDENCE LOW.
TAKENOACTION AT THISTIME.

ALL QUIET AT DEMAIZEN. NORESULTSASYET. CONTINUING SURVEILLANCE.

He had gone over and over the brief communications, trying to determine what his
Agent-Principa had intended to convey. That whatever Garrod had been up to was afailure? If so, then
why continue her investigation-and if it was not afailure, then why report that there had been no results?
He could only trust in Vai's competence and hope that she would enlighten him.

In the meantime, one thing was clear: If the sus-Peledaen meant to trade beyond the Edge, they
would need to build more ships. And so would he-ships faster and stronger and farther-ranging than any
vessels hisrivas might send out on such ajourney. He turned back to his desk to write the appropriate
orders.

Narin had been wrong. It wasn't going to work.

Arekhon sat in Garrod's study, at Garrod's desk, toying with the pens and the writing pads.
Through the hdf-drawn curtains, the tall window showed low grey clouds. Late autumn had given way
overnight to the chill wind and rain of early winter. The study was dim and gloomy, but Arekhon hadn't



bothered to turn on the lights. The cold, clammy day suited his mood.

It wasdl very wdl for Narin to say that he should lead the Circle in Garrod's name. Leading
required adirection, and he had none. Instead, the Circle was spinning away from him-he could fed it.
They had failed, and a path was not clear before him. He could not recover the disaster.

The star charts he had brought from home, that he had opened for Garrod with such pride and
enthusiasm, lay. intheir leather case on achair againgt the far wall. He would have to give them back to
Natdth the next time he journeyed to Hanilat on Circle business, if he ever had any Circle businessto
transact.

He was ready to go down to the kitchen-someone would aways be in the kitchen-and tell them
al to go away. To find other Circles. That thiswas no place for them. Y uvaen and Garrod had defied the
gods, and now they were both gone.

Instead he did nothing but play with the small objects on the desk.

Then amead feding seized him, and he swept his arm across the desktop, clearing it of papers
and pens and useless, outdated data wafers. He stood. A secret existed, and the universe was concedling
it. Perhaps studying the chart would bring new insight, another line of attack, and the Circlewould
continue, made stronger and bound more tightly by itslosses.

Arekhon removed the charts from their case, and took down the reader from the bookshelf
whereit had been stored. A small voice whispered to him that hisred motivein not breaking up the
Circlelay in his new-found discovery of awarm and experienced bed-partner, present on anightly basis,
not merely whenever her ship wasin, and hewasin town, and if no other obligations got in the way.

He pushed away the thought as unworthy of the meditation-the private meditation-that he
intended, and inserted the reader into the desktop. The lightsflashed and cycled, and he did thefirst
chart into the dot. The reader snortled, sounding like the antique that it was, and the lights of the worlds
and the shipping lines came up.

There was the dark border, the Edge beyond which nothing existed, nothing was known. And
there, in the uncharted space beyond it-Arekhon leaned forward in his chair, feding hisface grow hot
with amazement-glowed asingle whitelight.

Alone and isolated.

Impossibly far away.

But redl. In aplace that had held nothing but darkness the last time held seen this chart, there
stood now the marker for aworld rich in al resources, ready for trade at advantageous bargains.

"Son of ahitch," Arekhon bresthed. "Garrod. Y ou left abeacon for us on the other sde.”

XXIIl: Year 1125E. R.

Eraas: Hanilat Starport

[ldaon: Country House of Elek Griat
Beyond the Farther Edge: Garrod's World

Natdth sus-K halgath had been away from home for ten days, making aforma tour of the new
gtarships under congtruction in the family's orbital yards. He hadn't enjoyed the excursion. Travel beyond
the homeworld's atmosphere didn't apped to him, and he had done aslittle of it as possible after
completing his apprentice voyage. But as head of the sus-Peledaen, Natelth was expected to visit new
ships-not every vessd that was built, certainly, but any time there was a significant changein the
design-and he didn't believe in skimping on family duty out of persond didike.

The front rooms of the town house were empty when he returned. He surrendered his
impedimentato the entryway aiketh, a black-and-silver moddl that hovered alittle above thefloor oniits
pocket-sized counterforce unit. The aiketh floated off toward his rooms upgtairs, sagging alittle under
the weight of the luggage-it wasn't redlly aheavy-labor unit, but an information center that | sayana had
retooled for her own amusement severd years before.

"Wait," said Natdth asthe aiketh reached the bottom of the staircase. "Whereis|sa?'

Light flashed ingdethe aiketh's shell asit communicated with the larger house-mind. ™Y our Sster



isinthekitchen,” it said. "The kitchen reports that an unscheduled med is undergoing consumption.”

"Thank you," said Natdth. Politeness was dways worthwhile, even to quasi-organics.

The aiketh continued on itsway upstairs, and Natelth went on to the house's spacious and
well-gppointed kitchen. 1sawas there as the house had said, cutting dices off of afresh loaf of nutgrain
bread and spreading them with jam.

Arekhon was with her. Natelth had heard rumors of strange goings-on at Demaizen Old Hall,
and looking a 'Rekhe, he believed them. His brother was thinner than he'd been when he cameto
borrow the star charts-and 'Rekhe had been lean enough aready-with something about his eyes that
suggested he hadn't been getting enough deep.

Helooked cheerful, though, which filled Natelth with sus picion. Arekhon didn't cometo the
house these days unless he needed something from the family.

" 'Rekhe," Natdth said. "We haven't seen you in quite some while; if you'd come aday earlier I'd
have missed you.”

Arekhon finished his dice of bread and wiped the jam off hisfingerswith adamp towd. "That's
why | cametoday. | wanted to talk with you about something important.”

Isalaughed. "Scoundrd. Y ou told me that you came home for some fresh bread.”

"I did. Nobody at the Hall makes anything like yours, and the kitchen there isn't teechable-it's
drictly cook-it-yoursdf."

Natelth sat down at the table across from his brother. Arekhon was excited about something;
that much was plain for anyone to see. With luck it wasn't something dangerous, like being named the
Third in aVoid-waker's Circle. sa had fretted about that appointment for weeks, and worry had
troubled Natelth's own deep aswell.

"If it's bread recipesthat you camefor,” Natelth said, "1 can't help you. So it must be something

d"

"Youreright. Do you remember those charts | borrowed?"

"Y ou've brought them back?'

Arekhon shook hishead. "They're fill & Demaizen.”

"Then why-" Natelth began, at the sametime aslsasaid, in reproving tones, " 'Rekhe, don't
tease.”

"Because there was aworking," Arekhon said, abruptly serious again. "Garrod walked through
the Void, out pagt al the known markers-and he found aworld on the other side of the gap beyond the
Edge"

"Beyond-" Natelth found himself at alossfor further words. None of the fleet-Circles had ever
dared as much. It was common knowledge, or so the sus-Peledaen Mages had dwaysingsted, that
making so long awalk would destroy both the Mage who tried it and the Circle that backed him.

"A world," Arekhon said. "Inhabited and fit for trade. Garrod left us the marker for it."

"A new worldisal very well," said Isasharply. "But what hasit got to do with your brother, or
with thefamily?'

"Ships," Natelth said at once. In spite of his better judgment, he'd begun to catch some of his
younger brother's enthusiasm. There hadn't been anew world opened for trade in almost two decades,
and the chance of making the sus-Peledaen the first family in anew part of space was enough to make
anyone's heart beat alittle faster. "Isn't that it, 'Rekhe? Y ou can't get to Garrod's world without a
starship, so you've come back hometo ask for one.”

Two of the guests at Elek Griat's breakfast meeting, Oska and Tinau, departed that same
morning, but Jaf Otnal remained at the country house. So-to his chagrin, for he had hoped to spend the
rest of hisextended leave of absence enjoying his friend's company in solitude-did the Eraasian
conspirator, Diasul. Elek played the contra-citharafor hours at atime, while Diasul and Jaf walked about
the grounds during the day and read the information text-channelsin the evenings. Diasul talked about his
life on Eraad, hisambitions as head of anourishing mercantile house, and his desire to influence planetary
politics. Jaf found it dl exquisitely boring.



One evening he took Elek aside. "Is there some reason why that man is till here? Y ou never
speak to him, and the Oldest knows | don't want to."

"Diasul isclearing his mind before he speaks with his brother," Elek replied. "The Mages can't
read mindsthat | know of, but ataented one can tdll if you're lying about something-and where family is
concerned, even alittle talented could be enough. Y ou're o providing adistraction to cover the
activities of our two other friends, who've been setting thingsin motion el sewhere. Y ou've been under
dally surveillance, in case you didn't know."

Jaf hadn't. "How?" he asked. Held thought that the country house was too remote for
eavesdroppers-had suspected Elek of choosing it for that reason.

"From above. Anywhere there's a sky, the star-lords can ook down to observe and record, if
they think they've got areason. Y ou haven't written anything about this matter and left it lying by a
window in daylight, have you?'

"No," said Jof. Elek wasjoking, he decided, but there was enough truth in the jest to make him
uncomfortable. "Therésnothing inwriting at al."

Severd dayslater, near the end of Jaf's visit, the conspirator named Oska returned, thistime
bringing with him another, younger man. Dinner that night-Jaf's last evening at the country house-was a
formal affair, a which Oskaintroduced his companion, Syr Seyo Hannet of the League of Unallied
Shippers.

"I must confess," Elek said after asip of wine, "that | have never heard of the League of Unallied
Shippers.”

Seyo laughed. "They're my own invention. And empty, at the moment. But | have onefamily of
dar-lordswho will be the core of the movement, and another who will join. More familieswill come
later, and faults will develop intheir cozy system. Suspicion will grow from there until the firgt atrocity will
make everyone call for blood."

Jaf looked at Seyo dubioudy. "Who guarantees that well get an atrocity when we need one?’

"Such things can be arranged,” said Seyo. "I've talked with aflegt-family pensioner or two, and |
have dl the details of their little games. A ship will vanish, and its crew with it-the work of outlaw raiders,
undoubtedly, the sort of rascalsthat the flegt-families hunt down themsalves whenever they get the
chance. Another ship, from another family, will arrive shortly after with the missing cargo, and not be able
to explain how they got it. Therest-" Seyo shrugged. "It'sdl in the play of the hand.”

"A clever plan," Elek conceded. "But how do you intend to implement it?

"Two faked cargoes,”" Seyo explained. "Observe. A family-sus-Peledaen for example-accepts
and transportsaload. It isall seria-marked materia, and acopy of the manifest stays at their offices. But
that cargo-manifested, noted, inventoried, and logged though it may be-never actualy goes aboard. What
does go on that sus-Peledaen ship in those boxesis abomb, timed to remove that ship without atrace
during itstrangt through the Void."

Elek began to smile. "l see. And | take it that the cargo that should have gone aboard the
sus-Peledaen ship is actudly aboard the craft of one of the familiesin your League of Unallied Shippers?’

"Exactly," sad Seyo. "They take off withit, al unknowing. When they arrive at their destination,
they have with them the cargo they |oaded aboard-but the firm they contracted to ddliver it to has gone
out of business! They follow customary practice and sdll that cargo to the highest bidder, at which time
the serid numbers are reveded. The sus-Peledaen find out-how could they not, snce well be ready to
tell them if necessary?-and the Undlied Shipper'slogs are examined. They do not bear the signaturesfor
incidents of piracy and boarding. In fact, the ship's captain and crew deny having seen the other craft, far
lessgeding from them.”

"Tricky," said Jaf gpprovingly.

"It gets better,” Seyo assured him. "The fleet-familieswill have started building warships by then,
and they'll be eager to use them. Once one family loses a ship to another-or thinks it does-they'll fed!
honor-bound to fight.”

The vee-craft and the armed flyer had come from the west, or at least had returned in that



direction after ambushing the ground vehicles. Garrod considered the possibilitiesfor awhile, and turned
hisfootsteps east. He hiked pardld to the road, keeping it in Sght but being careful to stay off of it, asthe
days stretched into aweek.

One night, ared glow suffused the sky to the east. To Garrod, it looked like adistant city
burning. The road wasn't deserted after that. Vehicles remained few, but there was a steedy flow of foot
traffic-people, young and old, carrying all that they possessed, walking with atrudging hopelessness, their
eyes fixed on the road ahead of them.

Refugees, Garrod thought. Eraas had not experienced the phenomenon during hislifetime, but he
had seen pictures and had read the historical accounts.

He pondered the Situation for sometime. The way of caution would be to return a once through
the Void to Eraasi-he had dready made enough observations to prove his point about the existence of
living worlds on the far Sde of theinterstellar gap. But he had not yet gained al the information he needed
to make return navigation sure. Nor had he broken hisfamily atarsin order to be cautious.

That evening after dark, he buried most of his gear benegth a pile of stones alittle distance off the
road, and approached asmall group of refugees. He hoped that in the general confusion hislack of
language skillswouldn't work against him. If he gpproached someone sufficiently downhearted, he would
not himsdf bein great physica danger.

He chose to approach agroup of three-awoman carrying an infant child, and an older man,
perhaps the woman's father-as they camped, ragged and dirty, beside a stone wall near the roadside. He
observed them from adistancefirgt, Sizing them up as he waited outside the circle of light from their fire.

He was close enough to hear them talking. He didn't recogni ze the language, which was
unsurprising; nevertheless, he derived a certain gratification from noting that al the sounds they produced
fell within the known capabilities of the human voca apparatus. He was considering how to approach
their camp without seeming vulnerable or worth robbing, but a the same time without appearing
threatening, when matters moved beyond his contral.

A younger man entered the camp from the direction of the road. Hewore clean clothingina
sngle color-livery of some sort, Garrod suspected, like that worn in the fleet-families-and held an object
in hisright hand that Garrod considered likely to be aweapon. He spoke sharply, in aloud tone of voice,
and gestured with the weapon-obj ect.

The young woman screamed, then began to cry softly, cuddling her baby. The older man spoke
inreply, hands clasped in front of him, eyes on the ground.

The young man stepped up beside the older one, and placed the weapon against the other's
head. He repeated his command, loudly but briefly. The older man began to spesk again, a soft, tumbling
rush of words. To Garrod it seemed that he was begging for mercy, or perhaps praying to an unseen
deity.

There comes a time to observe, Garrod thought, and another to act.

He stepped forward and smashed his staff against the young man's back, parald to the ground,
about the level where the fellow's kidneyswould be if he were human. The young man flung hisarms
wide, his head back, and grunted with pain. Garrod put his aff in front of the other's neck, and pulled
backward.

The weapon in the man's hand fired a beam of greenish light. Grass and brush smouldered where
theline of light touched. Garrod continued to pull. The man went limp. The wegpon stopped glowing and
dropped from his hand.

Garrod waited another dow count to make sure the man was dead, then released him. The body
dumped to the ground. Then Garrod stopped, picked up the weapon, and did it into his belt. The front
end was hot to the touch.

The older man was gill standing before him, eyes closed, continuing his prayer. Garrod spoke, in
dow, careful Eraasian, putting dl the strength of his persondity behind the words, so that hisintent might
carry even if the words did not make sense:

"You aresafe" hesad. "l anafriend.”

The older man stopped talking, and looked up. He saw Garrod standing, staff in hand, and the



body on the ground. The man spoke, but Garrod didn't understand him.

The Magelord reached dowly into his pocket and pulled out astick of trail-candy-the
high-energy kind with plenty of nutsand fruit in it. He peeled back the silvery wrapping and broke the
gtick in half, offering one part to the man. Then heraised his own half to hislips, took abite, chewed, and
swallowed, to show that it was food and not poi sonous.

Or | assume not, Garrod thought. These people are like me. The Sundering divided us, but
they have not changed so much since then to look at-how much could they have changed
internally, and till not have it show?

The man tasted Garrod's offering, tentatively. Then hisfacelit with asmile. He caled out softly,
oneword. Garrod assumed it was the woman's name.

Thewoman-no more than agirl, redlly-appeared from the shadows, the child in her arms, and
accepted the bar of trail-candy from the older man. Shelooked down a where their |ate assailant lay.
Then shewaked over and spat in hisface.

The man turned to Garrod. He spoke. Garrod put on his best puzzled expression and cocked his
head to one side, hoping that the man would take his meaning. He said, "I'm sorry, but | don't speak your
language:”

"Ah," the man said. He made a drinking gesture with his hand, and pantomimed taking apull from
abottle.

Garrod echoed his gesture. The man took a bottle from his coat pocket and handed it acrossto
Garrod. The Magelord opened it, tilted it back, and drank.

It wasn't water. Thiswas a potent liquor. It burned. Garrod sputtered, his eyes streaming tears,
and handed the bottle back. The man laughed, and put an arm around the Mage's shoulders.

"l think," said Garrod, as soon as his head had cleared, "that we've found abasisfor
communication.”

Later that night he hel ped bury the young man's body in the woods. By morning, the four of them
were walking on together, and Garrod was making hisfirst progress at learning their language. He knew
their names-the man was called Hujerie and the woman Saral, and the baby answered to the name, or
perhaps the endearment, of Minnin-and they knew his, though their pronunciation was odd.

No odder than my pronunciation of theirs, Garrod thought.

They were going to a place caled Raske, helearned, and the land around them was called
Tulbith.

The world, so he understood the man to say, was called Entibor.

XXII: Year 1124 E. R.
Eraasian Space: sus-Peledaen ship Rain-on-Dark-Water
Eraed: Hanilat

The guardship Rain-on-Dark-Water loomed up, mountain-high, in her congtruction cradle a the
sus-Peledaen orbita yard. Elagli sood on the cradle's embarkation platform, taking in the pleasing sight.
Sheld been the Rain's Rilot-Principal for dmost amonth now, since returning to Eraes with syn-Evarat
and Wind-on-the-Mountain, and she was eager to see the deek and powerful vessel come out of the
congtruction phase for good.

Rilot-Principal on anew-built ship wasaprizein itself, an assgnment that marked her out asone
of the family's up-and-comers. She contemplated the long upward dope of the Rain's matte-black side,
and alowed hersdf to imagine her future career.

From Rilot-Principa to Command-Tertiary was agap that no more than afew in each generation
would cross; she could serve the family in her present rank for three decades or more, and be counted
among those who'd had agood career in thefleet. But if she ever did achievethat first level of command,
then al the others became possible aswell: Captain, Convoy-Captain-even, someday, Fleet-Captain,
with authority subordinate only to Natelth sus-Peledaen himsdif.

Natelth's younger brother, to whom she owed her present good fortune, was the reason she was



waiting here on the embarkation platform. The lifter-shuttle that climbed like a cog railway up the
mountain of the ship's Sde had delivered two carloads of personnel to the Rain's main hatch dready.
'Rekhe was, not surprisingly, late.

The door on thefar side of the docking platform did open. Eladli turned her head quickly inthe
direction of the noise. Y es, it was Arekhon, dressed in the plain black and white that he had affected ever
snce leaving thefleet to join Garrod's Circle.

She saw at once that he had changed since their farewell at the Court of Two Colors. Hishair
was the same deek black asit had always been, with no trace yet of the early slver that sometimes came
with Magework, but clearly something had happened during her absence. He looked older, and the hint
of mischief that had awayslurked in his grey eyes was muted.

He smiled when he saw her-the smile was the same, at least-and took both her handsin his.

"Ela" he said. He glanced at her insigniaand cocked an eyebrow. "Pilot-Principd... that's new.”

"It came with my transfer to the Rain," she said, "syn-Evarat pushed for it, but | think it was your
recommendation for adoption that finished thejob.”

"Syn-Evarat'sagood man." Arekhon paused. "What's the Rain's captain like?!

She thought for amoment. "1 haven't worked with her for more than a couple of weeks, and
we're dill inthe cradle. But I'd say-steady. | don't know anything more than that.”

"Steadinessis what we need," he said.

Sheglanced a him sharply. "Need for what?"

"That'swhy | came here. Areyour quarters safeto talk in?"

"Asfar asl cantdl."

"Thenlet'sgo there” he said.

"Andtak?'

Arekhon smiled again, and thistime the mischief came back to hiseyes. Helifted both her hands
to hismouth and kissed them. "That too."

For Theledau syn-Grevi it was the hour of observance.

He went to the moonroom as usual, but as soon as he stepped through the door he became
convinced that he was not aone. He stepped no farther in than the threshold, but reached out and tapped
the switch on thewall beside him. A dim silver light began to glow from recessed sources dispersed
around the circular room.

He half-expected to find aburglar hiding there, or aspy from one of the fleet-families with reason
to didike the sus-Radal. As befitted half an expectation, hewas haf right. lulan Va waswaiting for him,
curled up on one of the watching-benches, wearing plain black garments and balancing a stick-no, not a
stick, aMage's staff-across her knees.

"Good evening, my lord." Vai roseto her feet and knelt to him as politely as ever, then resumed
her seated posture. "'l thought it wastime | should report to you in person.”

"Morethantime,” Thd said. ™Y ou've been running your operations from Demaizen for long
enough.”

She accepted the implied reproof without changing expression. "My people arewell trained. Did
you ever lack for anything that they could have supplied?’

"Not that | know of. But if | didn't haveit | wouldn't know about it, would |?'

She amiled asif he had made apleasing joke. "That'sthe way it dwaysis," sheagreed. "It'sthe
things you don't know you're missing that'll get you every time. My lord, | stayed at Demaizen because of
one of those things. As| told you at the time, matterswere in train there which required my close
personal observation.”

"And have these matters findly reached some kind of conclusion?'

"Oh, yes." She paused-whether it was for effect, or to marshal her words properly, Thel couldn't
say. "Garrod syn-Aigd has found ahospitable world on the far side of the interstellar gap. | anticipate
that the sus-Peledaen will be sending out an explorer ship before very long; Lord Arekhon'sin town and
talking with hisbrother now."



Thel scowled. "That is information you could have given me earlier.”

"To what end? Our fleet has no ships capable of making so long atrandt. Better that the
sus-Peledaen should take the risk of thefirst voyage... after al, you'll be getting copies of al their data
from your agent on board.”

"You?' he asked.

She nodded. "Demaizen will provide the ship's Circle, and I'm apart of Demaizen now. Y oull
have to appoint my current Agent-in-Charge to Agent-Principa in my place, of course.”

"Of course,” Thel said drily. Va had aways been highhanded where her operations were
concerned, and he had tolerated it because she provided him with excedllent results. She had not
previoudy been accustomed to use that same highhandedness with Theledau himself. ™Y ou do redlize,
that's not an gppointment | can make, then take away again?'

"I know." Shelifted the ebony staff briefly from her knees, then balanced it again acrossthem. "
have another place to come back to, if | come back at all."

"l undergtand,” he said with some regret, since Vai's Second, however competent, was not likely
to prove her equd. " Satisfy my curiosty, if you would: How in the world did you manage to convince
Garrod syn-Aiga-whom nobody has ever called afool-that you were aMage?!

Vai'ssmile had arueful twist toit. "In the only way | could, asit turned out afterward.”

"Y ou've actualy become one of them?”

"I have." Her face took on adistant expression. "Like | said, it's the things you don't know you're
missing... it wasn't adevelopment | anticipated, but it's done. If you want to release me from your
employ atogether, I'll make no objection. But speaking as your Agent-Principal, you'd be foolish not to
get one of your people onto that sus-Peledaen ship.”

Shewasright, as usud. "Make whatever arrangements you need to for transmitting reports,” he
sad. "And, Syr Va-"

"My lord?'

"Youvedonewdl."

After Va had left, Thel darkened the moonroom again, and sat in thought for along time below
the clear glass dome. He cameto the conclusion that he envied Man Vai. If he were younger, and. free of
the tiesthat bound him in service to hisfamily, he would be haf-tempted to hire on with the sus-Peledaen
as common crew, just for the chance to take part himself in this venture beyond the Edge.

But he was who he was, and nothing about that could be changed. He would do as much as he
could through Iulan Vai, and the sus-Radal-as dways-would regp the profit.

Arekhon had wanted to spesk with Eladli alone about the news, and not merely for the
opportunity to renew their friendship in the sweetest way possible. In aventure as audacious as the one
proposed for Rain-on-Dark-Water , having the Pilot-Principa's firm backing was essentid. If shetook
againgt it, or even expressed strong reservations, the always-delicate balance between aship's Circle and
its cgptain would take on adigtinctly flestward tilt-and such atilt, when the First of the Circle was not the
Firg at dl, but only ajumped-up Second, could prove impossible to overcome.

To hisdismay, however, the Rain's captain was waiting for them insde the ship'smain hatch.
Captain sus-Mevyan was alean, grey-haired woman with strong bones and a dour expression; Arekhon
suspected, from her name, that her family had been far-idand nobility before turning sarward and
throwing in their lot with the sus-Peledaen.

She was not, he decided ruefully, the sort to be impressed by Natelth sus-Kha gath's younger
brother.

"Captain,” hesad politely.

She nodded. "sus-Khalgath. Will you and Pilot-Principa Inadi take uffa in my quarters? Lord
sus-Peledaen's message bears discussion in private.”

| couldn't agree more, Arekhon thought. Unfortunately, I'm not going to get the chance.

He said arductant menta farewel| to the prospect of leisurely discourse with Elagli, and followed
sus-Mevyan through the Rain's interior labyrinth to the captain's cabin, where a polished copper pot was



aready steaming on itstripod. Three carved wooden folding chairs-one with aback and arms, and two
without-waited in conversational arrangement on the heavy carpet. More tapestry panels, in agreen and
gold far-idands pattern, covered the meta bulkheads. Standard light emplacements studded the
overhead, but their output was scaled down to adim glow.

Arekhon and Elagli took their seatsin the two guest chairs, and waited as sus-Mevyan poured
uffa into cut-glass cups. The Captain took her leaf pale, Arekhon noted with resignation-no truckling
hereto inner-family taste by claiming a preferencefor red.

"Now," said susMevyan, after thefirgt taste of the hot liquid had been respectfully sipped and
savored, "sus-Khagath-tell me about this new world your brother's message spoke of "

Arekhon heard Eladli's breath catch dightly: She remembered, then, what Garrod's Circle had
been working on. He didn't dare take his attention off sus-Mevyan long enough to seeif she remembered
it with favor or with dismay.

He kept his eyesfixed on the Captain instead, saying, "My brother told you that Garrod
syn-Aiga sus-Demaizen has found anew inhabited planet circling adistant star. How much more did he
tdl you?"

"Hetold me" sussMevyan said, "that the Second of Garrod's Circle would come aboard and
convey the detailsin person. From which | assumethat this new planet is something out of the ordinary, if
Lord sus-Peledaen fed s unable to trust even hisown fleet's crypto systems with the full transmisson.”

"Natelth has a point. The planet Garrod found lies beyond the Farther Edge.”

With great care and precision, sus-Mevyan set her cup down on the low table beside the copper
pot. Y ou are quite sure of this?'

"My lifeonit,” said Arekhon.

She took the meaning as he intended. "Demaizen will provide the ship's Circlefor this voyage?"

"y es"

"It'srisky... very risky." sus-Mevyan turned her icy, penetrating gaze on Eladli. "Pilot-Principd,
what do you say about this venture that Lord sus-Peledaen and his brother have proposed for us?'

Arekhon concentrated on keeping his breathing steady and his expression noncommittal. Elagli
deserved the chance to give an honest answer, and sus-Mevyan didn't need to know how important her
Rilot-Principal’s opinion was to the acting head of the Demaizen Circle.

"“I'll be honest, Captain," Eladli said. "l think the voyage could kill usal. But if it doesn't kill
us'-she grinned suddenly, with ablaze of pure honest ambition that filled Arekhon's senses like alambent
flame-"well come back so covered with glory that Natelth sus-Kha gath sus-Peledaen will give us
whatever we ask him for."
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"It'ssettled,” Arekhon said. "We have aship, and the Captain iswith us."

The surviving functiona members of the Demaizen Circle sat together in Garrod's-now
Arekhon's-study, where the star-chart projected itsillusory topography into the air above the desktop.
The brilliant golden-white dot that marked out Garrod's new-found world glowed unblinking beyond the
dark line of the Edge.

"A sus-Peledaen ship,” said Kief. "And the sus-Peledaen get the trade, | suppose.”

Serazao spoke before Arekhon could form an answer. " The sus-Peledaen, or somebody else; it
doesn't matter. We're doing thisfor Garrod's sake.”

"And we need to think about how were going to do it,” Arekhon said. "Sincethe Firg is... how
heis, he can't make the journey himself. But he is the First of our Circle, and it wouldn't beright to leave
him behind in the care of strangers.”

"Not to mention what might happen to our luck if wetried," said Narin. "Nothing good ever
comes from abandoning one of your own."



Arekhon nodded, grateful for the opening. "Narinisright. Which iswhy | proposeto split the
Circle, someto go and someto stay. Those who stay will keep the eiran smooth and untangled here at
home, and send luck to those who crossthe interstellar gap. And Garrod will remain the First at
Demaizen, asbefore.”

"How are we going to make the split?' asked Ty. "Draw lots?'

"Nothing quite so random,” Arekhon said. "I had in mind meditating together on the question.”

"Now?" asked Kief. "Without preparation?’

"It'sthe best way to find out atrue divison," said Arekhon. "Therésno timefor usto be
influenced too much by the desires of one person or another.”

He stood up, and looked at each of the Circle membersin turn-Narin and Ddlath and Kief, Ty
and Serazep and lulan Vai. "Come."

He left the room without looking back to seeif the others followed. He had anticipated a brief tir
of conversation and questioning, but heard nothing beside the sounds of scuffing chair legs and footsteps
on carpet. That was good; it meant that the rest of the Circle had concurred in his decision without the
need for talk.

The group that reassembled in the meditation room was aquiet and sober one. No workings had
taken place in the chamber since Garrod's return. All the physical traces of the previous occasion had
been cleared away, but the patterns of that time were plainly marked to the inward sight. Arekhon knelt
in'Yuvaen'sold place-Garrod's he left empty-while the others took their places as they had done before.

lulan Vai hesitated. Arekhon beckoned her into the group aswell. Last time she had been an
observer; thistime, and for the voyage to come, she would be a part of thewhole. Ty moved aside,
yielding the newest member's position, and Va knelt with her usual limber grace.

Arekhon nodded, satisfied, and closed his eyes.

The place he came to, when hisinner vision cleared, was chaotic. A tumble of ragged,
grey-black clouds blocked out the sky overhead. Theland itself was shattered stone, like the place
Arekhon had seen when the First had gone Void-waking before. But thistime the land was divided at
Arekhon'sfeet, sonefrom air, in acliff that plunged straight down, ahundred times the height of aman,
to achurning lead-grey seabelow.

Water smashed, wave on wave, againgt thefoot of the cliff, then withdrew in white foam between
jagged teeth of rock. The wind whipped Arekhon's hair around hisface, then snatched it back again, as
theforce of theair pushed him first toward, then away from, the edge of the cliff.

When helooked out across the sea, he saw aboat tossed about on the water. Two figures sat
and rowed away from the cliffs; athird stood in the stern. He recognized the rowersas Ty and Narin,
pulling hard lest their craft be sucked in amid the breakers and dashed to pieces. Thethird he recognized
aswell: lulan Vai, standing pale and beautiful, her hand raised in salute or farewell.

"Wait!" Arekhon cdled. "Wait for me!™

The wind tore away hiswords, and the rowers did not pause. Arekhon launched himsdlf over the
edge of the cliff. The sea.came closer and closer, the rocks grew large, the waves boomed, and the
roaring wind howled about hisearsashefdl, and fell...

Arekhon opened his eyes and found himself once more knedling on the floor of the meditation
room, with his Circle gathered around him. For amoment there was slence; then, dowly, the Mages
began to speak.

Narin wasfirg, turning to face Ty and saying, "l saw you."

"And | saw you," Ty replied. "Y ou cameto help me break down thewall, and Vai did... | think
we're meant to go together on the ship.”

Kief, slanding with the other group, met Arekhon's questioning glance and shook his head. "I
didnt seeyouwithusat al."

Dd and Serazao nodded agreement. What they might have seen, Arekhon did not ask, nor did
they volunteer the information.

The Circle had madeitsdivison.



In the company of his new friends Hujerie and Sard, Garrod continued his journey through the
region of Entibor known as Tulbith. They traveled by day, walking with grester confidence as no further
armed men or fighting machines showed up to impede their progress, but they did not abandon dl their
old caution. Thetimes, or so Garrod inferred from his companions half-understood words and fleeting
thoughts, were unsettled in the extreme-and his own earlier observations did nothing to contradict thet
impression.

The refugees avoided buildings and settled aress, living chiefly on fruits and berries found dong
the wayside, and on small animals that Hujerie proved adept at snaring, augmented by the concentrated
rationsthat Garrod carried in his pack. Every night they camped, and while the others dept, Garrod
pulled on the eiran to bring good luck to them all.

Astheworst dangers of the road receded into the distance behind them, Garrod's spirits and
those of his comrades began to lift. The woman Sara smiled more now, and the songs she sang to baby
Minnin were cheerful ones.

Hujerie, for his part, talked to Garrod dmost constantly, with expansive gestures. Garrod soon
redlized that the man's flow of conversation was deliberate, a conscious attempt at ingtruction in the local
tongue, and bent his own efforts to the same end. With both men working at it, the process went much
fagter, and Garrod was soon able to carry on asimple conversation. When he made mistakes, which
happened frequently, Hujerie would only laugh, then correct Garrod's errant pronunciation or pantomime
an action to supply amissing verb, and carry on.

Eventudly Garrod learned enough of the language to piece together the essentias of hisfriends
story. Hujerie was not Sard's father, as Garrod had first assumed, but her grandfather, and the baby boy
Minnin-it was aname after dl, and not an endearment-was not her child. Both Saral and Hujeriewerein
service to another, much more powerful family, of which Minnin was the youngest member. Hujerig, if
Garrod understood the abstract ideas correctly, had been some kind of family tutor, but was now
officidly retired, and Sard was the baby's nursemaid. When the city of Feliset, supposedly a safe haven,
was attacked and burned, the two of them were aonein the house with the child. They took the baby
and fled, with the god of bringing Minnin to safety and reuniting him with the rest of hisfamily.

"They must be very worried,” Garrod said.

"Worried indeed,” Hujeriereplied. "But we will repay ther trust. And you, too, shdl be
rewarded."

"l do not seek areward.”

Hujerie clapped him on the back. "Good man,”" he said. "But we will reward you just the same,
for your deserving.”

They walked on. As Garrod's vocabulary grew larger, he began to make careful inquiries about
the history and the politica system of the world through which he traveled. He learned through indirect
questioning that Entibor's palitica divisonswere roughly coterminouswith itsmgor continental masses,
though the exact boundaries-and the exact rulers-of some areas were currently the subject of intense
dispute. Garrod accepted the Situation without comment, although hefdlt rather asif hed dipped
backward in timeto Eraas's own remote and disunited past; Hujerie and Saral apparently took him for a
wilderness vacationer from one of the smaller regions, stranded along way from home by the outbreak of
open warfare, and he didn't want to disabuse them of the notion.

One day, however, asthey were descending from the hills toward a distant sparkling sea, a
gtatement from Hujerie brought Garrod to a stop, and made him doubt his growing fluency in the loca
didect.

"It isn't like this on other worlds"

"Other... ‘worlds?" Garrod hoped that his expression and inflection betrayed linguistic
bewilderment rather than the shock he actudly felt. He had not thought that a planet still in the grip of
internecine warfare would have access to anything beyond its own immediate space.

" "World,' yes, that'sthe word," Hujerie said approvingly. "Miosa, Khesat, those pious bastards
from Gacen. And dl therest.”



Garrod nodded, and listened, and knew that he held theluck of al Eraas in his hands.
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Oncedl the decisons were made, the days until the Rain's departure dipped by with unnerving
gpeed. Arekhon felt the two halves of the Demaizen Circle, those who would go and those who would
stay, beginning to draw apart and take on separate purpose. His own preparations were brief. He
packed lightly for ajourney to the other Sde of the galaxy, taking with him little more than his staff and his
working robes, and enough changes of regular clothing to see him through aship'swash cycle.

The other travelers followed Arekhon's example. Narin and Ty had not accumulated large stocks
of persona possessons-Narin through lack of inclination and Ty through lack of time and
opportunity-and Man Vai, asfar as Arekhon could tell, had cut thetiesto her old life completely when
she cameto the Circle.

He worried somewhat about that. His own abandonment of the family atars had been mostly a
formality-it was his choice of Circlethat had, for awhile, put astrain on hisrelationswith Natelth and
Isa-but making the severance was harder for some people than for others. Vai's reticence argued that she
might be one of the unlucky ones, for whom the late discovery of aMage's caling could prove disastrous
to an established and well-ordered life.

Inthe quiet of the last night at Demaizen, his conscience prompted him to seek her out. Shewas
in her room, shutting down the clasps on the duffel that contained-as far as Arekhon was able to
tell-everything that she wanted to claim by way of material goods. He saw a couple of her old Wildlife
Protection League patches, their anchoring stitches neatly unpicked, lying on the bedside table in the pool
of yellow light from the reading lamp. After he had greeted her, somewhat tentatively, with akiss, he
nodded toward the patches and raised his eyebrows.

"Y ou're not taking those?"

She shook her head. "The gear itself may come in handy, you never know, but the patches
seemed like abad idea. Someone might misinterpret them.”

Arekhon paused amoment to admire VVa's practicality; but the admiration carried him back to
the same concern that had brought him here in thefirst place. Someone on Eraasi had been accustomed
to enjoying the benefits of lulan Vai's peculiarly clear and efficient mind, and was enjoying them no
longer... to the Circles good, but not necessarily to the good of her own out-questing spirit.

"Idle-" he began.

"Just 'Va'," shesad. "Please. | know it sounds odd, but I'm accustomed to it."

"Va," he amended-and was there never , he wondered silently, anyone at all before now to
call you by the forms of affection?-"once we're on the road tomorrow, we might aswell have left
Eraas behind. Soif theré's anyone to whom you fed the need or the obligation to say goodbye, thisisthe
timeto doit. You're part of the Circle, so the Hall's distance-connections are as much yours as anybody
dses”

"That'sdl right," she said. "Thereisn't anyonein particular. My old job's gone to someone ese by
now, and the job"-she shrugged-"was dl therewas, redlly. | won't be missed.”

"That's nofit life for anyoneto lead,” said Arekhon, with ashiver for the essentia loneliness her
wordsimplied. "I'm glad you found us... Demaizen and the Circle... because | would missyov, if the
divison had made you one of the group to stay."

She smiled at him. "Y ou're a sweet young man, Arekhon, and honest enough to be dangerous.”
She paused, then asked, with careful lack of emphasis, "How will the Circle be quartered, on this ship of
yours?'

"According to the usua custom,” he said. "Private cabin for the Firgt-or whoever'sin charge-and
the rest bunk with the crew."

"And the gossip, | supposg, is perpetua ?'



"Never-ending,” he agreed. "And memoriesarelong."

"l see" Sheturned away for amoment to lift her sealed duffel off the bed and set it againgt the
wall by the door, then came back to stand beside him. She lifted one hand and gently touched the corner
of his mouth, while with her other hand she worked at undoing the braided loop fasteners of her
high-necked tunic, oneloop at atime. "Perhaps, then, we should make good use of the time we have."

Serazao Zulemem did not deep at dl on the lagt night the shipbound Circle members spent at
Demaizen. Instead she worked at the desk in Garrod's study, with the star-chart and its display turned of
and removed to a shelf, making certain that the Hall's legd statuswasin order. It would not do for some
hitherto unknown, but litigious, offshoot of the sus-Demaizen family to make asudden appearance while
the Circles acting First was out of touch.

Arekhon had only that afternoon handed over to her the necessary keys and passwords. Shed
had afew sharp remarksfor the occasion, concerning his dilatory habits and hisirrationa fondnessfor
keeping secrets wdll past their useful date. Now she feared that Garrod's files would turn out to hold
some disastrous matter which could not be resolved in time, and which would hang like acloud over the
divided Circled| during the long separation.

Asthe night wore on, however, it became clear that her worries were groundless. Garrod had
taken good advice when he cameinto the sus-Demaizen inheritance, and had made provision in great
detal for the Circle's continued welfarein case of his own desth or disability. Extending those provisons
to cover any problems caused by the absence of Arekhon and the others would not be difficult.

She was not aware of how long she had worked, checking out every detail and rearranging the
materid into an order more conformakle with her own habits and training, until the sky outsde the
windows began to grow light. She heard afootstep on the sairs, and put aside the stack of datawafers
to go seewhich of her fellow Mageswas up so early.

It was Kief, heading down to the kitchen to start the uffa brewing for breskfast. "And fresh
biscuits," hesad. "Since I'm awake anyway."

Shefdl in besde him. "I'll hep-if I go to bed now I'll only haveto get right out again.”

"Youwereup dl night?'

"I knew | wouldn't be ableto deep,” she said. "So | spent the time going over the Hall accounts,
justincase"

The kitchen was till dark. Kief turned on the overhead fixture as they entered, filling the long,
high-cellinged space with clear white light reflected off of spotless meta. The brewing urn sat in coppery
majesty on the bare counter; Kief rinsed it out and filled it with clean water. Serazao pulled the leaf
canister out of storage.

Kief shook hishead. "Thelittle packet. In thejar there.”

She put back the big canister and took out the smaller one. "Why this stuff?"

"It's'Rekhe's private stash. Helikesit red, and he doesn't get it that way very often. So, for a
send-off-" Kief shrugged. "Why not?"

She measured out enough of the curly dark leaf to make afull brewing, and poured it into the
filter. Leaving the urn to hest, she turned back to Kief.

"Areyou sorry not to be going?' she asked. "1 know what holds me on Eraas, and | can make a
guess about Ddl, but what keeps you?"

"l don't know," Kief said, scooping out biscuit flour from the bin as he spoke. Therewasa
careful quietnessto his voice that Serazao found disturbing. “The eiran, maybe-when we made the
divison, they weredl | could see, growing over the Hall like vines, with me and you and Delath and
Garrod dl tangled up in them together. Themore | tried to work my way free of them, the tighter they
pulled.”

"It soundsfrightening.”

"I've been places| liked more." He took the sat-box down from the shelf, and paused amoment
with measuring spoon at the ready to ook at her acrossthe kitchen. "'l don't suppose you saw anything
gmila?'



"No," Serazao told him honestly. "I didn't see anything likethat at dl. Only the Hall and Garrod,
and thewindowsfull of light. So | knew that | wasto stay."

The journey from Demaizen to Hanilat took most of aday by groundcar, even when the roads
were clear. The members of Garrod's Circle who were bound for the sus-Peledaen ship
Rain-on-Dark-Water |eft the Hal first thing in the morning, when the sun was coming up and turning the
cloudsin the east bright red.

They had timefor onelast round of farewdlls, with al the Circle members crowded awkwardly
into the converted outbuilding that served asthe Hall's garage-quick, silent embraces, after everything to
say had been said and said again. Then the four who were going took their placesinsde the heavy
vehicle and closed the doors. The engine grumbled to life and the groundcar pulled away, out of the
garage and down the long grave drive to the road. Narin was steering; Arekhon had yielded the first turn
to her in exchange for navigating the vehicle later through the intricacies of downtown Hanilat.

Arekhon resisted the urge to turn his head for alast glimpse of the Hall asthe road curved away.
He was the Second of the Circle, the First in al but name, and he needed to set an example for the
Mages traveling with him-looking forward, not back.

Ty wasthefirgt to speak, severd minutes later when the Hall was well behind them and the
groundcar was purring down the open highway. " The other sde of the galaxy."

"Figuratively spesking,” Arekhon said. "Morelike the middle, if you want to be accurate. Still, it's
no place weve ever been."

"Unknown waters," said Narin. "And we're the chart.”

"Y ou could say that."

Silence descended again for several minutes. Arekhon thought, from the sound of their regular,
even breathing, that one or both of the rear-seat passengers had fallen adeep, but Ty surprised him by
Speeking again.

"I've never been on a spaceship.”

"Not even in school?* So Va hadn't been adeep either. She sounded curious, but not excessively
so-agood tone, Arekhon thought, for soothing tight nerves and drawing out confidences from the
reticent.

At any rate, it seemed to work for Ty. "We were supposed to go visit one at the port,” he said.
"But | wasin somekind of trouble and didn't get to go."

"'Somebody probably told you that you'd be sorry for it one day, too," said Narin. "And you
probably didn't believe them.”

" was sorry for it right then. But | wasn't going to tell them s0."

Vai chuckled. "Well, I'd say you came out ahead in the long run. Y ou're not just wandering
through with a guided tour-you're part of the show."

Arekhon said to her, "Y ou sound like you've been off-planet atime or two yoursdlf.”

"To high orbit afew times," she said. "And once to Rayamet. Part of my job.”

"Passenger?"

"Mostly. But I've got the emergency qudifications, justin case.”

Narin made a skeptica noise. "Interesting work you must have done.”

"It pad thebills"

"Good enough,” said Arekhon. "But you'll need to report those qudificationsto Captain
sus-Mevyan once we're aboard-keep the ship'srecords up to date.” He turned dightly in his seat, so that
he could look at al three of the others at the same time. "Does anybody € se have emergency
qudificationslikeVa's... or anything like them that | ought to know about?"

Ty shook hishead, and Vai spread out her empty handsin agesture that could have meant
amogt anything. Narin said, "l can repair amarine engine, and find my way on the ocean by the stars and
the shape of the waves, and by the smell of thewind in apinch-but | don't think any of those thingsare
going to do Captain sus-Mevyan any good."

"Report them dl anyway,” Arekhon told her. "Unknown weters, as you said. Y ou never know



what may comein handy.”

With half the Circle gone, the Old Hall wasfull of slence and unexpected shadows. It wasthe
turn of Delath and Serazao to waken Garrod, to clean him and get him ready for the day, atask they
would be sharing with Kiefen Diasul for however long it took for therest of the Circle to make their
journey and return.

Kief wasn't surprised that the other two Mages had been part of the haf-Circleto remain at
Demaizen: 'Zao Hill cherished the hope that some day she might see the Firt return to some kind of
normal awareness, and whatever Del thought on that matter, he had proved to be as careful and religble
in tending Garrod as he had been in the Circlesworkings. Kief wasfar less certain why he aso had been
chosen to remain.

He wandered through the empty rooms of the Hall: The dining room, the front entry, the
kitchen-the breakfast dishes were stacked on the counter where 'Rekhe had put them before everyone
went to the garage, so he moved them into the washer and started it cycling-down into the basement,
with itswarren of storerooms and the Circlesinfirmary and the back way out to the gardens through the
old root cellar-then around the Hall on the outside and in through the front.

Only minutes of time spent, and the rest of the Circle would be gone from Demaizen for... how
long? His stargazer's knowledge let him make an estimate, and the answer was a depressing one.
Years... yearsto stay at the Hall with an incapable First and a Second gone away into the VVoid, and
nothing to do except work the luck. He saw himsdlf as he had been in hisvision, bound into the Hall by
the slver network of the elran, and laughed without humor.

"Theluck of the Diasul.”

He shivered as hiswords fell into the unnaturd quiet of the Hall. Hed gotten a voice-message
from hisyounger brother just yesterday, another one of Felan'slong dull rambles about the family
business, matters of buying and selling and who-did-whom-out-of-what that Kief found impossible to
keep straight in his head.

He did remember that Felan had asked, asusud, for Kief's luck-intentionsin the furtherance of
some profit-making enterprise. Kief felt agtirring of anger, that his brother should be thinking about such
petty mattersin atime when men like Garrod were risking and losing dl in an effort to remake the very
galaxy.

Stll, family was family. He would make the intentions for his brother-and for himsdlf aswell. For
aurdly, if luck was needed for anyoneinvolved in Rain-on-Dark-Water's voyage of discovery, it was
needed for the ones who stayed behind.
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When the travelers came at last to Raske-by-the-Sea, Garrod's sense of foreboding deepened.
The city-not one of the first importance, from the way hisfriends spoke of it-was at least twice the size of
Hanilat. Everything about it seemed gleaming, new, and filled with wonders, things he had never seen on
Eraas: Fast-moving groundcars that hovered above the earth without touching it, like the armored
vehicles he had encountered earlier on the road; immense, delicate-looking buildingsthat glittered in the
sunlight like ice palaces caught in webs of metal; gaudy imagesin light and sound that unfolded from the
pavement or danced across the sides of the impossible buildings.

The spectaclefilled Garrod with aterrible fear. Thisworld, clearly, wasrich in natura resources,
and existed a a higher technologica level than any planet on the other sde of theinterstellar gap. Y et
he'd learned from Hujerie's recent comments that Entibor was neither the richest nor the most powerful of
the known worlds.

We have found them. What shall we do when they find us?



For afew minutes Garrod considered quietly vanishing, returning to Eraas and never mentioning
thisplace at dl. It would be safer dl around-for him persondly, and for Eraas, which thisworld would
snap up like asolstice-cake if the people here ever put their mindstoit.

But he was Garrod the Explorer, and leaving aworld unsurveyed and uncatal ogued would not
make it go away. The danger has always been here, he reminded himsdlf. We just didn't know about
it until now.

Neither Hujerie nor Sara paid the wonders around them any heed. Hujerie, in particular, seemed
unimpressed by Raske's smooth rainbow-hued pavements, its gleaming towers, its multitude of booths
and kiosks sdlling objects about whose use Garrod tried in vain to speculate. Instead, the former tutor
walked through the city streetswith a singleness of purpose and a near-quivering anticipation.

They came eventually to yet another kiosk, this one situated next to a broad tree-lined boulevard.
Hujerie, looking pleased, placed his hand within adark opening inside the kiosk, and amoment later
turned back to Garrod.

"Y ou have been our savior," he said. "Now it isour turn to show generosity, though it may be
less than a hundredth of your own."

Garrod began an awkward speech of demurral-he could understand the spoken language fairly
well by now, but congtructing a sentence involving abstract concepts like friendship and gratitude still had
the ability to dow histongue. He was saved from having to finish hisreply by the gppearance of a
shadow on the pavement. A moment later, with a scarce-heard whistling, an atmospheric craft
descended to hover afew inches above the sdewalk.

The craft |looked and sounded nothing like the flyers Garrod was familiar with on Eraas. It was
smooth, amost ovoid in shape, with bubbleslike eyes on itsforward end. The doors on either side
opened upward, winglike, revedling a cozy interior with padded seats. Cool, sweet-smdlling air washed
out over the grimy and sweat-stained travelerslike afriendly welcome.

They entered the craft, the doors swung down and closed, and amoment later pressure beneath
hisfeet told Garrod that the vehicle wasrising rapidly. A moment later, they were flying with incredible
gpeed over the ocean. Dazzling sunlight reflected back at them from the waves below, itsintensity
mollified by thetinting of the flyer'swindows.

"Sdfeat lagt," Sard said. She hugged Minnin, then held the baby out at arm'slength, bouncing
him until he crowed with delight. ™Y our mammaand daddawill be happy to see you again.”

Soon enough the ocean was replaced by land, and the flyer came down to asmooth landing. Its
doors once again lifted open, and the travelers stepped out onto a hillside covered with soft grass.

Something that looked like a ground vehicle waited nearby. A door on the vehicleéssidedid
open, and awoman-young and pretty, in aloose gown made of some shimmering fabric that shifted
colors as she moved-jumped out. She ran acrossthe grassy hillsde to snatch Minnin from Sard'sarms
and hug him close.

"Come, come," thewoman said, somewhat bresthlesdy-she was till hugging Minnin, and the
baby didn't seem to know whether to be happy or distressed about it. "Teng will be so pleased. We
scarcely dared hope, when your message came-"

She shooed them into the groundcar. The vehicle rose from the ground and shot forward in a
way that made Garrod suspect it contained a counterforce unit of some kind-but one far more powerful
than those which gave mohility to the aiketen back home on Eraas.

"Who isyour friend?' the woman asked Hujerie, as soon as she had soothed the restive Minnin
into quiet. She talked more rapidly than the older man, and with a different accent, so that Garrod hoped
he was understanding her correctly.

"Heiscdled Garrod,” the old tutor said. "We owe our surviva to him.”

The woman turned to Garrod. "Then you are afriend to us aswell. What did you do, Friend
Garrod, before the war?!

Garrod hesitated a moment before answering. In this strange world-so advanced in some ways,
and so primitive in others-it did not strike him as agood ideato announce outright, 'l am aMage.”

Instead he told the woman, "'l was a scholar”-at least, he hoped that was what he had said, and



the self-description was not completely untrue.
"Ah, Master Scholar Garrod," the woman said. "Welcome to our House."

Nateth sus-K halgath stood in the observation box overlooking the cradle holding
Rain-on-Dark-Water . The newly-finished deep-space explorer was ready for her long voyage, and dll
but the last few crew members had ridden the gondola up her curving side to the open hatch. When the
hatch closed, the chamber would sedl its air-tight doors and the last phase in the construction cycle would
begin.

Family responsihility decreed that Natelth should be present for the occasion, in the company of
the director of the sus-Peledaen orbita yard and half adozen of its most senior shipbuilders, all
outer-family by adoption at least. And the first departure of a ship like the Rain-larger, more advanced in
itsdesign, and with alonger range than any of the exigting vessdsin the sus-Pel edaen flegt-required more
than Natelth's gpproving presence. Such amomentous occasion demanded hisfull participation in the
speeches and fedtivities, dl duly broadcast for the benefit of ordinary workers and family members
currently enjoying their own, much lessforma, celebration.

Natelth had expressed, for the record, the family's gratitude toward al the workerswho had
made the Rain into such an advancement on the fleet's exigting design, and the family's unswerving
confidence that her crew would find in her aswift journey to luck and glory. The shipyard director had
thanked innumerable people without whom the Rain would not have reached her current state of
perfection, and had enjoined the captain and crew to treat the new ship with the affection and respect
which she deserved. Captain sus-Mevyan, speaking over voice-comm from the Rain's bridge, had
thanked the family and the shipyard alike for giving the ship into her hands, and had promised to care for
the Rain likeasger.

Then the shipyard director poured out glasses of red wine dl around, as Captain sus-Mevyan
would be doing on the ship's bridge. Everyone spilled the ritual drops that would do courtesy to the
spirits of the ship and of the orbitdl yard, aswell asto any of the family's dead who might fed a
connection with the venture.

All that remained was for the ship's Circle to go abroad. Natelth could see them, far down below
on the cradle platform, four smal figuresin hooded black robes, stlanding together in an inward-facing
huddle. Not much to look at-but without them, and their presence on thisfirst voyage, Garrod's marker
for the distant world was useless.

The director of the shipyard keyed on the voice-comm to the construction chamber. "Have you
seen the luck of the voyage?!

The question wastraditiond: The Mages of aship's Circle, being the last of the crew to go
aboard, had a good vantage point from which to see al of the diverse luck-patterns that hung about a
vessel. On anew-built ship the lines ought to be clear and untangled. .. but Natelth fancied that there was
amoment's pause before Arekhon's voice came back, not loud but quite ditinct all the same.

"Thevoyageisfortunate. We see the lines going forth and coming back again.”

"Areyou ready to board?"

Another pause. The distant figures on the platform appeared to consult one another briefly.
Arekhon's voice came over the speaker again.

"Weareready."

"Board her, men," said the shipyard director; and, afew moments|ater, "Gondola away."

The gondola began its dow ascent to the open hatch. When it reached the top, the four tiny
figuresthat were Arekhon's half of the Demaizen Circle walked across the hair-thin bridge to the hatch
and passed into the ship. The bridge retracted into the belly of the gondola, the hatch closed, and the
gondola descended.

"Prepare to evacuate the compartment,” said the shipyard director.

Thelighting in the congtruction area began shifting back and forth between its norma spectrum
and an intense, disquieting amber, and the long, repeated bellow of an darm horn penetrated even the
heavy glass of the observation booth. The darm and the flashing lights went on for severad minutes-long



enough for anyone caught in the construction area by accident to find an exit and depart.

"Cycleto vacuum," said the director.

More minutes passed asthe orbita yard reclaimed its atmosphere from the sealed compartment.
The director turned to Natelth.

"My lord, if youwould givethewords of release..."

"I would be honored.” Natelth stepped up to the voice-comm. "Sheis sus-Peledaen’s
Rain-on-Dark-Water . Send her away."

With aheavy, vibrating groan, the walls of the area outside the observation box parted. The
Rain's congtruction cradle fell away in sesgments like the opening petas of agigantic meta flower,
revedling black space and the stars beyond. Slowly but inexorably, the vast matte-black bulk of the
explorer ship fell free of itsorbital birthplace, dipping away from Natelth and the other watchers and
receding into the emptiness that was her natural home.

Another moment-her engines flared crimson-and she was gone.

Over the course of the next severd days, Garrod learned much-through listening and
observation-about the state of political affairs on the world he had discovered. The government was
fragmented into anumber of geopalitica entities, ranging in size from ahandful of smdl idandstothe
greater part of a continent, caught up in aweb of treaties and persond agreements so complex that
Garrod made no effort to untangle them. He wasn't certain that the native Entiborans understood them,
either; otherwise there wouldn't have been so much argument on the subject.

Apparently nobody had been expecting atricky diplomatic Situation to bresk out into open and
genera war-though why it shouldn't have done so was another thing that Garrod didn't try to understand.
Hetook advantage of the confusion to pick out afictitious homeland for himsdf, settling on adigtrict half
the world away from his current situation, and one that had been overrun twice dready by different
armies. Most of the public buildings on the Immering coast had aready been destroyed, and the records
they'd housed were gone adong with them. It wouldn't surprise anyone to learn that Master Scholar
Garrod's biographical data had also vanished. With luck-and under the circumstances, he would not
hesitate to make all the luck for himsdlf that he could-no natives of the areawould turn up and start
addressing him in alanguage he didn't understand.

For the moment, at least, hisaid to Saral and Hujerie had won him a place in the entourage of
Mestra Adina Therras, as baby Minnin's mother was formaly known. The Therras family was one of
severd maneuvering for control of the local government-the entire areainvolved wasn't as big asthe
Wide Hills District back on Eraas, but that didn't seem to have deterred anybody so far-and Mestra
Adinawel comed the chance to expand her House's roster of clients and protegees.

"Appearances,” Hujerie explained to Garrod, "are everything, especially when theworld isso
unsettled. For the Mestrato have taken aforeign scholar under her protection isvery impressive.”

Garrod thought privately that the Mestraand her fellow petty-nobles would have done better to
give up impressing each other, and concentrate instead on keeping their pocket-sized state away from
destruction. But in the meantime, the Mestrals ambition was providing him with room and board and at
least temporary safety-though he kept his pack loaded and ready in case he should haveto leave on
short notice.

A little over aweek, by Garrod's Eraasan reckoning, from thetime of hisarrival at the Mestras
villa, the Therrasfamily gave aparty to celebrate Minnin's safe return. Saral and Hujerie were among the
honored guests; and so was the newest member of the Therras household, the distinguished foreigner
who had been so hel pful to them.

Garrod had attended other parties where the force behind the occasion wasn't pleasure but
ambition, and he knew what was expected. His part was to wear the localy made clothing that the
Mestra's servants produced for him, and to make |abored conversation with her guestsin what passed
for an Immering accent. It wouldn't fool agenuine Immeringer for amoment, of course... but hisluck
was gill holding. There was nobody at the Mestras party from that far away.

The evening was atiring one: Too many peoplein too small aroom, spesking too loud and too



fast in alanguage he only imperfectly understood. Garrod felt washed over by waves of data-laden
conversation that he would have to record and sort out later. He didn't like the music ether, though the
trio of insrumentalists were clearly skilled and expensive; the scales they used had too many notesin
them, and their aien harmonies put his nerves on edge. He drank Mestra Adinas weak punch and
wished he had some of Hujerie'sliquor from the road to enliven the bowl.

Theliquor was not forthcoming, but Hujerie must have caught something from his expression.
The Entiboran scholar came up to him and said, Y ou have spoken with the Mestras friends dll
evening... let me bring you someone moreto your liking."

The scholar disappeared into the press of people and emerged afew minutes later with a
plain-looking man in atunic and trousers of drab black. The man carried what gppeared to be atdl
walking-staff of some kind, though he had no hesitation or limp in his gait that would make him need to
useone.

"Master Scholar Garrod,” said Hujerie, "it gives me pleasure to introduce Master Drey of the
Cazdd Guildhouse. Drey's studied on Galcen, but heisn't one of the ones who've forgotten what world
they came frominthefirg place.”

Garrod let the unfamiliar concepts go over him like anincoming tide... when the water receded,
he would see what new information it had left behind.

"Master Drey," he said, after Hujerie had departed. " Are you another ornament for the Mestrals
party?’

Drey laughed. "Y ou have good eyes for aforeigner, Master Garrod. We're both decorations,
hereto give solidity to an ambitious House. Adinalikesto think she hasthe Guild behind her. Or likes
othersto think so, at least.”

"Hujerie said you studied on Galcen.”

"For awhile, yes" said Drey.

"What wasit like? | mysdf never had the good luck, you understand, to study anywhere but
Immering.”

"Galcen would go hard with you, then," said Drey. "They never speak of luck there at dl, even as
ajoke, in case speaking about the flow of the universe should pull it out of itstrue course. A bit extreme,
inmy opinion, but good for disciplineif you don't takeit too far."

"We certainly don't want to do that," agreed Garrod. Hefilled his glass again with the Mestrals
punch and drained it off in one long swallow, to disguise the fact that his mind was il struggling to make
sense of what Drey had said.

No luck... they don't believe in luck. How does their world manageto exist at all, if there's
no one willing to work the eran for it?

XXVII: Year 1126 E. R.
Eraas: Hanilat Starport
The Interstellar Gap: sus-Peledaen ship Rain-on-Dark-Water

Unlike some of hisrivasin the game of interstellar trade, Theledau syn-Grevi preferred to make
adigtinction, whenever such adigtinction was possible, between his home and the working world. The
head of the sus-Radd fleet-family ran its bus ness affairs from a downtown building, not from the town
house he had only reluctantly consented to occupy.

In the time just before dawn, Hanilat had not yet put on its mid-day grubbiness, and thetall,
many-windowed buildings of the centra metropolis had the gppearance of polished crystals under the
danting light of early morning. The clean, spare elegance of the deserted urban landscape was one of the
reasons The preferred coming in a this hour, before the crowds and traffic claimed the city for another
day.

Away to the south the vapor trail of alifting ship turned pink astherising sun caught its passage.
That would be Swiftly-Through-Sarlight, carrying house-mind sub-unitsto Ruis in the hopes of trading
them for offworld spices and organic medicinals-along trip, but agood profit if no mischance intervened.



One ship running aone wasn't as safe as a convoy, but the gain in speed wasworth therisk for a
perishable cargo.

The desk behind him chimed. "Y es?" he said without turning.

"One comes," said the desk. "A representative of Hanilat and Eraas, to speak with the head of
the sus-Redal."

Thel abandoned the view of the city and faced the office door. Musing on beauty and profit
brought no one closer to either. Sooner or later, it was necessary to act.

"Let him enter.”

The door opened to admit a stout, well-groomed man in an expensively tailored rambling-jacket.
Thel recognized him at once as Kerin Feyd of the Hanilat Feyds. Feya was dressed for afriendly
meeting rather than for an occasion of business; Thel supposed that the early hour would lend
verismilitude to the fiction that one of the city's most active political go-betweens had merely stopped by
the sus-Radd office tower on hisway to aday in the country.

Not that Thel believed it himsdlf for amoment. "Syr Feya," he said, after he had waved his guest
to achair beside the window and taken onefor himsdf nearby. "What brings you here on such afine
morning?'

"Lord sus-Radd," Feyd said. His manner was full of warm sincerity with atouch of deference,
and Thel didn't believe that for amoment either.

Feya wasalegdist by training, from one of Hanilat's oldest families-too proud of their city roots
and long respectability, some said, to fedl the need for anoble prefix before their name. Theledau
suspected that the Feyas viewed the sus-Rada as upstarts, and Thel's own syn-Grevi line as mere
provincid interlopers. "The turning of the seasons reminded methat it had been too long since I'd last had
the pleasure of your company. And since | chanced to be passing by your offices when the thought
sruck me-"

"Get to the point, Ker," said Thel. He wasn't on short-name terms with hisvigtor, strictly
speaking, but it wouldn't hurt to jar Feyd alittle. "Thereés no one hereto fool but me, and | know you
better than that.”

Feya remained unruffled. "So you do. Let'stalk of business, then. The matter that concerns
me-that concerns al of us-isthe piracy that increasingly disrupts Eraasian commerce on certain trade
lines. Y ou have suffered yoursdlf, | believe, from the attacks of these deep-space bandits.”

"Onoccasion,” Thd said. Feyd hadn't seen fit to mention what everyone knew: That most of the
bandits wore the colors of respectable fleet-families. Deep space belongs to no one, or so the proverb
ran, and trade went to whoever was bold enough to takeit. Thel knew of at least one family that had
gotten its start by raiding the established fleets, and he would bet good money that they were among the
loudest complainers now. "Wedl suffer losses now and again.”

"True. What would you say, then, to making the sus-Rada part of acodlition of tradersand
shipowners organized to counter the threat?”

Thel gazed out the window for amoment. The sun was hitting the upper ledges and cornices of
the buildings now, where the glass and metd trim glittered likeice. "I might say yes" he said, after a
suitable interval had passed. He looked back at Feyd before the man could say anything in reply, and
added, "Or | might not. How many people have aready joined this codlition of yours?'

"Natelth sus-Khagath, for one. Also syn-Veru and syn-Kaseget-"

"If the head of the sus-Peledaen wantsto stop his share of piracy,” Thel said, "al he needsto do
is pass the word on to his captains.”

Feyal looked amused. "I've heard the same thing from other sources. But the nameswere
different... and one of the nameswas yours."

It wastime, Thel decided, to take offense. "I have trouble believing that you showed up at this
hour just to play games with me. What do you redly want, Ker?'

"Only to speak thetruth,” said Feyal, al good will and transparent candor. As Thel expected, his
next sentence had the hook init. "They do say, in some quarters, that your captains crosswell over the
line of what is acceptable. What better way to prove that the raiders aren't yours, than by helping to curb



them?'

What better way, indeed? Theledau thought. | wonder who thought up this scheme-an old
family that doesn't need to

take cargoes any longer, or a new family that doesn't have the resources to seize ships and
protect them at the same time?

Aloud, he said, "Such things aren't done by talk aone. Who's going to command this agency of
correction?"

"That," said Feyd, "is something that remains unsettled until we know for certain which of the
families have pledged their support. But even those who mistrust the sus-Radal admit that your fleet is
well-officered.”

First the hook, Thel noted without surprise, and then the bait. "I could say the samein return
about haf adozen others,” he said. "This'support’ that you mentioned. .. what form are you expecting it
to take? My name on alist, my voice in debate, money-?"'

"Shipsand crews.”

"When?'

"As soon asthey can be built for the purpose.”

Theledau forced himsdf to lean back in hischair asif he were considering an ordinary business
proposition, and not a proposal so radicd that its originators-whoever they might be-had managed to
keep its development secret even from the fleet-families themselves.

Maybe it didn't start with one of us after all, he thought. We like things the way they are,
mostly; this comes from someone whose interest liesin forcing a change.

"You'retaking," he said, after amoment spent in deliberate contemplation of the sky outside the
window, "about starships designed from the cradle for offensive operations.”

"Essentidly, yes"

"My ships carry cargo,” Theledau said after another long pause. "Or they protect the shipsthat
carry cargo. A ship built to do nothing but hunt other ships has no place in amerchant fleet."

"Then you are unwilling to support the codition?"

"Thelast time anybody built warships on Eraas,” Theledau said, "they sailed on blue water. We
should leave the things of the past where they belong, and not bring them forward without cause.”

Feya gave afaint Sgh, and stood. "I won't make myself tedious by pressuring you to act against
your will. The morning draws on, I'm afraid, and | have an engagement to keep. Do keep our
conversation in mind, however, in case you reconsider your position.”

"| certainly shdl,” Theledau said, rising aso.

He escorted Syr Feya to the door and made the necessary polite farewells. Then, as soon asthe
door was shut again and Feyal was safely away, he went back to his desk and pressed the button that
would summon his primary assgtant.

"Summon the family's best designers and engineers,”" he said as soon asthe assstant appeared in
the doorway. "Te| them to make uswarships. Secretly, but quickly.”

Rain-on-Dark-Water had beenintheVoid for along time.

Fird trandts were dways lengthy ones, as the ship drove through nothingness toward a point that
existed only asaMage's marker in the featureless VVoid. Arekhon knew that the ship's crew on such a
trangt looked to the Mages aboard for sgnasthat al waswell, and he was glad that the members of his
half-Circle remained steady.

Ty was young enough to find the experience of spacetravel entertaining dl by itself, and to form
casud friendships among the apprentices and the junior crew. Narin spent most of her timein practice
and meditation, and therest of it in trading stories with the repair crews and the cargo-handlers. And
Val... asfar as Arekhon could tell, nothing ever knocked lulan Vai off-center.

Liketherest of the Circle-Mages, Va bunked with the Rain's regular crew. Arekhon, asthe
acting Firgt, found his separate cabin to be alondy one. He understood her reasoning-the crewmembers
werent likely to understand that in the Circles, distinctions of rank meant something other than what they



were used to. HE'd even been ready, more or less, for Vai's apparent desertion.

He hadn't expected that Elagli would do the same.

She had explained hersdf to him, half-gpologeticaly, in the last hour together they had made for
themsdlves before the Rain's departure. He was sus-Peledaen, aswell asthe acting First of the ship's
Circle; shewas known to have come into the outer family under his sponsorship. It would not look
good-it would look very bad, in fact-if the two of them were seen to beloversaswell.

"On atrading voyageit might not matter,” shedd said. "But thisisgoing to be different.”

"It'sdl right,” he said untruthfully. "l understand.”

His cabin was cold during the night watches, and the transit seemed to go on forever. He worried
about the rest of the Circle, back home on Eraas, and dept uneasily.

When Captain sus-Mevyan sent word that the acting First was wanted for emergence from the
Void, Arekhon was ready. The call came during ship's night, when temperatures were lowered and
lighting dimmed, and the Rain kept aminima crew on station. On the bridge, the illusory grey mists of the
Void swirled beyond the armored windows. Captain sus-Mevyan waited at the nearest, and beckoned
for Arekhontojoin her.

"Itstime" shesaid. "Now we seeif our caculations were any good.”

Arekhon nodded. Thiswas dways the tricky point on ablind voyage. The distanceto anew
system couldn't be determined exactly from the marker on astar-chart... only inferred, based on
comparison with known distances on the same chart, and on the stargazers uncertain measurements.

"| see no reason we shouldn't drop out,” he said.

"Do you want to give the order, for luck?'

"Thisisyour ship, Captain.”

"Soitis" agreed sus-Mevyan. She didn't change expression, but he could tell that the courtesy
pleased her. Sheturned to where Elagli stood at the Pilot's station-like the First of the ship's Circle, the
ship's Pilot-Principal had been cdled up because of the solemnity of the moment-and said, " Stand by for
dropout.”

"Dropout on time," Eladli said, her face downbent and her eyes on the glowing screen beside her
watch gation. Letters and numeras shifted from purple to amber and back again, making aplay of color
againg her face. "Stand by, on my mark. Mark."

Over the speakers, the Rain's chief engineer echoed her from the engine-rooms, "Emerging from
Void-trangt.”

The resultant discontinuity passed over the ship, making Arekhon shudder. He wondered what
sort of dreams the off-watch degpers were having. Then the grey mist outside the heavy windows turned
to blacknesslit by glitter and spangles.

"Stars showing," said Elagli, reciting her own part of the checklist. "Checking position against
cdculated.”

"Negative scan on light-speed modulated frequencies,” added the crewmember at the Rain's
communications board. "No onée'stalking. We're done out here.” sus-Mevyan scowled. "There should
be some noise," she said. "Pilot-Principa-light off the star-chart. Let me see Garrod's Star.”

"Star-chart up." Another console glowed to life, and the familiar chart arosein the air aboveit.
sus-Mevyan stepped over toit, and Eladli joined her. The two of them gazed at the chart for amoment
without saying anything.

Then sus-Mevyan said, "Pilot-Principa-show the Rain's distance from Eraas, based on inertid.”

"Rain-on-Dark-Water referenceup.”

A bright red Sgil appeared on the chart, in the middle of the dark area beyond the Edge. The
mark was halfway between the white glow of Garrod's Star and the green-yellow-black mottling of
Eraad. "Not quite halfway," Captain sus-Mevyan said. "And weve dready expended haf our fud, less
our exploration and safety margins.”

She paused. "Pilot-Principa, lay in areturn track to Eraes."

"Captain,”" said Arekhon, in alow, urgent voice. "Weve comethisfar-"

"I will not endanger this ship and its crew by taking it on another blind jump to nowhere.”



"Haf thefud isenough to get uswherewere going,” Arekhon said. "And we gill havethe
exploration and safety reserves. We can get fud at Garrod's Star if we haveto.”

"How?" sus-Mevyan demanded.

He pointed to the glowing white dot. "The marker. It saysthat this star is a class one system,
which means abundant resources, refined and available. It'sbigger and brighter than anything € se on the
chart." sus-Mevyan looked unconvinced. "The plansfor this voyage were based on-what? Old charts
interpreted by an obsolete house-mind? If they're wrong-starvation is a dreadful way to die.”

"We haveluck. The Circlehas seentoit.”

"Only afoal truststo luck done," sus-Mevyan told him. "Do you take me for afool 7'

Eladi looked up from the star-chart and touched sus-Mevyan lightly on thearm. "Captain,” she
sad. "A word with you in private?’

Arekhon stood silent as Eladli and the captain withdrew into the passage outside the bridge. He
was glad, he supposed, that Ela had not cometo his cabin, or he to hers, since the voyage began. She
would never have dared to take his part otherwise, even though a ship's pilot-principal had the right to
give the captain advice on such matters.

A few minutes later Eladli and sus-Mevyan returned. The Captain looked noncommital as
aways. Eladi, walking apace behind her, carefully avoided looking in Arekhon's direction when the
Captain asked him, "Y ou're certain about the fue at the far end?”

"l am," Arekhon sad firmly.

sus-Mevyan gazed out at the jeweled darknessfor along time. Findly she said, "Pilot-Principd,
shape course for Garrod's Star. And prepare a message drone for release on ahomebound course. Give
thefleet dl our survey datafrom this emergence. Whatever happens, we've dready put more new space
on the charts than any ship in the past hundred years.”

It had taken Kerin Feya severd monthsto finish making al of hisvigts, the meeting with
Theledau syn-Grevi sus-Radal had been the last. Such things, as he had been at painsto explain to the
League of Undlied Shippers when they requested his assistance as a go-between, could not be hurried.
Hurry made one conspicuous, and to become conspicuous, under such circumstances, would be fatal.

Feyd had, accordingly, contrived-in chance encounters, or in the odd minutes of boring civic
occas ons-and when the last of hisword was done, he returned to the L eague officesin downtown
Hanilat feding pleased with the results. The greet lords, one by one, had received him cordialy, heard
him out, and promised him nothing. And dl of them, he was certain, had goneingtantly into consultations
with their closest associates, and begun issuing orders.

The atmosphere within the fleet-families these days was unsettled and suspicious, though no one
could say with assurance what was the reason. Outside the families one heard more and more the
murmuring of discontent and adesire for change. The League of Undlied Shippers, Feya thought, had
every reason to be happy with hiswork.

His contact within the League, Seyo Hannet, was waiting for him in the second-floor office suite,
leaning againgt the wall by the brewing urn and drinking red uffa from a paper cup. The suite was empty
except for the two men; the League's clerks and data-workers would not be coming in for another hour
yet. Hannet preferred thistime of day for their meetings, as did Feya-lower-tier personne might not
know or care about the League's true long-term god's, but they had been known to gossip with people
who did. The fewer people who could tie the League's public face with its private one, the better for
everybody.

"How did thisone go, Ker?' Hannet asked.

"Aswe expected." Feya took acup from the dispenser and drew himself some of the cheap,
strong red, noting as he did so that there was a sedled envel ope lying atop the urn. "Theledau didn't say
anything, but he took the bait."

"Yourecertan?'

"He couldn't afford not to. He wasthe last one... and if the fleet-families were suspicious of each
other before, they're probably twice as suspicious now."



Hannet smiled. "Oh, they are. Y ou've done excellent work, Ker-and the League is not
ungrateful.” He glanced over at the envelope as he spoke, and nodded dightly.

"It was my pleasure,” Feyal inssted. He picked up the envel ope without looking at it and dipped
it into one of the pockets of hisrambling-jacket. "I don't want to rush this conversation, but | do haveto
go soon. Half adozen families are convinced that I'm going to be spending the next month or so at a
country house-party, and | mustn't disappoint the agents they've got following me."

"Were you followed here?' Hannet asked.

"Of course.”

"Then | think I'll wait until you'rewell away before | go. No point in coming so far only to have
them connect us now. Y ou'll be hearing from the League again soon anyway-this game has only begun.”

"Until the next round, then." Feyd drained therest of his uffa and tossed the cup into the trash.
Then he headed back down to the street where his groundcar waited.

Hannet remained behind, nuraing his cup of red and counting quietly to himself. Feya would be
coming out onto the Street. .. standing at the door of hisgroundcar... sttling in behind the contrals... and
activatingtheengine. ..

Now.

The sound of the explosion reached even the back room on the second floor where the League
of Unadllied Shippers had its offices.

Hannet toasted the |ate Feyd with the dregs of his uffa. "Our gpologies, Ker-but your
spectacular demise will definitely cause talk among the flegt-families™

XXVIII : Year 1126 E. R.
The Void: sus-Peledaen ship Rain-on-Dark-Water
Entibor: Villaof MestraAdinaTherras

Arekhon |eft the bridge while Elagli and sus-Mevyan were going over the finer points of the next
trangt and drop-out. He thought of returning to his cabin, but knew that he wouldn't be able to deep. The
last few minutes had been too unsettling for that. They had committed the ship-no, hetold himsdf, be
honest; you have committed the ship-to completing the outbound leg of her journey without aknown
source of fud for the return.

Hewondered if he should cdll together the members of the Circle for aworking, but decided
againg it. Thetimefor aworking would come later, when the vessel prepared to emerge from the Void
for the second time. In the end, for lack of any place better to go, he went to the small observation
chamber that also served as awardroom for the ship's officers. Nobody was there, and the stedl shutters
were down and locked, but the big copper uffa pot still had hot drink in it-the pale kind, but better than
nothing.

Hefilled amug and sat down to drink it. Before he had quite finished, however, the door to the,
observation deck opened and admitted Iulan Vai. She was dressed in her usual off-duty clothes, plain
black without decoration-much like her on-duty clothes, except that their fabric and cut paid somewhat
more attention to matters of style.

"| felt the drop-out,” she said. "How wasit?"

"Uneventful." Hetook alast swallow of the uffa and set the mug down on aside table. "Except
that the distance cal cul ations were off."

"Badly?'

"Bad enough-we don't have enough fud left to get home with what's on board. Well be picking
up more when we reach Garrod's Star."

"If theresany there.”

"Therewill be. Garrod wouldn't have marked the star for us otherwise.”

"It'sabig risk for Captain sus-Mevyan to take on your say-s0." She paused. "What did the
Rilot-Principa haveto say about it?"

Arekhon picked up his abandoned mug and looked into the bottom of it... still empty. He stood



up and drifted back over to the uffa pot, where he could busy himsdlf pulling another round.

"She advised in favor of going on.”

"Because she thought it was agood idea?' Vai asked. " Or because you did?!

With his back turned, he couldn't see Vai's face. Her voice didn't sound angry, though; just coolly
interested in a piece of information. It would have been better, he thought, if sheld been angry.

He kept his attention on the burnished copper side of the uffa pot. If he moved dightly, he could
see Vai'sreflection in the red-brown metal. Asfar as he could tdll, she hadn't moved, and her posture
was as uninflected as her voice.

"Why do you ask?'

"Shewasyour lover while you were apprenticed,” Vai said. A statement of fact, not an
accusation. "And afterward, from timeto time."

"Yes," hesad. Therewas no point in denying it; shipboard rumor would give himthelieif he
tried. "What doesthat have to do-"

"Would it make her advise againgt her better judgment”?”

"For my sake?Not likdly."

He thought he heard afaint snort of what might have been laughter. "Y ou underestimate yourself,
if you think that no onewould."

"Eladi Inadi syn-Peledaen’-he gave Va Elasfull name, for emphads, though he didn't turn back
around-"intends to run the whole fleet some day, and she'swilling to take risks to get there. Maybe she's
abit more willing to gamble on my good luck than astranger would be, | don't know. But nothing more
thanthat."

"So our livesrest on your luck and her judgment.”

"And the Captain's choice. sus-Mevyan would know the fleet gossip aswell asyou do.”

Shedidn't answer. He saw her reflected image move away from the polished copper of the uffa
pot, and turned, finally, to keep her in view.

"Va-!I" hesad.

But the door was dready shutting itsaf behind her, and she was gone.

He stood for amoment looking at the closed door, then collapsed into one of the empty chairs
and rubbed hisface wearily with both hands. That had not gonewell... foolish, to think that he could
have both Va and Eladli in hislife a the sametime, and not face the consequences.

If he went back to his cabin now, he wouldn't deep. Meditation, in his current frame of mind,
didn't gppedl to him, though he knew that it should. He might aswell stay here in the observation
chamber, and wait out the hours until ship'smorning. He closed his eyes and let himsalf go wandering
among the isolated landscapes of hiswaking dreams, until deep cameto him at last where he sat.

Garrod stood in the center of hisroom at the villabelonging to Mestra Adina Therras. The pack
he had brought with him from Eraas lay on the polished stonefloor at hisfeet. He wore afur-trimmed
robe around his shoulders, red cloth with agold stitchery pattern-the first cold snap of winter had come
that morning, with frost on the ground outside, and the Mestra hadn't wanted her visiting foreigner to
suffer from the chill.

The ceiling of hisroom was adome of clear glass. Like a north-country devotional , he thought,
athough his hosts didn't know what one of those was. They knew he studied the stars-Hujerie had
gpoken of his observations, taken every night during their trek from the occupied hinterland to the relative
safety of Raske-by-the-Sea-and so had given him aroom they thought he would find congenid.

These Entiborans were a thoughtful people, for dl that they wasted their energy on warfare and
refused to cultivate their world's eiran asthey should. It would be hard to leave.

Stll, leave he mugt. His observations were done. He knew where thisworld was, and he could
show othersthe way. The star-lords would send out their merchant fleets along the path that he had
marked for them, and the lives of Hujerie and Saral and Minnin and Mestra Adinaand al the others
would never be the same again.

Or perhaps-he paused, with one hand at the collar of his robe-perhapsit would be Eraas that



would change irrevocably. The worlds on this side of the gap already had space flight, and already had
their own network of trading partners. Even Garrod's rough list of localy-known worlds, culled fromidle
talk and indirect questioning, had more names on it than there were open planets on the far sde of the
interstellar gap. And the Entiborans knowledge of the physica universe, and their manipulation of its
structures, was beyond anything that he could do or had seen done a home.

Perhapsit would be better for Eraas if he never mentioned what he had seen or where he had
gone.

Hetook off the robe and hung it over the back of achair, asif he would return soon. He felt
sorry for hisfriends, the new ones he had made; they would wonder what had become of him. Perhaps
there would be a search, and the suspicion of foul play. He hoped that nobody here would suffer any
indignitiesasaresult.

He put on the Eraasian clothing that he had worn when he first came to thisworld. Hisnoteson
Entibor's location were already sedled away, encrypted and hidden insde the meta frame of his pack.
Once hereturned to Eraas he would find another place for them-one from which only he could retrieve
them-and he would leave them there until he decided what it was that he should do.

He could aready foresee spending amonth or more in meditation to determineif thiswasa
secret he could share. It would be easy enough just to go home and tell the Circle that he had been
wrong, that they were done in the universe. No one would ever know that he had lied.

No one except him. And if the eiran were dready drawing Entibor and Eraas closer together,
keeping them gpart might require more luck than even his Circle would be ableto give.

He shrugged his pack onto his back and set out. The grey mist of the Void encompassed him,
chilling him after the warmth of hisroom, and tendrils of fog floated up around hisfeet. Hefixed his Circle
inhismind, and set out walking.

The road between Eraas and Entibor was along one, but the way back would be easer than the
journey out. The homeworld was marked out clearly in the Void; it was the beginning and the end-point
of dl hisother journeys, and the journeys of the V oid-wakers who had come before him. Hed needed a
Great Working and the luck of his Circleto find a habitable world so far away from Eraas. His own luck
should be enough to take him back.

Thefirgt part of thewak was uneventful, though in the Void the crestures of amind's nightmares
could take on shape to strike against the unwary. Imagination placed monstersin the fog-monsters which
Garrod forced himsdlf to not think of, lest histhoughts call them to being. Nothing rose out of thefog to
menace him.

Thoughts of monsters gave way to other thoughts as the cold sapped his strength and the barren
mist wrapped itself about him. He pondered yet again the wisdom of telling his Circle what he had
learned of the worlds beyond the Farther Edge. The people of Eraasi, and the star-lords in particular,
would be less than pleased to find out that they were not, in fact, the richest and most sophigticated in the
galaxy.

He had amost decided that ignorance might not be so bad when, between one step and another,
anicy pain shot upward through hislegs, and adeep rumbling sound filled the grey non-substance of the
Void. At the sametime he felt the sudden nearness of his Circle, though Demaizen Old Hall was half a
galaxy and adifferent order of reality away.

Called by my thought? he asked himsdf. Or another illusion of the Void?

A moment later he felt ajab of avareness-They are here!-and twisted again to follow it to its
source, taking himself through the particular angle that separated the VVoid from al placesand al times.
The physical universe rushed back in, and he found himsalf standing at ajuncturein alabyrinth of cold
ged hdlslit by tubed lighting. A placard st at eye level on one of the metal pandswarned him-in
Eraasian script-of Critical Controls Beneeth.

He was aboard one of the star-lords vessdls, then. Something must have gone wrong at the Hall,
to bring him out of the Void so far from hisgod. He would have to find the ship's bridge and announce
hisarriva. He was known to the fleet-families; they would recognize Garrod the Explorer and put himin
touchwith hisCircle.



No, hethought, as the nearness of the Demaizen Circle struck at him again. Thistime he knew
what the feding meant, though he didn't yet understand how it had happened.

The Circleisalready aboard.

He changed direction, heading away from the ship's bridge. He would find his Circlefirgt, and
determine what had gone amissin his absence-why he could sense Arekhon's persondity in the mix of
impressions from the Mages aboard, but not Y uvaen's. Had the Great Working demanded so much from
them? And if it had, then what were they doing here?

So it was that he came to the vessal's observation room, its steel shutters closed against the
unsettling presence of the nothingness outside, and saw the Third of his Circle adeep on achair, head
tilted back, looking careworn even in repose.

Garrod took a seat facing the deeper, and waited for him to wake.

Arekhon woke with astart, redlizing as he did so that he was no longer donein the observation
chamber.

"Va?' hesad uncertianly.

"No."

His eyes snapped open at the sound of the other'svoice. "Garrod! But-"

He caught himself before he could say more. The Garrod who sat in the chair opposite him was
not the aged and incapable man who had returned to Demaizen Old Hall from hisjourney through the
Void. In appearance this Garrod was scarcely older than he had appeared at the start of the great
working, and his eyes under their heavy brows were penetrating and dert.

In the Void, all places and times are one... he is here now, because heis not yet there then

Garrod brokethe silence at last. "What are you doing here, '‘Rekhe? Why aren't you at the Hall?’
He paused. "And what day and year isthis?'

"Fifth Cedras, 1126," Arekhon told him. He knows that something isn't right, that he isn't
where he intended to be. "A lot of things happened after you left.”

Garrod's eyebrows twitched. "1 can see that. Do you care to be more specific?’

"Y ou went into the VVoid, and you returned,” Arekhon said, choosing hiswords carefully. How
much of Garrod's future the First of Demaizen needed to know, or should know, was nothing Arekhon
wanted to decide in ahurry. For now, caution was best. " Then we set out-using the information you gave
us-to find aworld beyond the Edge."

The Firgt of Demaizen, unfortunately, had never been an easy man to divert from his purpose.
"There are things about this," Garrod said, "that you are not telling me. | didn't return, not until now.
Perhaps you were hoaxed-"

"By whom?"' demanded Arekhon, giving up on subtlety. Garrod syn-Aigd was Firg of the Circle;
let him decide for himsdlf what was best. "We didn't lose contact with you throughout the working, and
whoever-or whatever-we brought back at the end certainly looked like you. But you were old, and quite

"What a pleasant future to look forward to.... you said you had a destination?"

"Yes"

"l need to seeit,” Garrod said.

"Now?"

"If possble

Arekhon sghed. Eladli might till be on the Rain's bridge, and by thistime someone had
undoubtedly told her about his argument with lulan Vai. Sound on shipboard carried in odd ways, and no
conversation was ever truly private.

My life wasn't full enough of excitement. | had to do this to myself. Maybe Garrod will
distract her.

"Come with me, then," hesaid to the First, "and I'll show you."



Garrod followed Arekhon out of the observation chamber. The access way outside was empty, a
narrow passage spiraing wormlike beneath the ship's hull-meta underfoot, and lit with amber-tinged
lamps. Arekhon led the way without saying anything. Garrod, a pace or two behind him, had timeto
reflect upon their brief exchange afew minutes earlier.

"We," the younger man had said when he spoke of the Circle, not giving anyone's names, asif
both the right and the burden of decision belonged to him. Garrod knew what that meant.

"Yuvaisdeed, isnt he?'

Arekhon nodded. "In the working. Bringing you back was astruggle. It amost took me aswell.
But you were with us before it cameto that.”

"Not me. Or, not meas| am. When | |eft... wherel was, | came here."

Arekhon didn't answer, and they stumped along the spird way for awhilein slence. Findly
Garrod sad, "Whereis Y uvanow?"

"At Demaizen," Arekhon said. "Kiefen and Ddath are till there, and Serazao; they'll take proper
care of the grave-offerings.”

"Good," said Garrod, and didn't speak again until they reached the ship's bridge.

His appearance there-a stranger, whom nobody had seen come aboard with the rest of the
crew-caused aflurry of gagps and murmurings. A young fleet-gpprentice, looking nervous and
sdlf-important, scurried off, probably to rouse the Captain. Garrod ignored the commotion and followed
Arekhon to the station of the Pilot-Principa, a curly-haired young woman whose quick sdelong glancein
their direction caused the Second's cheeksto go briefly red.

"Pull up the chart,” Arekhon said. He was pretending for some reason that the glance had never
happened; under other circumstances, Garrod might have been amused.

The Pilot-Principa had her eyesfixed on the console now. "Chart up.”

Shetouched akey, and the air above the station console began to take on form. The sparkling
lights of the Eraasian homeworlds showed their curves and lines and probabilities. Beyond them stretched
the blank gap of the empty space beyond the Edge, with ared ship-sgil in the midst of it marking the
vessd'slast known position. On the far sde of the gap, amarker shone with a golden-white light.

Arekhon pointed at it. " That one."

"How much timeto arrival?" Garrod asked.

"Some months," said the Rilot-Principa . She seemed to find it ardlief to address Garrod instead
of his Second, even though Garrod was a stranger and an interloper aboard the ship. "Wait a moment,
and I'll work out the exact time."

"Not necessary,” said Garrod. "1 know that world. | suppose that you are prepared for your
ariva?'

ThePRilot-Principal regarded him with a straightforward gaze. "Isthe world asrich asthe marker
says?'

"Yes" And maybe when they learn about us, Garrod thought, they won't buy Eraasi and all
its holdings out of cash in hand. Maybe they'll take their practice at warmaking and conquer us
instead. "Richer than any we've seen.”

Footsteps sounded, and the door to the bridge opened. It was the Captain, with the
fleet-gpprentice trailing behind her.

"Captain sus-Mevyan," said Garrod, glad that the Captain was one of the handful of
sus-Peledaen officerswhom he knew by sight.

And susMevyan, it seemed, remembered him. "Garrod syn-Aigal!" she exclamed. "What are
you doing, gppearing in the middle of nowhere like this? sus-Khalgath told me you were... indisposed,
on Eraes."

"| seem to have recovered,” Garrod said. He nodded toward the chart. "I need to know-have we
gonetoo far to turn back?'

"We don't have enough fud for areturn,” the Captain said. "We're working off the reserves, and
hoping that the new world, when we find it, hasfuel that we can use."

Too late to turn back now, thought Garrod, with asigh. Aloud, he said only, "Very well.



Beginning tomorrow | shdl teach a course on the languages and customs of the planet known as Entibor.
All hands areinvited to participate.”

XIX:Year 1128E. R.

Eraasan Space: sus-Peledaen Orbitd Station

Entiboran Space: sus-Peledaen ship Rain-on-Dark-Water
[ldeon: Beshkip

Nateth sus-Khalgath had not grown any fonder of visitsto high orbit since the departure of
Rain-on-Dark-Water for the worlds beyond the Edge. Once again, however, obligation and family
honor had conspired to bring him there. The head of the most powerful fleet-family on Eraas could not
ignore the completion of his own new-made orbita station, especidly not when the Sation's design-like
Rain's-wasthe first new development in over ageneration.

Natelth's grandfather had established the speciaized congtruction cradles for guardships like
Ribbon-of-Sarlight, making the sus-Peledaen convoy system safer and more efficient than the
unescorted ships belonging to al the other families. Natelth had gone further. He had made orbital space
itself secure. The new station had an outer shell proof against any ship-mounted wegpons that might be
brought againgt it; and it had guns of its own, heavier and more hungry for energy than anything that could
be mounted on shipboard.

Natelth had been reluctant, originally, to take such an unprecedented step. Resources turned
away from ships and trade dmost never brought in enough new wedlth to judtify the expenditure. When
his agents reported that dl of the other fleet-families were building warships, however, he could no longer
judtify holding back.

So far, those other warships were only adistant threat. He didn't know of any familieswho had
them besides his own sus-Peledaen, and Natelth at least had promised himself not to use them unless
absolutely necessary. Neverthdess-he would havefalled in hisduty to the family, if hedidn't protect it
againg the day that might come.

The new gtation'sinauguration into active service, at the end of many months of work, had
required speeches and ceremonies honoring everyone from the designer-in-chief to the lowliest of the gun
crews. Even the gtation's aiketen and the crewmembers that tended its house-mind had received their
due: Isayana sus-K halgath hersdf had come up with Natelth to inspect the former and thank the latter.
Finally everything was done, and Natelth was ableto retire with hissister for aprivate dinner inthe
dtation's guest quarters.

As soon asthe door closed behind them, Isakicked off her shoeswith asigh of rdlief. "At least
that's over. And the station's kitchen will do al right-1 instructed that node personally.”

"Decent ingredients are ill going to cost the world,” Natelth grumbled. *Port-city prices plusthe
cost of trangport up to orbit... sometimes | wonder if Thel sus-Radd is circulating rumors of warships
purdy to bankrupt me. It's exactly the sort of underhanded trick that moon-worshiping malefactor would
try."

An aiketh floated up to Natelth's elbow. " A message, from the family's agent-in-place on
Ayaa."

Isafrowned a the quasi-organic. "Can't thiswait until after dinner?”’

"Might aswell get it over with," Natdth said. "I'll takeit now."

The aiketh hummed and clicked for afew seconds, and extruded adip of paper. Natelth
thanked it absently, his eyes aready scanning the lines of type.

The report was brief. The sus-Peledaen tradeship Mirror-of-the-Sun, burdened with a
consignment of engine-control assemblies, was overdue at |Idaon, and now the sus-Dariv ship
Garland-of-Sweet-Branches had arrived on lldaon hersdlf, sdlling on the auction market a set of
engine-control assemblies. Typical of an after-boarding action-the sus-Dariv had been pirates snce
before it was respectable.

But the Garland didn't have the usua log notation showing that the assemblies had been taken



by means of honorable boarding and skill. The sus-Dariv were denying that they'd ever encountered the
Mirror at dl. And that was definitely againgt dl custom.

"Will there be areturn message?" inquired the aiketh.

"Yes" Nateth said. "Return message asfollows. 'Check to see what else you can learn. Ensure
that no other possible source for engine-control assemblies exists other than my ship. And confirm lack of
log entries" "

A red light glowed briefly insgde the aiketh's upper shdll. "Return message tranamitted.”

The quasi-organic floated away. Natelth watched it, frowning.

Isagave him acurious|ook. "What was the problem?"

"A spot of trouble out near 1ldaon," he replied. "Probably nothing. But it might be agood excuse
to send out one of the new warships-get some use out of them and give the crews some practice. And
show some people that we aren't the family that they should be playing gameswith.”

"Y ou aren't planning to do anything rash, are you?'

"No, not at all," Natdth said. "Just alittle show of force, and gtrict orders not to fire unlessfired

upon.
"That'sdl right, then," Isasaid. "Aslong as nobody else shootsfirg."

The towers of the Zed ous Endeavor Manufacturing Company rose above Beshkip like the
fingers of ahand thrust up through the earth. The hour was grey morning, just a dawn shift change. The
loaders were backed to the docks and the workers just done with breakfast were going to their places
on theline, while those they had replaced headed to the showers and locker roomsin preparation for the
journey homeward.

Inasmall conference room on an upper floor, decorated with models of sea-ships and star-ships
insde polished glass cases, two highly-placed conspirators met with their offworld agent Seyo Hannet at
an unusualy early meeting. The owners and the top-level executives of the Zed ous Endeavor, who spent
their days on the next floor up, were not yet in the building offices. Syrs Kammen and Riet could met with
Hannet undetected, then proceed to their own offices for an early start to the day.

"Is everyone here who was involved in the origina planning?' Seyo asked. "My report may be
complex, and I'd rather not repest it for latecomers.”

"Jaf Otnal isat aconferenceon Ildaon,” Kammen said. "He was the only other planner from this
office. We can summarize your report for him when he gets back."

"Only you three?' said Hannet. "Excellent. The fewer who know, the better. And both of you, |
presume, have been discreet? No written notes, no confidencesto lovers?’

"Weadl know better than that,” Kammen said. "No onelastslong in businesswho can't keep his
own counsd.”

"Better and better." Hannet paused and sniffed, asif repressing a sneeze, and rubbed the back of
his hand across his nose. Then he stood and walked past Riet to check the outer door. It waslocked. He
returned to his place at the conference table and stacked his papersin order before continuing. Y ou
asked to be brought up to date on how our plan progresses. The pieces, in fact, arefdling into place as
scheduled. The fleet-families have been seduced into a pointless building program-pointless, at leas,
unless they use their new weapons against each other. The hook has been baited, set, and now-"

Kammen struggled againgt ayawn, then gave in and covered it with his hand.

"Do | boreyou, Syr Kammen?' Hannet asked. "Y ou did ask for afull report.”

"No, no," Kammen said. "A late night and an early morning, that'sall."

"Very wdl." Hannet stacked his papers again and continued. "The plan has succeeded sofar, in
that the ships have been built, and the trap has been sprung to set them at one another's throats. For the
next phase-"

Riet's head nodded forward. He caught himself, raising his head and his eyes, then he nodded
forward again. A snorerattled in histhroat. Kammen resisted for amoment longer, then did sdewaysto
thefloor, snoring aso.

"-for the next phase, this," Hannet said.



He picked up his papers from the table and returned them to his case. From the same case he
brought out athin tool chest. He opened an access panel on the wall beside one of the glass cases and
clipped asmdl yellow cylinder acrossapair of dectrica leads.

After replacing the panel, he unlocked the outer door and stepped out into the hall, then locked
the door again behind him. In the elevator going down, he pulled apair of filter plugs out of hisnose,
sneezed heartily, and put the plugs into a pocket envelope. He stowed the envelope in his case next to
thetool chest.

In the lower lobby, where the data workers and the junior executives stood in lines to buy hot
morning-bread from the kiosk vendors, Hannet walked dowly to the door, only one more businessman in
abusinessilled sea. As he waked through the outer doorsto the ground-shuttle stop, he heard the first
faint dlanging of the security alarm, and the annunciator proclaming "Fre... fire... fire..."

The shuttle that took him to the center of town passed emergency equipment rushing in the
opposite direction. He ate breakfast at his hotel, and lunch at the space port, while awaiting departure.
The afternoon newscasts told of thetragic fire at Zealous Endeavor. It had started in the electrical wiring
near the top of the executive tower. Severa had been injured, and two had died, a pair of
mid-upper-level executives overcome by smoke inhaation.

"Painless," Seyo whispered. He paused before boarding his shuttle to orbit to send a coded
message. Even if it had been sent in the clear, the meaning would have been obscure to anyone but the
intended recipient. It read, in whole, "As requested.”

If Rain-on-Dark-Water's first passage through the Void had felt interminable, the second-though
it was, in fact, no shorter-seemed to pass with frightening speed.

Everyone aboard knew that the Rain's safe return to Eraas depended upon acquiring fuel from
the new world they were inexorably approaching. Garrod syn-Aiga's unexpected appearance on board
ship brought reassuring news of civilization and trade awaiting them, but the news did not stay reassuring
for long. There was too much to be learned-language, customs, locd politics, dl of it dienand
confusing-and Garrod showed no mercy in hisingtruction.

"Thisisn't one of our lost homeworlds waiting to be found," he said again and again. "Thisisa
place that does not know anything about us, and we do not know them. What you learn here may mean
your lives, later."

By thetime Rain finished her second transit and emerged into rea space, most of the ship's
officers and some of her crew had at least a smattering of the language, and afew had managed to
achieve afluency equa to Garrod's own.

Pilot-Principa Eladi Inadi was one of those few. She was pleased that her regular duties required
her to be present on Rain's bridge at the time of the dropouit. If anything from the new world came over
the ship's communications system, she would be able to hear and interpret it for hersalf, without needing
to ask anyone for the meaning.

Therewas atime, she knew, when she would have gone to Arekhon sus-Khalgath for something
likethat. That was before she had seen him for thefirgt timein the company of hisfellow-Mages. She
understood, then, how tightly the members of a Circle were bound together-and why Arekhon had felt
compelled to opt out of the fleet-family for good.

It's not that | don't trust him any longer , shethought uneasily. Not really. But he thinks
about the Circle first, and not the ship.

He was on the bridge now, along with Garrod; the two Mages were standing out of the way
agang the rear bulkhead. Elagli glanced in their direction-1ooks like they don't want to hear somebody
else's version of the dropout, either -then went back to waiting for the Captain'sword.

sus-Mevyan sad, "Stand by," and Elagli, her eyes on the screen showing the ship-mind's running
caculations, replied, "Dropout in five, Captain... on my mark. Mark."

Thefamiliar shiver of discontinuity rippled through her, coursing aong the interface between body
and mind, and the grey opaescence of the VVoid transformed itself into ordinary darkness outside the
bridge windows.



Captain sus-Mevyan clicked on the speaker to the engineering compartment. "Fuel status?”

"Almogt flat," camethe reply. "We can do some in-system work-maybe one jump if there's
another star nearby-but we're not going home again on what we have."

"Weknew that." She turned back to the bridge team. "Anything on the e ectromagnetic bands?

The crewmember at the communications board looked up from his bank of screensand
readouts. "I'm showing something. Not naturd, but if it's modulated | don't know how."

"Get meadirection on it anyway," sus-Mevyan ordered. She turned to Elagli. "Pilot-Principa
Inadi, get me aposit and drop abuoy here-wherever 'here' is-so | can find my way back to thispoint if |
need to."

"Wereworking on it, Captain,”" said Elagli. Her hands played over the command switches at her
gation. "Buoy'saway... if we could have alook at the chart... that's good. Looks like we're right on top
of our target.”

Once again, the air above her station sculpted itself into an abstract map of space-time donein
colored light. Thered sgil marking theinertia location of Rain-on-Dark-Water had moved since the
previous dropout; it was now superimposed upon the glowing white dot that marked the position of
Garrod's Star.

"Sure looks that way," agreed sus-Mevyan. One of the ship's gpprentices pressed a mug of hot
uffa into the Captain's hand without being asked, and she took aswig without looking at it. "Let's seeif
there's any correlation between those blobs on the chart and what's redlly out here.”

"Working," said Eladli again. "It may take sometime; the ship-mind is still assimilating new data.
Do you think we should gtart transmitting ourselves while we wait-let the locas know we're here?”
sus-Mevyan shook her head. "Not right now. While we're waiting, pop off another droneto let the family
know we madeit thisfar."

"Preparing drone for send-off." Elagli glanced over at the communications board. A crash of
white noise came from the speaker.

"Lotsof dgnd, Captain,” the communications specidist said, after sillence had been restored.
"Artificid radiation al over the EM spectrum. Everything seemsto come from the same bearing.”

"l didn't comethisfar just to lurk,” susMevyan said. "Turn toward the source. Pilot-Principal,
what do you have out that way?"

Eladli checked the data from the Rain's real space sensors. "One ar, close.”

"Theresour target,” said the Captain. "Lay in amicrojump to the system. It'stime to knock on
the door and see who answers.”
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Arekhon watched the Rain's officers conferring over the chart and the ship-mind readouts. Intent
on their work, they seemed oblivious to the two Mages who shared the bridge with them. He took
advantage of their concentration to exchange aquiet word or two with Garrod.

"Y ou said that Entibor and most of the other worlds on this side of the gap were engaged in
congtant low-level warfare.”

Garrod nodded. "It'stheir greatest-perhaps their only-weakness."

"l see. So what happens when we show up in their space, looking like avery large target that no
one can identify asfriendly? How do you know that the local inhabitants aren't going to kill us on sight?”

"Because | survive," Garrod said. His voice held anote of grim humor. ™Y ou said yoursdlf that |
was-and so, presumably, that | will live to be-agrest dedl older when you left Eraas.”

"That's reassurance, of asort,” Arekhon conceded. His attention was only half on Garrod; over
by the star-chart, the conference had ended.

"We have acoursefor trangit,” Elagli told the Captain. "It won't put usinto orbit around Entibor's
primary, but well be close-and well have some fud |eft for maneuversin normd space.”

"Can we make orbit?' asked sus-Mevyan.



"Engineering says not if we want to leave it again. We haven't got enough fuel to escape from
plangtary gravity."

"l see" susMevyan turned. "Master Garrod-"

v

"Tel me how to contact these people. What kind of light-speed comms are they using?”’

"I'm afraid | don't know, Captain,” Garrod said. "I know that they have such things, but | never
discussed the matter with one of their technicians™

"Help me out,” the Captain said. "Did you hear a phrase-frequency modulation, amplitude
modulation, phase modulaion-anything?'

"If I did, | do not recall.”

"Wonderful. We can't talk to them. How certain are you that these people have fuel we can use,
and that welll be ableto buy or tradefor it?"

"Not certain at dl," Garrod said. "When | tell you that the same word for 'fud’ is used to speak of
what propels deep-water ships and low-altitude flyers aswell aswhat moves the vessals that go between
the stars, you will perhaps understand why-but these people do have trade with other worlds, and
gtarships of many types. So | would say that the likelihood of finding what we need is acceptably high.”

The corners of sus-Mevyan's mouth turned down. "That's still not as reassuring as 1'd like. But
we don't have much choice. Pilot-Principa, make the jump.”

"Working."

"What isyour intention, Captain?' Garrod asked.

"With everything else welack, | must act with honor. Treat these people as | would wish to be
treated, act as| would hope one of theirswould act if our Stuations were reversed and they were coming
into Eraasian space. Give them adigplay of shiphandling that will show them-since without
communications we have no words-that we have come to thisworld astheir equals, and not as paupers
who can only ask for charity and have no power to give anything back in return.”

She turned to the bridge windows, and to the distant stars. Arekhon braced himself for the
crossing of the border between the VVoid and redlity. Thistime the transit would be a brief one-they were
very closeto Entibor's star-and he would need to use the time well.

He spoke quietly to Garrod. "We're going to need luck for this. | think it'stimeto gather the
Cirde"

The older Mage frowned dightly. "Working to affect the course of atrangit isn't agood idea. The
forcesaretoo smilar-"

"Not for the trangit,” Arekhon said. "For the chase-and-boarding afterward. Captain sus-Mevyan
intends to take an Entiboran ship, to show our friendly intention.”

Garrod paused. "'l never heard of such acustom among them. Though | will admit | dealt mostly
with their politicians, and not with those of their people who ventured into space.”

"Good shiphandling has got to be auniversal." Arekhon said. He paused. "Besides, if we do find
out that the Entiborans fuel won't work for the Rain, one of their ships may have to take us home. But
sus-Mevyan wants to show them that she'san equd, first-sheld never agree to putting the fleet-family into
asubsarvient position-and making an intercept isoneway to do it.”

Garrod said nothing for what felt to Arekhon like along time. Then he said, "Y ou acted asthe
Firgt of Demaizen from the time the great working ended until | came to the ship. Do you want the Circle
agan?'

Arekhon braced his shoulders against the cold meta of the bulkhead behind him. *I'm not trying
to take your position away from you, Lord Garrod-"

"But you have opinions on what should be done.”

"y es"

"Areyou certain of them?”

"Not certain,” said Arekhon. "But..."

"Another reason that you should take the Circle," Garrod said. " Seconds don't have doubts.
Firgsdo."



"Being named Third was an honor. Being Second came to me through the working. | never
aspired to be anything more.”

"Thisisnot about your ambition,” Garrod said. "It is about the working, and the good of the
voyage. | ask you again, will you take the Circle?" Arekhon drew a deep breath. "For the good of the
working... yes?'

Eladli was so immersed in watching the caculations for the transit that she scarcely noticed when
the two Mages left the bridge. Short trandits, with their fine adjustments of time and distance, put a
greater call on the resources of the ship-mind than did the longer passages. Nobody wanted to be on the
rare unlucky ship that never returned from aroutine jump. Mostly they were never found, but the disaster
of 1114 and the meteor shower over Ramsit were remembered all too well in the fleet.

Thistime, when Rain-on-Dark-Water came out of the VVoid, the ship was close enough to the
Entiboran system that Garrod's Star was the brightest object visiblein the field outsde the Rain's bridge
windows. Eladli made certain that the ca culations were transferred to the star map, and readied another
message drone for the fleet. The next Eraasian ship to make the transt would not have to travel blind-if
there was ever another Eraasian ship to vist thisworld.

Which there would not be, unless Rain and her crew could obtain-and obtain soon-the meansto
go home. Hunting in norma space took fuel, too.

"How far?' susMevyan asked.

"Middle-space," Eladli replied. "Eight months of red space thrust to the primary.”

"We don't have eight months food. And we don't have eight months fuel.”

"Normally I'd recommend another micro-jump,” Eladli said. "We're about the range for in- to
out-system shipping lines, for interstellar distances. No gravity bobblesfor the run to jump, closeto a
micro-piloting Stuetion.”

Captain sus-Mevyan was standing by the bridge windows, looking out &t the starfield as though
she could find with the naked eye what the Rain's sensors were waiting to report. " Get me a scan of near
gpace," sheordered. "Tdl mewho eseisout there. If there's another ship, | want to know it."

The communi cations specidist was dready working his pand intently. "Intermittent raw carrier,
nosgnd.”

"Hail them anyway. Do you have a position on any of them?”

"I'll get running fixes soon. I've got up-Doppler on acouple. I'll work thosefirg."

"Work them," said sus-Mevyan. "Rilot-Principa-"

"Standing by to cdculate intercepts,” said Eladli. "How shall | set the fuel consumption
parameters?

"Give me as much speed and maneuverability as you and engineering together can squeeze out,”
sus-Mevyan ordered. "Meanwhile, | don't want any surprises. Muster the boarding party and have them
stand by at the sdly lock. When | arrive at Garrod's Star, | want to give them as much honor aswe
possibly can before we have to sart asking for favors.”

The members of the Circle aboard Rain-on-Dark-Water assembled in the meditation chamber in
response to Arekhon's summons. Narin lyal looked calm and aert-standing with her feet braced apart,
gripping her staff just as she might have done while watching for bad weether from the deck of a
Veredden fishing trawler. Ty, on the other hand, had abright-eyed, excited look that didn't augur well for
his steadiness later. More than any of the other Mages, Ty had made friends among the Rain's
crewmembers, and worry, Arekhon knew, made apowerful distraction. Vai, of course, remained as
quiet and self-contained as dways-Arekhon supposed that witnessing agreat working within hours of
joining a Circle would leave one unimpressed by anything less.

They were dl of them well-practiced, he reflected. Asthe door closed, they moved without
needing consultation into the white circle on the black enameled deckplates. None of them appeared
startled when Garrod took the place meant for the Circle's newest member, or for avigitor, and Arekhon
gpoke the words to begin the working.



"Rain-on-Dark-Water has come safely out of the Void," hetold them, "and now the difficult part
of our journey begins. Unless we take a ship, wewon't have the fuel to get home. It'stimefor ustojoin
in meditation and seeto it that the eiran are brought together where they're most needed.”

No more words were necessary. The Mages knelt on the deckplates with their staves before
them within easy reach.

Arekhon let hismind dip into the passive, hdf-thinking state where the eiran appeared most
clearly.

One piece of good fortune we've had already, he thought. We came out near other ships,
and there'sluck all over.

He dudied the slvery eran, trying to determine which ones were the most suited to the Circle's
purpose, and which ones made the strongest connectionsto Rain-on-Dark-Water . His task was made
more complex by the wild disarray of the cords as though no one on thisside of the interstellar gap had
ever bothered to cultivate and untangle them. Distinguishing between one cord and another, and following
them back to their sources, took concentration.

That one... there. Or the other one, close by...

No. Wait.

"Ty," hesad.

No answer for amoment, while Ty brought his mind back from whatever places he went to
search for the eran. Then hesaid, " 'Rekhe. .. Lord Arekhon?"

"Go stand with your friends, at the saly lock."

"Yes, lord." Ty rose obediently, but his voice sounded startled and a bit hurt. "Areyou dismissng
mefromthe Cirdle?

"No," Arekhon said. "I want you to take the Circle with you. The eiran here-you've seen them.
We need to hold fast to our own if we're going to make luck for anyone at dl. Takethe eiran of the
boarding party and weave them into ours. When the time comes, well work the luck for everyone.”

Eladi felt drops of moisture springing out on her forehead and the back of her neck.

Nerves, she thought, as she huddled with the Rain's communications specidist over the displays
of first one station and then the other. By the time thisis all done I'm going to look like a wet mop.

She had good reason for tension. A normal-space i nterception was the most complex and
delicate set of maneuversthat avessd like the Rain would ever undertake. The ship-mind integrated
redtime dataasfast asit could, but interpreting its recommendations about course and speed-and about
wheat the other ship would do in the face of pursuit-called heavily upon the luck and good judgment of the
Rilot-Principd.

Thefirst set of reccos came up on Eladli's screen, a double-handful of them, ranged from near to
far. She pursed her lipsin asilent whigtle,

No wonder we haven't aroused anybody's suspicions yet! This place is as crowded as the
city lake on a hot day.

She discarded dl but a couple of the ship-mind's recommendations as too distant for practical
purposes. Even the quick Void-trangits necessary to close the gap would use up more of their precious
fuel reserves than she wanted to risk. The Captain wasthe sort to cdl for fast moves and lots of power at
the end of the chase.

If we have it, Eladli thought.

"Two targetsin normal-space pursuit range,” she said aloud. "Intercepts possible.”

"What kind of range?"' sus-Mevyan demanded.

Elagli glanced down at the numbers on her display, working to trandate the specificslisted there
into the kind of useful abstractionsthat the captain wanted.

| wish there were some kind of display for this, like the star charts.

"Close rangefor target number one," she said at last. "One hour approximately. And the other...
at least eight timesthat. The close onesfaster, though."

Captain sus-Mevyan gazed out at the darkness beyond the bridge windows asif she could see



something out there besides the stars. If she was sweeting, Eladli couldnt tell.

"Set course for match and intercept on target number one," the Captain said at last.

Eladli let out her bresth and began giving commands. "All engineson lineg," she reported when she
wasfinished.

"Course and tracking laid on."

"Lock on, lock confirmed.”

"Commence approach run."

Then camethelong wait. The Rain's great engines pushed harder and harder, and Eladli watched
the readouts for the target ship and for their own pursuit. The gap narrowed, increment by increment,
while Elagli sweated and Captain sus-Mevyan' ssood motionless at the bridge window. The closer they
could get before the target ship became suspicious, the better... Elagli stiffened and hissed through her
front teeth in frugtration.

"Thetarget's spotted us, Captain,” she reported. "They're putting on speed.”

The captain touched a switch on the bulkhead next to the bridge windows. "Engineering, thisis
the bridge. Give me more power."

"We're at max aready, Captain,” came the reply over the bridge speskers. "We can't push it any
harder."

Eladi had her gazefixed onthedisplay. "Target ftill accderating.”

"Use the maneuvering jets," sus-Mevyan ordered. " See if we can add some side velocity change
into the equation.”

"Captain, I'm seeing up-Doppler,” said Eladi afew minuteslater. " She's pulling away from us."

"Get me another target,” susMevyan said. "We haven't got many chances here, people-let's
make the most of them.”

Eladli studied the ship-mind'slist of recommendations. "Given the speed we dready have on us,
we can set up an intercept course for target number two without alot of extramaneuvering.”

"Do 90," said sus-Mevyan. "Reset grapnel s from optimum range to max theoretical. Shoot as
soon asthey'rein range.”

"Changing courseto intercept,” Eladi said. "Readying grapndls.”

And the waiting began again.
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Ty made hisway through the labyrinthine coils of the ship's passagesto the sdly port. He had
seen the area before; as one of the Mages on board, he could go anywhere, and people would assume
he was on important Circle business and let him pass. He'd taken advantage of the freedom, and of the
timeinthe Void, to explore the Rain thoroughly-making up, he supposed, for that long-denied classroom
trip from his days at the Port Street Home.

If they could see me now, he thought as he entered the muster bay. The boarding party waited,
drawn up in three ranks. They looked ominous and dien in their black plastic hardmasks and dark coats,
and the pikesthey carried gleamed in the artificid light.

On an upper platform deck around three sides of the chamber the stations and readouts of the
fighting bridge glowed violet and amber. A couple of officerswere dready on duty on that level, talkingin
hushed voices to each other and to the audio pickups for the main bridge.

A masked and armored figure detached itself from the front rank of the boarding party and
approached Ty. "What are you doing down here?"

Ty recognized the voice and gait of |zar, one of the Rain's senior crew members-not a particular
friend of his, but no enemy. "The Circle hasjoined to work the luck," he said. "Lord Arekhon told meto
go with the boarding party.”

|zar's posture relaxed. "That's dl right, then. Stand over there in the rear rank with Spiru and
Kalan. Did Lord Arekhon say whether he wanted you armored up or not?"



Ty shook hishead. "Just that | should be here.”

"It'syour choice, then."

"I'll stick withwhat I'm used to," Ty said after amoment's thought, and went to join the
crewmembers | zar had pointed out to him. Kalan was from off-Eraad, the first such person that Ty had
ever known on aday-to-day bass, but Spiru was Hanilat born and bred, with the Port Street accent
grongin hisvoice.

"Ty," hesad. "Cometo wish usluck?'

"More or less. The Circle loves you so much they sent me down here to hold onto this end of the
working."

"Fud'sthat tight?' Spiru's face was only afeaturdess blur on the other sde of the black
hardmask, but his voice sounded tenser than before.

Kaan-heworked in engineering, Ty remembered, and would know-said, "Believeit."

"We're being tested,” Spiru said, after abrief sllence. "To seeif were worthy of being the first
ones to make contact beyond the Edge.”

Ty thought about that ideafor awhile. The muster bay was quiet, except for the sounds of
circulating air and thrumming engines and the occasional murmur of nervous voices.

"Why?" hesad findly. "The fleet-families have contacted new worlds before. | remember they
opened up Ninglinwhilel was till in schoal.”

"I'm from Ninglin," Kalan said. "'l remember the celebration after we made contact with the lost
brethren. The partieslasted for months.”

"That was different,” said Spiru. "The people on Ninglin and the other homeworldswerelike
us-like enough, anyhow. The Magesin their Circles had talked with ours. Has anyone from this Sde of
the Edge ever taked with aCircle, Ty?"

"No," Ty admitted. "But Garrod says they're more of our lost brethren al the same. And he
certainly hastalked with them.”

"And adamned good thing, too," |zar cut in. The older crew member had come up unexpectedly
behind Ty and the others. "When the sally port opens, keep your mind on the words Lord Garrod taught
us. 'Comrade," friend," ‘we surrender.’ The last thing we need is for somebody to get carried away and
ruin our chancesfor acivilized exchange."

"Captain,” Eladi said. "We have asolid contact on target number two." sus-Mevyan had not
moved from the bridge window during the long wait, as though by watching she could make one of the
host of stars resolve into the ship they hunted. Before the chase was done, they would have visua
contact-would come near enough, in spite of the other's evasions, to grapple and close and make an
entry. The maneuvers of a chase-and-board required a skilled and daring shiphandler with awell-built
ship. The Rain was the newest, sharpest vessel in the sus-Peledaen fleet; Eladli could only hopethat she
had the necessary skill and daring.

"Get meapogtion in front of him," the Captain said. "Match speed if you can, but do not
decelerate.”

"Courseladin," Eladi sad. "Tracking."

Her voice rasped as she said it; tension had left her mouth fegling dry and papery. She caught the
eye of the fleet-apprentice-the boy looked astired as she felt-and held up her empty mug for more uffa.
"The fud reserves are yellowing out fast; we can expect to start seeing degraded performance before we
finish mating with the target.”

"How close are we going to come?" asked sus-Mevyan.

Eladli squinted at the readouts on her station. "Unless he does something unexpected, it looks like
grapnd range." sus-Mevyan flicked on the audio pickup. "Tdl the boarding party to stand ready on
station. And prepare the rapid-entry system-there's no reason to think that the target's airlocks will be
standardized to ours."

The communications specidist looked up from his station. "What message should | prepare for
the target ship?’



"Usetheir language-the one Lord Garrod taught us-and try every kind of modulation you can get
out of the boards. Say that we'rein need of fuel, and ready to yield our cargo in exchange for it."

"Thet'sdl?'

"Let's get the negotiations going fird," said sus-Mevyan. "We can't yield anything until weve
made contact.”

The fleet-gpprentice returned with Eladli'sfresh mug of uffa. Elagli took it, gave the apprenticea
smile of thanks, and began to sip at the stkeaming liquid. Time was crawling again. She watched the
readouts at her station because they changed visibly, if dowly, while the starfild outside the bridge
windows did not.

"What happensif we can't usetheir fud?' the fleet-gpprentice whispered nervoudy to Elagli-but
sus-Mevyan was the one who answered.

"Then we offer our cargo in return for a safe passage to the nearest inhabited planet, and settle
down to long and productive lives as natives of these benighted parts.”

"The Mages"

"-will walk hometo Eraas if they can. But | wouldn't count on seeing another ship come back."

The fleet-gpprentice didn't ask any more questions, and for awhile longer there was silence.
Then amuttered exclamation from the communications speciaist drew Eladli's attention away from the
purple and amber lights on her display panel. She looked up, and saw what had to be the Rain's second
contact, now abright light amid the starfield and steadily growing brighter.

He's coming on fast.

Eladli felt a cold gpprehension in the pit of her somach-a sensation that had lessto do with the
chase a hand than with afuture that she couldn't completely grasp. She wondered if thiswas what
'Rekhe felt like when he saw the eiran and tried to work with them.

And thisis our dow target. What kind of engine systems do these people have, anyway?
Better than ours, it looks like. If their pilot's any good at evading boarders, thisisn't going to work

She put her thoughts aside and concentrated on the chase. Now that the target wasvisible, it was
gtarting to take on shape. Another few minutes, and it was recognizably a star-ship.

"Get the grapnelsready,” said sus-Mevyan.

"Rigged and standing by," Eladli said. "Awaiting your orders, Captain.”

"Put the grapnel release on automeatic. Extremerange.”

"Range approaching extreme," Elagli said. "Four, three, two-"

The communications speciaist brokein. "No answer to our sgnasl”

"Grgpnelsawvay.”

Metal hit against metd and the positive contact light illuminated on the bridge asthe grapndls
locked on. Even after Eladli's efforts to match course and velocity, the impact was enough to jar
everybody's neck and make the uffa-pot totter on its brasslegs. The Rain's engines roared under the
sudden increasein their burden.

"Contact,” said Eladli.

sus-Mevyan drew adeep breath. "Boarding party away."

Arekhon had lost track of the passage of time.

Always, for him, the places he went in hismind to seek the luck and work the eiran seemed to
lie outside the normal sequence of hours and minutes, or even of weeks and days. He knew that the
others of the Circle-his Circle, now-werewith him, but in the country of hismind, asusud, hewasaone.
What that meant, and what the others saw at these times, he couldn't tell.

Long before the gart of the working, Garrod had warned them of how things stood in this part of
space: " Seek luck, rather than order. Luck you may have a chance to find, but not order, no matter how
hard you look for it. The people here believe that tending the eiran iswrong.”

Arekhon had wondered what Garrod meant-would have thought that he was lying, except that
Garrod never lied-until he saw the landscape to which he had comefor thisworking.



He stood amid mountains, massive granite outcroppings of cracked rock overgrown with brush.
Thefew isolated trees, when he came near them, proved ready to fal, al of them rotting in place where
they had grown. Nowhere did he see any evidence of proper care.

Garrod had spoken truly. This country was dangerous in itsalf. The ground was pocked with
holes and pitfalswaiting for the pressure of an unready foot; the bushes adong the cliff-edges had roots
too shalow to support agrasping hand. Except for the familiar life-strands of hisfelowsin the Circle, he
saw no eiran running through it-and of the luck that had seemed to crowd the universe earlier, he saw
nothing at al.

If we can't find the luck that's native here, he thought, we'll have to make it for ourselves.

He dropped out of the visionary world far enough to see the Rain's meditation chamber-apae
and wavery image, like apainting on thin cloth, of Narin and Va and Garrod knedling at the other points
of the circle, overlaid with an image of Ty standing with the boardersin the muster bay. The Circle's
combined eiran ran from oneimage to the other, but the cords were pale and thin.

Arekhon roseto hisfeet. "Theluck needsto be made sironger,” he said. "Who will match mein
theworking?"

One of the knegling Mages stood to meet him.

"I will," said lulan Vai, and struck thefirst blow as she spoke.
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Unknown Entiboran Ship

Ty felt the deck plates shudder beneath hisfeet. "What-?"

"It'sthe grapnels” said Spiru. "They've caught.”

Kaan added, "If you've got any luck for us, now'sthetimeto passit aong."

"Luck..." Ty put hishands over hiseyesto shut out the lights and distractions of the muster bay.
The Circlé's eiran ran somewhere nearby-he felt them, like cables running through the bulkheads, or
through the sted! of the deck. But the cables weren't strong enough; there wasn't enough power coming
through them to give the boarding party what they needed. Not yet-

"Ty?" asked Kdan nervoudly.

"Luck," he repeated. "Weve begun aworking. Soon there will be luck."

The Rain shuddered again as he spoke.

"Poditive hull contact,” said Spiru. "WEell be going across any minute now."

At the sametime, |zar shouted, "Fast deploy boarding tunnd! Let's move, people!™

Ty heard ametdlic groaning followed by aheavy clunk That had to be the tunndl, fastening on
and settling into pogition. .. the eiran extended in that direction, stretching out toward the other ship.

"Areyou coming, or not?" Spiru demanded. "Because we're going to be moving out in another
couple of seconds.”

"Luck," said Ty for athird time. The cords of hisown eiran were part of the Circleslarger
cable, and where he went, the working would follow. "Y es, I'm coming.”

Hetook his handsfrom hiseyesin timeto seethe first two ranks of boarders swinging into the
open mouth of the tunnel at atrot. Spiru and Kalan entered with the third rank afew seconds later, and
Ty waswith them. The tunnd was dark, lit only by amber battle-lanterns, and the hatch at the far end had
no shapeto it that Ty understood. The boarders drew up in their ranks again before it, temporarily
thwarted.

"Itsan airlock,” said Kalan. "No externa controls, though-somebody must have skimped on the
design. Now they're going to lose the whole thing.”

"| sure hope they're ready for this" Spiru said nervoudy. "If theinner door on their sdeisn't
closed, we're dl going to get sent to the star-road by the wind.”

"Stand by to blow the door," ordered |zar amoment later, and a crewmember whose voice Ty
didn't recognize said, "Door coming up.”



A brief, slent flash of light came from the hatch, Ty felt ashivering in the soles of hisfeet, and the
hatch was open. A puff of ar flowed out from the newly opened space, bringing with it tiny fragments of
plastic and metd floating in acloud of smoke.

"What do you see?" |zar demanded.

"Wevegot light," said the crewmember who had spoken earlier. "And the inner door is il
intact.”

"Right. Formation, in the lock. Overpressure the tunnd from our side.”

The boarding party moved forward again and took station insde thelock. They stood in three
ranks, their pikes grounded, with each crew member positioned haf an arm's length from the people to
ether sdeand afull arm'slength from the person in front.

"They can't say we didn't do them right and honor,” Spiru commented under his breeth as | zar
and another crew member huddled over the controls of the inner door.

Kdan said something in reply, but Ty didn't catch the words. He was concentrating on the work
going on up ahead of them. That inner door had to open soon, or ese the boarding party would force it
open with more of the white explosive. Ty wasfairly certain that thiswould not be good-either for the
Rain or for the ship they were trying to board.

Luck, hethought. The luck of the Circle, coming through me to the door and convincing it
to open. Opening it... now.

Lights came on above the inner door, arow of them, oneat atime. Red... red... red... red...
green. |zar stepped forward, pike at the challenge position. And the door did open.

Light poured out of the opening-boiling, hot-colored light that wrapped itself around Izar and the
wholefront rank behind him, burning and blackening whatever it touched. Theair wasfull of the smells of
ozone and cooking meet.

Ty lay where he had fallen, half under Spiru and Kalan where they had thrown themselves down
asthefirg rank of boardersfell.

Garrod was right, he thought, as he drew achoking breath. Thereisno order on this side of
the gap. Only pure, untouched chaos. Evil.

Theweight on top of him lessened; he pushed himself up with his hands until he could look
ahead. Spiru and Kaan were crouching like sprinters, their pikesin their hands.

"They shouldn't have donethat,” Spiru said. His voice sounded quavery and unnatural behind the
dark plastic of his hardmask.

"No," said Kdan. "Ty-are you with us?'

No order, only chaos. "Yes"

"Then on three, on my count, weregoing in."

The curving flank of the Entiboran ship filled the bridge windows and blocked out the gars.

The vessd'swhite-meta hull, blank except for adull black row of unfamiliar symbols, gave no
indication of what might be happening insde. Elagli and the others on the Rain's bridge listened to the
reports coming over the audio pickup from the muster bay, and tried to force them into making sense.

It shouldn't be taking this long, she thought. Her fists clenched as she struggled to keep up at
least the semblance of afitting demeanor. She was the pilot, the one whom even the Captain depended
upon to bring Rain-on-Dark-Water safely into the proper place at the proper distance. It would not do
for her to become disturbed.

| put us alongside them clean and smooth... | swear we didn't even scratch the enamel
once the grapnelslocked on... they should have opened up smiling by now.

Captain sus-Mevyan was talking over the audio pickup with the officers on the muster bay
auxiliary bridge. "What's the holdup down there?!

"Somebody didn't get theword, lookslike," camethe reply. "Our boarding party had to blow the
outer lock."

"That's adead waste of some pretty maneuvering... arewein yet?'

"Door's opening-l can see-"



There was a sudden noise, a crescendo of volume and pitch underlaid by adegp hum. Thelink
dropped.

"What was that?' demanded sus-Mevyan into the sllence that followed. "Communications, get
me the muster bay. | want to know what happened, and | want to know it now."

The audio pickup crackled back to life. "Muster bay here, captain. Whatever hit us, hit us
bad-we'velost contact with the boarding party. Nothing and nobody coming back."

"Send arunner down. Let me know what's happening.”

The Rain gave asudden, violent shudder. The sensation reminded Elagli unplessantly of the
throes of awounded animal.

Energy weapons, she thought, with asense of outrage. They're hitting us with energy
weapons.

"L ost communi cations with engaged-side forward engineering,” reported the communications
specidist. Hewas pade and sweeting, but his voice was cdm. Another shudder ran through the ship.
"Lossof pressure alarm forward.”

The flegt-apprentice who had brought Eladli her uffa not long before swallowed hard and said,
"What'sgoing on?" in avoice that didn't quite squesk.

"They're cheating,” Eladli told him under her breath.

The communications specidist was dill relaying bad news to sus-Mevyan. "No communications
with the boarding party, no communications with engineering. Repair parties report hull breached.”

"Muster sandby boarding party.”

"Interior communications are al down, Captain.” sus-Mevyan's features hardened. "Bridge crew,
secure your sations. Send runners. All hands, muster in the boarding tunnel. Lock dl air-tight doors.”

Arekhon stood in a desolate landscape where blue-grey storm clouds gathered above the peaks
and threw the upper dopesinto shadow. A cold wind blew down off the highlands to scour the valey
below.

Hewas not aonethistime; Va waswith him, partner and adversary in the dance of their
working. It had been along while since he had last tested himself so much, moving at full speed and full
strength without holding back-not the crushing, relentless ondaught of agreat working, driven by the
need for enormous amounts of sheer power, but something far more delicate and complex. They were
building an intention, heand Vai, weaving the eiran into a sturdy network through the speed and grace of
the blows they struck and blocked and struck again.

Va wore aMage's black robes, herein Arekhon's dream-landscape aswell asin the physical
world that their bodies still inhabited. She brought her staff around in a snapping blow, and the loose
cloth fluttered and swirled around her like wings. Arekhon blocked the blow asit camein, the staves
meeting with aresonant percussive outcry of wood against wood. He heard Vai laugh out loud from
sheer ddlight.

Their gaveswere glowing golden and violet, drawing lines of dazzling color againgt the dark
green of the mountaingde and the dark grey of the lowering sky. The eiran wovein and out among them,
shining like polished metal, making a pattern strong enough to capture the wild luck of the universe and
direct it according to their desire. One of the threads had enough power to pull otherstoward it, and to
draw on the luck that Arekhon and Va were calling up between them.

Ty, Arekhon thought. Once recognized, the younger Mage's touch was unmistakable. And Ty
was-was-

With the boarding party.

Herein theworld of hisown mind, Arekhon found that the idea of aboarding party was a hollow
one-barely aword, with amost nothing behind it to provide areferent. But Ty himsdf, through his
presence in the working, remained vivid and familiar. The luck that the intention had gathered bel onged
withhim.

Ty.

Arekhon feinted at Vai's head, then struck low, aiming for her leg just above the knee.



With the boarding party.

Val ignored hisfeint and moved to block theleg blow coming in. Their Saves|et loosefiery
cascades of sparksin gold and violet, and the sound of wood striking against wood echoed off the
mountainsdeslike thunder.

Luck.

Shadowy figures moved among the falen in the darkened airlock of the Entiboran ship. They
paced dong the line where the front rank of Rain-on-Dark-Water's boarding party had stood, pausing at
each of the dark shapeslying crumpled on the deck.

Hashes of light blazed down out of the shadows hands. Sometimes the fallen bodies twitched,
other times not. Then the shadows moved on.

Ty's heart pounded. He crouched between Spiru and Kaan, ready to rise and rush forward on
Kaan'sword. The wooden grip of his staff felt dick and sweaty in hishand. He remembered, likea
glimpse of something from long ago, Delath syn-Arvedan's practice of wrapping the grip with soft
leather-held once thought of trying something like that himself but had never done so. Now he wished he
hed.

The dark figures were coming closer, were dmost within reach. .. luck, thought Ty, luck that
they not notice us... luck that they are slow this time with their mysteriousfires...

"One," whispered Kalan beside him. "Two. Three."

Ty pushed himsdlf to hisfeet and surged forward. Kaan and Spiru were running beside him, with
their pikesin their hands and poised to strike. More from ingtinct than thought, he reached out to grab the
wild luck that spun out around dl three of them like Streamersin thewind.

His staff glowed with luck and power, a hot, incandescent green like the color of lifeitsdf,
brighter even than the flames the dark figures carried in their hands. When thelight from his staff struck
the dark ones, they hdted for an ingtant-in fear, or in amazement, or in some kind of recognition, Ty
never knew-and that instant was their undoing.

Kaan yelled and dammed his pike into the nearest shadow. Spiru thrust at another, and Ty
struck out at that one asit fell.

Inthe viridian glare from his staff, Ty saw that he had brought down a human-shaped
pressure-suited figure, holding aweapon of some kind in its hand. He kicked the weapon aside, out of
reach of the two falen bodies-not that either of them would be reaching for it, he thought. They were
bleeding too much where the stedl pikes had pierced and cut them.

Ty left them behind and sprinted to catch up with Spiru and Kalan, aready moving deeper into
the mazy tunnels of the opposing spacecraft. Spiru glanced back over his shoulder as Ty regjoined them.

"Nice bit there with the gaff. Can you do it again?'

"I don't know. Wild luck... it changes."

"Doesn't matter," said Kalan, and hefted his pike. The stedl tip had blood on it, blood asred as
any that ever flowed on Eraas or Ninglin or Ildeon. "If they want afight, they'll have one”

They cameto ajunction of two passageways. Kalan wasin the lead. He paused and |ooked
back at Ty and Spiru.

"Which way's forward, do you think?'

Spiru shrugged. "Don't know. Pick one."

Luck flared suddenly, apattern of clear slver to draw the mind and the eye-

"That way," sad Ty, pointing.

The other two followed his gesture in time to see aman come around the bend in the passage.
He wasn't wearing a pressure suit at al. Spiru and Kaan thrust and dashed at once, Kalan's pike coming
over Spiru's shoulder, and more blood sprayed against the bulkheads as the man went down.

Thethree surviving boarders from Rain-on-Dark-Water |eft him behind asthey had left his
companionsin theairlock, and ran onward in the direction that Ty had chosen for them.

XXX : Year 1128 E. R.



Beyond the Farther Edge: sus-Peledaen ship Rain-on-Dark-Water
Unknown Entiboran Ship

Elali had never performed an emergency shutdown of the pilot's station, except in drill. She
knew the procedures-had practiced them, because in theory even the best ship might someday turn
unfortunate and fall prey to mechanical disaster or to crimind intent-but such things did not happeninthe
sus-Peledaen fleet.

Only now they have. Lucky, lucky me, to get to see the day.

She worked asfast as she could, pulling boards and disconnecting power cables with hands that
shedidn't dare et shake or fumble, watching the screens go blank and the readouts die. Therest of the
bridge was dready dim and shadowed. Outside the bridge windows, the white bulk of the Entiboran ship
shone with the reflected light of Garrod's Star.

Captain sus-Mevyan stood at her shoulder, watching. "Are you done, Pilot-Principa ?!

"Almogt, Captain." Eladli pulled out the backup data-wafers for the updated star charts and
seded them into the inner pocket of her uniform tunic. "There. That'sthelast of it."

"Good. Let'sgo."

They hastened through the passages to the muster bay, their footsteps echoing in the unnatura
quiet. Thefloor of the bay was crowded with members of the Rain's crew, some of them armed with
boarding pikes but most of them carrying nothing but what they'd had in their hands when the order
camne.

Eladi tried to spot 'Rekhe and the other Mages amid the crowd, but no one in the muster bay
wore robes or carried astaff. The Circle's absence both worried and heartened her. She didn't want
Arekhon sus-Khalgath to dielost and forgotten on an abandoned ship, and she didn't want him to diefor
the Circle, either-but if the Mages hadn't given up working to bring the luck to Rain-on-Dark-Water ,
then some of the people aboard her might yet make it back home.

The mugter bay's auxiliary bridge held most of the Rain's officers. Elagli and Captain sus-Mevyan
climbed the narrow metal staircaseto join them.

"What's our situation?" the Captain asked the Chief Engineer as soon as she reached the upper
levd. "How soon can we effect repairs?”

"Looks bad, Captain,” said the Chief Engineer. Eladli felt asurge of sympathy for him. Hed
aready worked miraclesto give sus-Mevyan the engine power she'd needed for the chase and
interception, and now he had nothing moreto give. "Our fud'sflat, and were holed and lesking
atmosphere fore and aft.”

If his news discouraged Captain sus-Mevyan, she gave no Sgn. "What you're trying to say isthat
we aren't going homeinthisvessd."

The Chief Engineer nodded wesarily. "That's about the shape of it."

"Fine" sus-Mevyan turned, away from the consoles of the auxiliary bridge and pointed down
acrossthe muster bay at the open mouth of the boarding tunnel. “Then we're going homein that one.”

Thethree survivors of Rain-on-Dark-Water's boarding party stood outside aclosed air-tight
door. "I think thisisthe way to the bridge," Kalan said. Ty looked at him. "What makes you think that?"

"Just guessing,” said Spiru. "We found the gdley and we found crew berthing, and there wasn't
anyonein ether of those places.

Kaan tried the heavy lever-arm that should have opened the door. "I think it'slocked, though."”

"Don't worry about it," said Ty. There was il luck in the universe-patterned and focused, the
product of the Circléslabors. He seized on it and directed it into his staff. Then he touched the lock.

Metdlic noises came from inside the door. The lever-arm moved down and back up again. With
afinal groan, the door cracked open.

"There)" Ty said. "Wecan go in. If thisisthe bridge, maybe there's somebody on it who'll give us
achanceto surrender properly before we haveto kill them.”

"l sure hope s0," said Kaan, and kicked the door open so hard that it dammed againgt the limit



of itshinges. The Rain's boarding party-what was | eft of it-leaped onto the bridge through the widening
gap.

Ty saw aroom full of consoles and displays, and a person in drab clothing standing at the central
point. She had an audio pickup link in one hand and what looked like aweapon in the other, and she was
rasng her handtofire.

Spiru wasin the lead; he brought the buitt of his pike around and knocked the weapon out of Her
orip.

It clattered and spun across the deck. The woman jumped for it, but Kalan moved faster and
threw himsdf on top of her, bearing her down under hisweight.

"We surrender,” he said breathlessly. " Surrender... surrender... ah, lasreno! Het lasreno!”

She kept on struggling. Spiru pointed thetip of hisboarding pike at her head.

"Comrade, friend," hesaid. "ldesten ..."

The woman spat out a string of angry words and redoubled her efforts at escape. Ty stepped
forward, groping in hismind for more of the phrasesthat Garrod had taught them.

" 'We-are-honored-to-meet-you,' " he rattled off in rote Entiboran. "
'We-come-to-make-a-trade." "

After amoment the woman started to laugh. It was hysteria, not mirth; she didn't stop laughing
until after Kalan had tied her hands with the belt of hisuniform, and her feet with Spiru's. Then the
laughter turned to weeping, and then to silence.

Ty drew a deep breath. "Now what do we do?

"Wewait for the Captain,” Kadan told him. "And we let the Captain figureit out.”

Theairlock at the far end of the boarding tunnd was a daughterhouse.

Elaeli smdled the extent of the carnage even before her eyestook it dl in: Blood and filth and
cooked meat and melted plastic mixed together into afoul, malodorous durry. Bilerosein her throat, and
she swallowed it back down.

She was the Pilot-Principal ; she was syn-Peledaen; she was supposed to set an example for the
fleet-apprentices and the ordinary crew. If Captain sus-Mevyan could walk through the ranks of burned
bodies, struck down where they stood and lying where they had fdlen, then Elagli Inadi could follow her.

It wasn't hard to figure out which way to go. Two of the bodiesin the airlock hadn't burned,
they'd been hacked apart with boarding pikes, and the blood that ran out of the cuts and dashesin their
pressure suits had covered the deck with awash of sticky red. The bloody prints of boot solesled away
from the puddle into the depths of the ship.

Eladli didn't want to look at her own feet. Shelet sus-Mevyan set the course. They cameto a
place where two passages crossed, but-Eladli fought down an impul se toward manic, ingppropriate
laughter-the Rain's boarders had considerately |eft them another body to mark the trail, and even more
blood.

No pressure suit thistime, and the man's face was untouched. He looked scared and surprised,
and distressingly ordinary in spite of the woundsthat had killed him.

An alien from beyond the Edge, shethought. And if he wasn't dead | could invite him home
to dinner and nobody would even blink. Arekhon was right; the Sundering isn't a legend after all.
The redlization sobered her. She was just as glad that the blood-trail she and the Captain

followed didn't lead to any more bodies. They hit a couple of dead ends-empty compartments full of
bunks and kitchenware-before coming to the ship's main control room and the survivors of the boarding
party: Two of the Rain's crewmembers, their hardmasks and armored jackets smoke-stained and
streaked with red, and one of Arekhon's Magesin long black robes gone stiff with blood at the hem.

The two crewmembers took off their hardmasks as the Captain approached. sus-Mevyan
looked at them, her mouth bracketed by hard lines and her face revealing nothing.

"Spiru and Kdan and"-the cold eyes paused for amoment on the young Mage before lighting
briefly in recognition-"Ty. Arethere prisoners?"

"Yes, Captain." Kaan pointed toward abound figure dumped against the far bulkhead. "That



"Arethere any others?'

"No, Captain.” Kaan'svoice wavered. Eladli redlized that he was close to breaking down.
"Should we have-"

"You didwdl," said susMevyan firmly. She stepped over to the control panels, but was careful
not to touch them. A chair was bolted to the deck on the right-hand side of the compartment, and she sat
init. "Now we haveto go on. Let's get atemporary lock rigged, and start salvaging the Rain. I'm going
to need the charts, the communications rig, and as much else as we can carry and will fit."

Kaan looked relieved to have something more to do. "Aye, Captain.”

"And fetch Lord Garrod. | need him here."

Theworking was over.

Arekhon kndlt, exhausted, on the deck of the meditation chamber, waiting for his head to clear.
Va leaned againgt the bulkhead afew feet away, breathing hard. The working had been astrong one,
building to agreat rush of focused power, and Arekhon felt afaint surprisethat it hadn't gone so far asto
cdl for alife. He wastired, and bruised in anumber of places, but in spite of everything he had come out
of the experience without seriousinjury.

He pushed himsdlf back onto hisfeet and looked over at Vai. Her black hair was dicked into
flattened tendrils againgt her cheeks and forehead, and when she lifted her hand to wipe away the swest,
the deeve of her robe fell back enough to show adiscolored welt above her wrist. Except for that, she
was as uninjured as he was.

Narin and Garrod remained on the perimeter of the circle. The working hadn't called on them to
do anything more than steady the pattern; odd, again, seeing that the luck had been so strong.

Unless | misdirected it, Arekhon thought. Unless | only thought we'd made enough luck...

"The engines have stopped,” said Narin. "Isthat good or bad?"

"Not good, usudly," he said, coming back from hisworrieswith an effort. His voice sounded
hoarse, and histhroat felt sore and scratchy. "In our case, it probably meansthat were out of fud. Which
iswhy wedid theworking in thefirst place.

Va shoved hersdf away from the wal and came over to join him. "'l suppose on© of us should
0o seewhat'sup.”

"Weshould dl go," he said. "Werefinished anyway."

Before anyone could reply, afrantic hammering came at the locked door of the meditation
chamber, and a voi ce shouted something urgent but unintelligible on the other side. Narin sprang to the
door, working the lock mechanism and pulling the door open before the shouting and the pounding
stopped.

Ty stood on the threshold, onefist upraised to strike again at the metal door asit swung inward.
He rushed-dmost fell, in his haste-headlong into the meditation chamber, and dropped to hiskneesin
front of Arekhon. The younger Mage's face was greyish-pale underneath amask of soot and
perspiration, and his pupils were wide and black.

He drew aragged, shuddering breath. "Lord Arekhon-"

"Ty?" Arekhon reached down to take Ty by the arms and help him back to hisfeet. One touch
was enough for him to fed how Ty was shaking. "What'swrong?'

"The Captain." Ty swallowed. " She wants Lord Garrod on the bridge of the other ship. Right

"Then we should go there. Can you show usthe way?"'

Ty nodded jerkily. "It's... not hard to find."

"Good." Arekhon summoned Vai and Narin with aglance, and Garrod with aquick but
respectful inclination of his head in the direction of the door. "Let'sgo."

Outside the meditation chamber, Rain-on-Dark-Water was slent, the narrow passages lit only
by dim amber lights. Garrod strode on ahead of the other Mages, his dark robes billowing. Arekhon
didn't try to stop him-Garrod might not be the First of the Circle any longer, but neither was hetruly one



of Arekhon's Magesto command. The Captain had asked for him by name; if she wanted the rank and
not the man, they would soon find out.

Meanwhile, Arekhon had Ty to ded with. The younger Mage hadn't said anything sincethe
Circleleft the meditation chamber, and Arekhon was beginning to fed worried dl over again. He drew
closer to Ty and spoke to him in what he hoped was a nonthreatening voice.

"What happened? Was the interception successful ?*

"Yes They... we... used the boarding tunnel." Ty stopped, wet his, lips, and started again. "The
other end didn't open.”

" e

Arekhon let the matter drop. Pushing for details right now wasn't going to make Ty any
happier-and if Captain sus-Mevyan had summoned Garrod to the bridge of the Entiboran ship, that
meant the Rain's boarding party had made their way past the obstacle one way or another.

The muster bay, when they reached it, was empty-even the fighting bridge on the upper leve.
Digplays that should have been glowing were dark and empty, like eye sockets, and the entrance to the
boarding tunne was a gaping black mouth.

Ty pointed. "In there."

"Yes," Arekhon said. "The tunnd. But you'll have to show us how to find the bridge.”

"l dont... yes, Lord Arekhon."

Garrod was aready striding ahead into the dark opening. Arekhon paused for amoment on the
edge of the shadows, fighting down aresurgence of his own earlier apprehension. Something,
somewhere, had gone wrong; otherwise Ty wouldn't be in the state he wasin, and Captain sus-Mevyan
wouldn't have sent him asarunner to pull Garrod away from his Circle in the middle of aworking.

"Thisisnot good.” Vai'swords came out in atight undertone. "Do you smell it?"

He had caught the smell-had thought, until she spoke, that it was an artifact of hisown mind, a
physical cueto match his unspoken concern. But it wasred. Redl, and horrible, and tied without question
to the working that he and his Mages had done.

Sowly, with agreat reluctance, he went into the tunnel, and down it to the airlock at the far end.

XXXIV : Year 1128 E. R.
Beyond the Farther Edge: Unknown Entiboran Ship sus-Peledaen ship Rain-on-Dark-Water
[ldaon: Country House of Elek Griat

Elaeli watched the instrument console on the bridge of the Entiboran ship and wished she knew
what it wastelling her. The console had avaried array of lights and switches and small flat screenswith
symbols displayed in them, and she found it a once dien and teasingly familiar.

| could make this work, she thought. Just give me some time with the manuals and a decent
trangdlator ...

She glanced over at the prisoner, tied up with apair of uniform belts and huddled out of the way
againg abulkhead. The woman didn't look disposed to be helpful. Elagli turned her attention back to the
rest of the bridge.

Captain sus-Mevyan sat in the chair by the instrument console, looking acrossit at arank of
larger flatscreen displays mounted on the opposite bulkhead. Theimage of Rain-on-Dark-Water filled dl
the displays: A different anglein each screen, and in al of them an ominous dark presence, ablack
hunting bird with aprizeinitstaons.

"Wevedoneit," sus-Mevyan mused doud. "Done something, at any rate. | wish | knew what."

Eladi tried to frame an answer, but was saved from the need to reply by the arrival of Garrod
gyn-Aigd.

Garrod spoke to the Captain. "l understand you've given the order to abandon ship.”

"Yes" sad susMevyan. "Were too severely damaged to live, and we don't have the fuel to go
anywhere even if we weren't damaged. We appreciate what you've done with regard to luck and dl that,
but right now we need something else.”



She gestured toward the bound woman. "We have a prisoner, it seems, in spite of our best hopes
for afair fight and awilling exchange, and weld like you to explain to her what happened. Maybe
persuade her to help us with getting everything sorted out.”

"I'll try," Garrod said. He turned to the prisoner and spoke in the Entiboran language he had
labored to teach the Rain's officers and crew. "Good morning, honored lady.”

Her reply waslong, and too rapidly colloquid for Eladli to follow. As soon asthe outburst was
over, she returned to silence and sullen glowering.

"Wheat did she say?" the Captain asked.

Garrod shook hishead dowly. "I didn't catch absolutely everything,” he said. "But the gist was
that she believes we practice some amazing sexua customs, that our foodstuffs are things of wonder, that
our immediate forebears were of adifferent speciesthan oursalves, and that-were the worlds orderly-our
liveswould prove both brief and miserable.” sus-Mevyan didn't look amused. "Tell her that I'm just
thrilled, too. But what's done is done, and if we work together we can dl live abit longer in abit less
misy."

Garrod spoke to the woman again. Her reply thistime was shorter. He turned back to the
Captain and said, "I never did have time to explain about Entiboran religious beliefs, I'm afraid. Some of
them involve malignant spiritswho guard an &fterlife of eterna torment.”

"L et'sdiscuss that some other time. The ship-"

"Her exact words, Captain; were: 'Going to hell would be apleasureif it meant | could watch
you fry.' There are a couple of other conceptsthere | should explain; linguigticdly, the form of 'you' she
used encompassed not just me, but al persons present in this place other than hersdlf-" sus-Mevyan
regarded the prisoner with what might have been respect, or the recognition of akindred spirit. "The
short version, Lord Garrod.”

"The short version of her reply is'no.'”

"Thank you," said the Captain. "Tell her that wewill treat her with dl honor, aswe are guests
aboard her ship. And after that, help me find something-anything-that will show us how to run thisvessd.
Logbooks, records, ingtruction manuas-whatever will help us get back home.”

She swivelled her chair around to look at Elagli. "Meanwhile, Pilot-Principa-get someoneto
fetch an uffa pot from Rain-on-Dark-Water andrig it to run.”

"Wedtill don't know what kind of power they're using over here" Eladli protested. "If it's
incompatible, dl were going to get for our troubleisalot of blue smoke and adead pot.”

"I know," said the Captain. "But we've got to test the Entiborans power systems eventudly. I'd
sooner blow out the uffa pot right now than the ship-mind later.”

Summer was well advanced on Ildaon's southern hemisphere. The days were long and warm,
and the weather remained fair. The palitical atmosphere was likewise pleasantly cam, at least
on-planet-though news from off-world spoke obliqudly of trouble brewing out in space, with clashes
occurring between |ldaonese mercantile interests and the Eraasian fleet-families. Jaf Otnal, once again on
holiday with hisfriend and mentor Elek Griat, remembered a breakfagt-table conversation of someyears
back, and smiled to think that those early efforts had at last begun to bear fruit.

Onthisday at Griat's country house, the sun cast dappling shadows on the grass among the
trees, and the sky was high, cloudless, and blue. Jaf was|ounging on the second-floor portico,
overlooking the western lawn, when he noticed, high above, coming from west to east, aseries of pardld
clouds. Very high, they seemed, and perfectly aligned east-and-west. The forward edges of the
clouds-they looked dmost like pointswere dl of aleve, asif the cloudswere high aircraft flying in
formation. But what formation could extend from horizon to horizon, north to south? Their passing
seemed to take forever, but it wasin fact only amatter of minutes before the line of clouds had passed
across the western horizon. A second sweep of cloud appeared, following thefirg, if anything lower and
heavier.

Then, from beyond the western horizon, adark mist arose, and the light of the falling sun went
blood red. The darkness rose, and rose, and grew darker.



The clouds were passing overhead more frequently now, and were closer together, more densdly
packed.

"Elek!" Jof caled. There was a shaky notein hisvoice that he couldn't help. He had grown up
and gone to school on thisworld, before leaving it to follow his ambitions € sewhere, and he had never
seen or learned of any weather like that which he now saw. "I think you ought to come outside and ook
athis"

Elek emerged from the country house'sinterior in response to Jaf's outcry. Jaf pointed in silence
to the strange clouds passing overhead. Elek paused amoment on the portico, then turned back inside
and came out again amoment later, holding his contra-cithara. He sat on the bare stones of the upper
portico, and began to play a haunting tune.

"What isit?" Jaf asked. Hisfriend's reaction had filled him with a sudden nameless
apprehenson-and till he had no ideawhat kind of weather the strange cloud formations might portend.

"Wewill see, presently,” Elek replied, and resumed hismusic.

Jaf continued looking out in the direction of the sunset. The darkness beyond the western horizon
was mixed now with light, like parks legping upward, and Jaf was able to fed atrembling under hisfeet,
like adistant earthquake.

The darkness came nearer. A sound camewith it, faint at first, amost too deep to hear. It grew
louder. The base of the darkness came into view-highlighted with fire-and the tips of another set of
clouds smashed into it. Pillars of earth, miles high perhaps, fountained up. The sound was delayed, but it
came-fifty miles, perhaps, and growing closer.

And now Jaf understood.

Someone was attacking I1daon from space, wave after wave of rocks, flung from the deep
vacuum, faling through the atmosphere and smashing to the ground. Where they struck, the energy
converted to heat. They struck sparks like ahammer on the forge. The sound wasloud, drowning out the
steedy music of Elek's contra-cithara, crashing, silent, then another, louder, closer crash. Jaf could see
the flames now of afirestorm. All coming nearer.

"Thisisn't what | intended!" he shouted. "I didn't meanthisat dl!"

Elek did not answer, but continued to play until the leading edge of the bombardment struck. The
darkness passed over them and continued to the east. Where Griat's country house had formerly stood,
only sterilized and cratered earth remained.

Arekhon was aone aboard Rain-on-Dark-Water . The ship was becoming progressively less
habitable and more dangerous; before long the air and gravity systemswould fail, and even the amber
battle-lanterns would wink out, leaving the vessdl to the cold and the dark.

Work parties had aready come and gone, transferring as much of the Rain's gear asthey could
to the Entiboran ship-stripping Arekhon's cabin aong with the other public and private spaces aboard.
Arekhon hadn't gone with them when they | eft. He supposed that eventualy he would have to go back
into the boarding tunnel, and through the broken airlock where the dead of Eraas and Entibor had lain
together in burning and blood.

Eventualy, but not yet.

Instead he wandered through the winding, intertwined spaces and passageway's of
Rain-on-Dark-Water, oppressed by the weight of responsbility for something that he had intended but
never-initsfina outcome-envisioned. His black robes kept him from fedling the worst of theincreasing
chill inthe ship'sair, but the low-light reflections he glimpsed in dark glass or burnished metd made him
look like adrifting, sable-clad ghost.

One of the homeless ones, hethought. Like those two Entiborans dead in the airlock.

The Rain's crew members would be properly remembered-by their shipmates, if by no one
else-but Arekhon's thoughts kept returning to the strangers who had aso died. Would anyone care for
them enough to tend the dtars and make the memoria offerings, or would they go unnourished by honor
and remembrance until they forgot their names and remembered only ahatred for everything that lived?

The people on thisside of theinterstellar gap didn't believein caring for the eiran; Garrod had



said s0. No reason, to think that they knew anything about how to honor their dead.

Someone el se, then, would have to do it for them. There were no candles on board
Rain-on-Dark-Water , and neither flowers nor wine. Everything had been taken away-amost everything.

He went back to the empty muster bay. There, standing in the amber-lit shadows, he took out
the clasp knife he had carried, in fleet uniform and out of it, ever Snce his prentice-voyage. The engraving
on themeta case had worn somein theintervening years, but he could still read the lettering:
"sus-Dariv's Path-Lined-with-Flowers." He unfolded the knife and dashed the blade across the hedl of
hisleft hand.

Blood rose up and flowed fregly in the track of the knife. He held out his hand and let the red
liquid fal in steady dropletsto the deck in front of the boarding tunndl.

| don't know your names, he thought, but | do this for you. So you are not forgotten.

Hewas gill standing there when the flegt-apprentice from the Rain came looking for him.

"Lord Arekhon!" The gpprentice came up to him at arun, dowing abruptly at the sight of the
knife and hisdripping hand. "Lord Arekhon-whet isthis?’

"An offering," Arekhon said. "Theres no wine, so thiswill haveto do.”

The apprentice glanced down at the small puddie of blood that had already collected.
Reuctantly, he held out his own hand. " Should |-"

"No. | don't think you need to. Saveit for our own people, if things cometo that." Arekhon
looked about for something to staunch the bleeding, and ended up pressing afold of hisrobe against the
cut. "What isit you wanted mefor in thefirst place?’

The apprentice reached into the inner pocket of histunic.

"We found thisin the forward cabin on the other ship.”

This was an envelope, iff and heavy, with aname written across the front: Arekhon Khreseio
sus-Khalgath sus-Peledaen, in Garrod's strong, flowing script. Arekhon took the envelope, ignoring the
stab of pain from his wounded hand, and used the point of hisknife to work open the flap.

"Wherein theforward cabin?' he asked.

"That's the strange part,” the gpprentice said. "It was in the strongbox, the one that we needed
torches to open. None of us had ever been in there before.”

"Ah." Arekhon reached inside the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was tiffer than
any he was accustomed to, with apeculiar metallic sheen, but the handwriting on the paper, like that on
the envelope, was Garrod's.

Arekhon-1 have placed a copy of thisletter aboard the Entiboran vessel that we will someday
capture, with instructions that it not be opened. Onceit isin your hands, you should usethisvessd's
"return home" navigationd setting to bring yoursdlf to the planet Entibor.

There you will take an orbit that the ship's charts will identify as standard orbit GG-12. Should
anyonelocal question you, tell them that Grand Councillor Demazze commandsit. | will send avessd to
convey you, Syr Inadi the pilot, and my younger self to the planet's surface. | do remember that this ship's
primary externd lock sustained heavy damage in the boarding action, so the courier that | send to meet
you will be prepared to dedl withiit.

| know that | will die mad. Though | have reconciled mysdlf to the prospect, | am in no hasteto
encounter the day. Therefore, do not tell my younger self that you have received this message. Nothing
good, | am certain, could possibly come from such foreknowing.

(sgned) Garrod syn-Aiga sus-Demaizen

Arekhon dipped the letter back into the envelope. His name across the front of the envelope was
smeared with blood from his cut hand, and held left red fingerprints on the letter aswell.

"Y ou never watched me read this" he said to the fleet-gpprentice. "And you have no ideawhat
wasinit. Infact, you arentt interested in knowing what wasin it. And if you'rein the habit of talkingin
your deep, you're going to tape your mouth shut at bedtime. Do you understand?’

The apprentice nodded. "Y es, Lord Arekhon. | understand.”



"Good. Now go. Tell Captain sus-Mevyan that | will be coming back aboard directly.”

The apprentice took afew steps backward, turned, and al but ran into the boarding tunndl. After
he was gone, Arekhon dropped the clasp knife from Path-Lined-with-Flower s into the puddie of drying
blood.

"Leaveusin peace," he whispered. "We never meant the harm that we did.”

XXXV : Year 1128 E. R.
Entiboran Space: Swift Passage Freight Carrier Number Forty-two
Eraes: Hanilat

The name of the Entiboran ship, Arekhon learned, was Swift Passage Freight Carrier Number
Forty-two. He wondered what her builders had been thinking of, to give her anamelike that, where any
luck that cameto it would have to be shared with forty-one sisters. Or maybe more. .. there wasno
telling when aforty-third might show up, or a hundredith.

All the removable contents of Rain-on-Dark-Water had been brought on board Forty-two, and
room had been found for al the Rain's surviving crew members. It was atight fit, even with the reduction
in numbers, Forty-two was aslarge as the Eraasian ship, but she ran with afraction of the crew. Most of
her extra space went to engines and cargo, and to mechanica devicesthat did the work of the missing
people. "They've got some kind of double-engine system,”" Eladli told him, soon after he came aboard.
"One st for norma space and another for the Void... that's how they get their speed, it lookslike. The
chief engineer isinlove; he thinkswe can retool the orbital yardsto make something like that for
ourselves and outrun every fleet-family in the homeworlds. If we can get a prototype home with us, that
is"

"Getting homeisgoing to be aproblem,” Arekhon agreed. He leaned wearily againgt a bulkhead
in the space that until recently had served as Forty-two's gdley and dining hall and recrestion space
combined. Now it held rows of degpsacks and bedrolls, most of them occupied by exhausted,
dumbering bodies. "Have you figured out how to make our chartstalk to their ship-mindsyet?"

Elagli ran her handsthrough her hair. " 'Rekhe, we haven't even figured out what makestheir
ship-mindswork! Everything weve taken apeek at isinorganic, like the junk they used to make on
Ayarat before they started buying good-quality components from usinstead. Y ou might aswell try to
hook up aside of mest to a dedgehammer-you'd get better results and you wouldn't ruin the mesat."

"How about manud input?’

"Sure. Ten, fifteen years from now, when Garrod'sfinished trandating al of their manuasinto
Eraasian so we can understand them, and dl our datainto their lingo so we can punchitin. But hey,
weve got thetime."

She closed her eyes and drew a deep, shaky breath. "I'm sorry, 'Rekhe. It'sjudt... I'mtired, and
| don't know what we're going to do, short of calling on some of these strangers for help and getting
oursalves hauled in for sdlvage. Us, the pride of the fleet!”

"We're not quite that desperate,” Arekhon said. "At leadt, | don't think so."

He thought abouit the letter from Forty-two's strongbox. Somebody on Entibor was expecting
them-had even prepared the way for their arrival-somebody who claimed to be Garrod himsalf. Arekhon
wished he knew whether he believed in the letter or not. The Garrod who had joined the Circle at the
midpoint of the Rain's journey had never mentioned planning such athing, and the Garrod who had come
back after the working had been incapable of speech or thought.

Sighing, Arekhon pushed himsdf away from the bulkhead. "1've got some work waiting to be
taken care of," he said to Eladli, and went off to ask the prisoner about Forty-two's Return Home
navigationa setting.

Hefound lulan Va standing guard outsi de the berthing compartment that was serving asa cell-it
was locked, but there was no way of telling if the prisoner had accessto some kind of emergency
override. Va had changed out of her Circle robes and was back in her plain black tunic and trousers.
Her eyes had dark smudges under them, and like everyone el se Arekhon had seen recently, she looked



tired.

"I need to talk with the prisoner,” Arekhon said. "Thisisimportant.”

"Givemeaminute, then." Va wrestled with the unfamiliar lock mechanism until the door swung
open. "There. Go onin. If shetriesto throttle you or something, giveayell and I'll come charging to the
rescue.”

The prisoner didn't look to be up for throttling anybody at the moment. Shelay on the cabin's
single bunk, hands flat beside her on the mattress, gazing up at the meta plates of the overhead. The
arriva of avistor brought no reaction on her part.

Arekhon pulled up the compartment'sonly chair and sat init. Then, spesking tothe air
somewhere above the bunk, he said in hdting, careful Entiboran, "Who do you think we are?"

"Pirates," she said. Her voice was adull monotone, but the words were dow and clear.
"Criminds. Thieves. Murderers. Scum and degraded seglinry..."

"Y es. Where do you suppose we are from?"

"Doesit matter? From Galcen or Khesat or farther, what difference does it make to me?”

"No one hastold you?' he said. "We come from farther even than that." Even though the place
names she had given were unfamiliar to him, he hoped he was not lying. He waited for areaction; when
she said nothing, he went on. "Do you know about the gap between the stars-the dead plane, where
there are no worlds?'

"No. | don't care.”

"You should,” hetold her. "There are people on the far sde of that gap, and we're them.”

Thistime she did react, turning her head on the pillow and regarding him with angry grey eyes.
"Go back, then. And take your murdering ways with you."

"Weretrying," he said. "There's nothing we want to do more. We camefor trade, did you know
that? All we wanted to do wastrade.”

"Y ou have astrange way of going about it."

"I'm sorry. Well go back as soon aswe can. But first | need to learn about the Return Home
navigationa setting.”

She gave aharsh laugh. "The Return Home will take us straight back to Entibor. Once you get
arive, you'll betorn limb from limb and hair from hair. We don' like pirates.”

"| thought you'd gpprove,” said Arekhon. "But | want to use it anyway."

"Why should | trust murdering scum em tarraquin lindeleos lindela latanque..." Theinvective
trailed off into astring of termsthat Garrod hadn't bothered to include in hisinstructional vocabulary, or
perhaps didn't know himsdif.

"Y ou will not need to trust anyone," Arekhon said. "But my Captain trustsme, and | will trust
you."

Her eyes were puzzled now, instead of angry. "I don't understand.”

"A ample matter. | will trust you to press the Return Home setting, rather than the self-destruct.”

"Y our ships have a sdf-destruct?'

He nodded. " Sometimes they damage themselves in chase-and-boarding, and it's better to
destroy them than to leave them adrift for sdlvage. Well be disposing of the Rain that way
tomorrow-would you like to watch?'

A flicker of vindictive interest crossed the prisoner's face, the first reaction that she had shown
other than dull anger. "To seeyour pirate ship destroyed, yes."

"Then I'll arrange for you to be on the bridge with ustomorrow,” he said. "Y ou can watch
evarything."

Seyo Hannet had returned to Eraas full of the satisfaction that comes from a piece of work nestly
done. Now that a plausible amount of time had elapsed, he sat at asecured communicationslinein the
Hanilat office of the League of Undlied Shippers and made reedy to tackle the next item on hislist.

He had dready tied off one set of inconvenient loose ends a his employer's behest. The people
on the Ayaratan end of the conspiracy, with the exception of Jaf Otndl, had always been lukewarmin
pursuit of itsgoas, aswell as-in Hannet's private opinion-insufficiently ruthless. With the game moving



into a more active phase, the Ayaratans had known too much for safety.

Their demisewas only fair, was Hannet's opinion. Those who were unwilling to take risks and act
vigoroudy in aproject's early stages should not expect to see areward at the end of it.

The next job was different. Some people were dangerous because of what they knew and whom
they might tell; others were dangerousin and of themselves. Like knives, once those had done their
cutting they had to be put away. Those who made luck could also destroy it, if their minds should
change... but not even aluck-bringer could survivein the face of overwheming force.

It was better, Hannet decided, not to inform Felan Diasul about this stage of the plan in advance.
Family loyalty might prove stronger than ambition, in adirect contest between the two; and there was no
point in forcing Diasul into achoice while he ftill had useful contributions to make to the greeter project.
How to carry out the present agenda, though... Hannet's fingers tapped out quick, digointed rhythms on
the desktop while his mind considered methods and aternatives.

A gtanzafrom an old song came to him, weaving through his thoughts on afragment of music: O
tell me should | slay this one, or should | slay them all, or should | take you from this place and
burn this cursed hall ?

He stopped tapping and called up the desk's address book instead. A quick access code later,
he was scanning the entriesin asalect roster.

That one-amercenary outfit belonging to aprominent fleet-family, recently formed and now on
training maneuversin the hinterlands north and west of Hanilat. They would get achangein orders, for a
live-fire exercise, coupled with an infusion of cash sufficient to quell any doubtsin their minds about the
ethical grey areasin what they were hired to do.

Hannet-circled an areaon amap of the Wide Hillsdigtrict, labeled it "Free Fire,” and sedled it in
acourier envelope along with abearer bond convertible to securities anywhere, with no questions asked.
Herang for amessenger, then turned his attention to the other matters.

Some hourslater he heard-on acommunications channel which he should not have been able to
monitor-of how aship of the sus-Peledaen, in response to certain atrocities committed in deep space,
had struck againgt selected sites on the planet [Idaon. Hannet wondered if his employers had been among
the multitude of casudties. After afew minutes thought, he dismissed the question asirrelevant.

By the time the shuttles and relays that dlowed for communication between the worlds were able
to bring him an answer, the current phase of operationswould be long over.

The members of the Circle were quartered together in one of Forty-two's pressurized cargo
bays, surrounded by crates and containers marked in strange a phabets. Narin snored; Ty had
nightmares,; and the Entiboran night-cycle was shorter than the one the flegt-families used. Arekhon dept
poorly, and woke up fedling disoriented and oppressed.

For an ingtant he couldn't remember where he was, or why he should be in such heavy spirits.
Then he remembered. He was aboard an dien ship, on the far sde of the Edge from home, and today
they were going to set freethe Rain.

After putting on clean clothes, the best ones he had with him, and finding the nearest uffa pot, he
felt somewhat better. An hour after ship's-rising, he went to the prisoner's cabin where Garrod, thistime,
was keeping watch.

"I promised her she could watch the salf-destruct,” Arekhon said. "I'll send down an gpprentice
from the bridge when everything'sreedy.”

Garrod raised his eyebrows. "What does the Captain have to say about that idea?"

"She agreed when | told her it would raise the prisoner's spirits.” Arekhon felt uneasy about
keeping back part of the truth, but the letter that he still carried on his person, sedled in the inside pocket
of histunic, had been specific. Garrod should not know.

Arekhon continued on to the Forty-two's bridge, where others of the crew-Elagli and the
Captain among them-were dready watching the bank of flatscreens. In dl of the displaysthelooming
shape of Rain-on-Dark-Water , tied to the Entiboran ship by its boarding tunnd, hung black and silent. It
wasn't as good aview as would have been afforded at this range by proper bridge windows, but it was



impressive nevertheless.

"Isittimeyet?" he asked.

"Everything'sin place and armed," sus-Mevyan said. She turned to the fleet-gpprentice. Y ou can
send for the prisoner now."

The apprentice hurried off, and returned afew minutes later with Garrod and the prisoner. The
Entiboran was glum and silent; she regarded the Rain's hovering, enscreened image with undisguised
hostility. Arekhon gave her apolite nod of greeting, but she didn't respond.

Captain sus-Mevyan frowned at the unfamiliar console for amoment, then stabbed at one of the
switches. Her action was rewarded by the faint crackle of an open communicationsline.

"Iseverybody clear?' she asked.

Thevoice of the Chief Engineer came over theline. "All clear and ready, Captain.”

"Stand by to blow explosive bolts. Execute.”

The boarding tunnel fell clear and the two vessels separated.

"Stand by to fire distancing rockets. Execute.”

A twinkle of light exploded aong the side of the Rain nearest them. In ponderous silence, the
black ship drifted away, changing shape asit receded into the distance-from aflattened sphere to adisk
to apinpoint of light, shining at them in multiple imagesin the flatscreen displays.

Captain sus-Mevyan looked over a Arekhon. "Y ou're from the inner family. Would you do her
the honor of giving thefind word?'

Arekhon thought of protesting that he had no place in the fleet any longer, that he'd opted out of
the family well before leaving Eraad, but he knew that the legdities didn't matter. He was a sus-Peledaen
of the senior line-he had never denied hisfamily or his ancestors-and he had used that position
unashamedly to bring this voyage about. He stepped up to the consolg, into the range of the audio
pickup.

" She was sus-Peledaen’s Rain-on-Dark-Water ," he said. "Now we release her from the family's
sarvice and st her free” The bridge was slent; he could hear the sound of his own breathing grow
ragged for amoment before it steadied and he was able to continue. " Stand by to fire demo charges.
Execute"

A moment passed. The pinpoint of light grew larger. Like abubble of metd with ayedlow flame
at its core it expanded. The flame faded to red, then went out. The bubble grew too faint to see.

"There," Arekhon said to the prisoner. ™Y ou have seen; now, please, take us back to your
world."

"With pleasure,” she said. "And | hopethey kill thelot of you."

XXXVI:Yea 1128 E. R.

Eraes: Demaizen Old Hall

Entiboran Space, Standard Orbit GG-12: Swift Passage Freight Carrier Number Forty-Two
Octagon Diamond

Summertime a Demaizen Old Hall brought changesble wegther. The sun that day had shone
through most of the morning, but by mid-afternoon the sky had clouded over. Serazao cut sprigs of
flowering tartgrass and put them in Garrod's room, to giveit cheer and a pleasant scent and color.
Garrod's state had not altered since coming back from the Void, though his body had dwindled through
lack of action. Delath exercised him, moving hisarms, helping him walk, but accomplished little more than
dowing his steady decay.

Kief had been restless dl day, waking to the door, then back to the workroom, scanning the
empty hills. 'Rekhe and the rest of the Circle had been gone for over three years-far longer than anyone
had anticipated, dmost the limit of their supplies of fuel. Kief thought about the travelers often,
remembering them in hisworkings and his private intentions, and feared for them, perhaps, more than did
either Delath or Serazen. It wasthe fault of his stargazer'straining, he told himsdlf, the cost of too much
knowledge.



All the news these days was disturbing: Stories about the star-lords building warfleets, and men
fighting battlesin far off places. The Hall had everything it needed, either from the suppliesin the pantry,
or from the gardens, when Delath said that they shouldn't go into town unlessit became absolutely
necessary, Kief and Serazao agreed. Kief remembered his brother in hisworkings, and asked the others
to keep hisintentionsin mind aswell, but even that much effort ssemed pointless and tending to nothing.

Toward evening the sun dipped below the edge of the clouds, casting golden light on the pesks
of the roof and adding aluster to the deep green of the trees dlong the walk. Kief was standing under the
archway of the main door when he heard a growling sound coming from the distant highway. At first it
seemed alike afar-off echo of thunder, though the clouds were wrong for athunderstorm, but it kept up
too long.

| don't like this, not even a little, he thought.

He backed up, turned, and waked into the hall, not quite running. He found Del in the kitchen,
making soup-not as good as Narin's, but good enough with condensed stock from the pantry and fresh
vegetables from the garden.

Dd looked up from chopping lorchen stalks and regarded Kief with aworried expression.
"What's the problem?’

"Something bad iscoming. | canfed it."

"I meditated today,” Ddl said thoughtfully. "I didn't see anything like that. Only the patterns,
growing brighter.”

Kief shrugged. "I'm worrying too much, maybe. It's probably just the weether."

"Or maybe not." It was Serazao, just entering from the upper hall. "Garrod's been restless al day
too. Sometimes| think he's on the verge of coming out of it and talking to me-I know he wantsto talk.
He's adegp now, though, so | thought I'd dip away.”

The sun dipped behind the low clouds, and the kitchen grew darker. Rain began to patter against
the windows.

"Ah," said Kief. "It was the weather. That'sdl."

The Void-trangt was a short one thistime, barely long enough for the faint queasiness of
trangtion to subside before it was time for emergence. When they came out, the displays on the bridge
showed images of amarbled, temperate globe:

A tracery of clouds; glittering ice caps; wide blue oceans and brown-and-green continents.

The crew of sus-Peledaen’'s Rain-on-Dark-Water, now of Forty-two, watched the new world
grow closer. The Entiboran ship put itself into high orbit with the same efficiency asit had taken itsdlf
through the Void, and began tranamitting asgnd. Arekhon, waiting on Forty-two's bridge with Captain
sus-Mevyan, hoped that the signal wasn't a preset message giving somebody orders to shoot them on
Sght.

Enough time passed for Arekhon to stop worrying about an armed attack and begin worrying
ingtead about being ignored. Findly, the communications link crackled open, and afaint voice began
speaking in Entiboran. Arekhon moved closer to the console, straining both mind and hearing to make
sense of the dien, signal-distorted words.

"Swift Passage Freight Carrier Number Forty-two, thisisInspace Control. State the nature
of your emergency.”

Arekhon glanced over at Captain sus-Mevyan. At her curt nod of permission, he spoke to the
audio pickup. "We have assumed standard orbit GG-12"-at leadt, if GG-12 was the orbit set into the
Return Home-"by the command of Grand Councillor Demazze."

There was abrief pause. " Swift Passage Freight Carrier Number Forty-two, we have
received your message. Please stand by for ingtructions.”

Thelink crackled shut. The wait that followed lasted |ong enough for Arekhon to start getting
nervous again. Then thelink came back on.

"Swift Passage Freight Carrier Number Forty-two, prepareto transfer your crew to
deep-space passenger vessal Octagon Diamond. Previoudy designated personnel will remain aboard



Forty-two and await a shuttle to the surface.” sus-Mevyan looked a Arekhon curioudy. " "Previoudy
designated personnd'?" she asked as soon asthe link had closed. "Who are they?

"Lord Garrod," he said. "Pilot-Principa Inadi. And me. For negotiations, | suppose-we're about
the only ones who speak the language well enough to hold aconversation.”

"That mysterious | etter of yoursagan?'

He nodded. "I don't understand it either. But we've tried doing things our own way and gotten
nowhere."

Octagon Diamond was enormous. Forty-two was pocket-sized by comparison. Not even the
logt Rain-on-Dark-Water had been so big.

Transfer to the Diamond, accordingly, was dow and cumbersome. The tunnel connecting
Forty-two with the larger ship was aflexible zero-gravity tube; pressure-suited crew members, towing
their bundles of persond effects, made the awkward journey dongitslength in along, floating line.

Once the transfer was compl eted, the Octagon Diamond disconnected from Forty-two and
assumed an orbit not far away-at least, not far away as thingswent in space. The three Eraasians ill
aboard Forty-two donned their pressure suits and waited for the promised shuttle.

Elagli was carrying the helmet of her suit in the crook of one arm. Sheran her free hand through
her hair."Y ou know, | hope were not doing something redly stupid.”

"Sodol," Arekhon said. "But | don't think we have much choice. We're along way from home
inan unfamiliar ship, and if these people take offense and decide to stop us we may never get back.”

"Have you seenthe eiran here?' Garrod asked.

"l haven't had the timefor a proper meditation,” he admitted. In the aftermath of the bloody
takeover of Forty-two, hed dso lacked the inclination. That would have to change soon, he supposed.
"Or the opportunity, with the ship so crowded.”

"Y ou should make the opportunity,” Garrod said. " Someone, somewhere near here, istaking the
linesin hand. Thereisorder-not much of it, | grant you-coming out of dl this chaos."

"Our mysteriousfriend, do you think?' asked Eladli.

"Mysterious, certainly. And powerful, if he has shipslike the Diamond at hisdisposa to give
away. Friendly..."

Arekhon shrugged. "Who knows? So far, at least, he doesn't seem to wish usill.”

A hooting sound over the ship's audio broke into their conversation- Forty-two' 'swarning that
the shuttle was making ready to approach the lock. Arekhon put on his helmet and sealed his pressure
suit for the trandfer.

No need thistime for aclumsy swim through atransfer tube; the shuttle turned out to be small
enough to mate with the outer port directly. Changing shipswas amatter of climbing aladder that
extended itself from Forty-two's transfer lock into that of the shuttle-more of the automatic machinery
that had made it possible to run the ship with such asmal crew.

The shuttle itsalf was scarcely more than a passenger pod, unenhanced by local gravity or any
other amenities. The main compartment held severa objects which Arekhon recognized as acceleration
couches, though of unfamiliar design. He took the nearest one, and indicated to Garrod and Elagli that
they should make their choice of the others.

Forty-two's ladder retracted, and the hatch cycled shut. The sound of another hatch opening
somewhere insde the shuttle made Arekhon look around, and he saw that two men-two people, at any
rate-had emerged from the forward compartment. They woretight, quilted blue livery over al of their
bodies, from bootsto gloves, and helmetslike round, mirrored blue globes.

Moving easily in the zero gravity, they approached the couches and adjusted the webbing that
secured Arekhon and the other two passengers on their couches. Again, the purpose of the webbing was
obvious, but the design was not like that of the homeworlds: Couches here had a central strap running
down the center of the occupant's body, with webbing stretching to either side at the shoulder, chest,
hips, thighs, and ankles. When dl of the webbing wasin place, the passengers were effectively
immohilized.



If somebody wanted to do us harm, Arekhon reflected, here and now would be an excellent
opportunity. No need to take any action; just leave the inconvenient visitors tied up on the
couches and go away.

The two Entiborans returned to the forward compartment, and Arekhon heard the mechanical
sound of the closing hatch. Then al a once the bottom dropped out, and Arekhon felt his somach
heading for his windpipe as the shuttle accelerated downward. They're in a hurry, he thought, asthe
blood rushed to his head and hisvision blurred. And they don't believe in coddling the passengers.

Abruptly the pressure reversed, so that he felt many times heavier than his natural weight, and a
low moaning vibration filled the craft, even through the padding and restraints. Side forces pressed him
first one way againg the restraining ties and then the other. The motion ceased and the weight became
even, not the artificial pull of aship in space, but redl planet-bound gravity.

Thelightsflickered once, then returned, burning more brightly and evenly than before. Silence
replaced the sounds of motors and engines, and even the hum of the ventilators.

The door sounded amoment later, and the two blue-clad Entiborans returned to help the three
passengers out of their couches. The Entiborans didn't speak, but indicated by signs and gesturesthat it
was now possible to remove the pressure suits, though they made no move to take off their own.

Arekhon unsuited and sat up, rubbing his shouldersto return the circulation to them. Opposite the
lock where Rain-on-Dark-Water's crew had debarked, a section of the shuttle's deck had swung down
to form aramp. Beyond the ramp, externd lights glowed-not the natural light of agtar, but the artificia
light of ectricity flowing through carbon rods. It was hard to tell from within the shuttle, but Arekhon
thought that it was night outside.

The two Entiborans withdrew again to the forward compartment, still without speaking. Garrod
swung hislegs over the side of his couch and nodded toward the lowered ramp.

"The message seemsfairly clear," he said. "We go that way. | can dready vouch for the gravity
and atmosphere being wel within homeworld tolerance.”

The ground at the bottom of the ramp was black and hard and wet. The light came from
spotlights mounted on tall poles. Beyond the protecting overhang of the vessdl, aheavy rain was danting
down, thefalling dropsturning golden in the artificid light. A figure was gpproaching, atal man
slhouetted againgt the spotlights glare.

When the man arrived, Arekhon saw that he wore arain garment of some kind, adeeveless
rectangle of green fabric worn surcoat-wise, with ahood in the center enclosing hisface and yellow hair.
In one hand he carried awaking-staff almost astall as he was; with the other, he held out to the travelers
three packets made of the same dick cloth as his surcoat. Unfolded, the packets proved to be rainwear
gmilar to hisown.

Eladli smiled a the man as she pulled on her surcoat and drew up the hood. " Thank you," she
sadinthelocd tongue. "I hate getting my hair wet."

"I am Master Lenset, aide to Councillor Demazze," the man said in the same language. "'l ask that
you follow me"

XXXVII: Year 1128 E. R.

Entiboran Space, Standard Orbit GG-12: Octagon Diamond
Entibor: Secure Landing Zone

Eraes: Demaizen Old Hall

lulan Va sat cross-legged on her bunk aboard Octagon Diamond, writing amessage. The
Diamond was aluxurious ship by Eraasian sandards-maybe by the standards of this side of the galaxy
aswdl; Va didn't know-and for thefirgt time since leaving Hanilat she wasn't sharing quarterswith
anyone but hersdlf. It made some things agrest dedl essier.

SUS-PELEDAEN SHIP RAIN-ON-DARK-WATER LOST, Shetapped out on the tiny keys of
her message pad. CREW AND CIRCLE RETURNING IN SHIP OF LOCAL MAKE.
RECOMMEND PREPARING SHIPYARDS FOR EXTENSIVE CHANGES IN ENGINE



CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES. SEE ATTACHED COPY OF SUS-PELEDAEN ENGINEER'S
PRELIMINARY REPORT AND DIAGRAMS.

Va was proud of that attached copy. Acquiring it-in the midst of the worry about disposing of
the Rain, and then about Forty-two's auto-controlled trangit to Entibor-had taken dl of her old skillsand
some of her new ones, and she had enjoyed herself agreat dedl. It was good to know that taking up
Magery hadn't ruined her touch.

Getting the report back to Theledau sus-Radd was going to be easy by comparison. Captain
sus-Mevyan had brought al of the Rain's message-drones across to the Diamond, which meant that Va
could hide her report in the generd clutter of information.

A dronewas mostly data storage with a'V oid-capable engine, and it would backtrack along the
Rain's trail of navigational beacons at peeds a manned vessdl couldn't match. News of the Rain's
adventures would reach the sus-Peledaen shipyards well before the Diamond appeared in Eraasian
Space.

And thanks to her efforts, the newswould reach the sus-Radal yards aswell. She wondered if
Natdth sus-Khagath taked family businesswith hisyounger brother any more, and what Arekhon would
say if hefound out that she had told Theledau sus-Radal about Forty-two's engines.

Worry about that when you get home, shetold hersdf. Meanwhile... a private cabin makes
alot of things easier.

The guide led Arekhon, Garrod, and Eladli across the rainswept landing areato an armored
metal doorway let into the side of a hill. The doorway swung outward, admitting them to the anteroom of
what was clearly an extensive underground complex.

The room was paneled in wood, with non-structura but still impressive rib-groined vaults
overhead, and dim but pleasant lighting. Soft carpets covered the floor benegth their feet, though from its
coldness and lack of give Arekhon thought that the surface under the carpet might be stone rather than
wood. The guide led them through the antechamber and down along corridor, without bothering to turn
asidefor any of the closed doors along the paneled walls.

They came at last to an open doorway, and passed through it into what Arekhon guessed was a
reception hall of some sort, along narrow room furnished with anumber of acoves and conversationa
nooks. Its high celling was painted with heroic scenesin bright colors, showing foreshortened figures
ascending into amass of clouds and bright light.

Something to honor the ancestors, Arekhon thought, then shook hishead. For all you know,
it could be favorite pictures

from a children's bedtime storybook. These people are not like us.

"Wait herefor my lord Demazze," their guide said, and, bowing, departed through one of the
room's side-arches.

They waited. Arekhon felt uncomfortably conscious of hiswet surcoat shedding rainwater onto
the carpet. Eladli was craning her neck to look at the ceiling. Garrod, meanwhile, stood in the center of
the room with hisarms folded across his chest, seemingly unintimidated by their reception and the e egant
decor.

Maybe he saw more impressive stuff than this all the time when he was here before,
Arekhon thought. Or else he's a better actor than I'll ever be.

A fanfare sounded over an unseen speaker-the notes had the tinny, remote quality of a
synthesized recording-and a man entered the room through a diding doorway that had been concedled in
the paneling. He wastall and solidly broad-shouldered, with aheavy shock of grey hair and a
close-trimmed, iron-grey beard.

Arekhon recognized him at once. The letter aboard Forty-two had not lied; thiswas Garrod
syn-Aigd sus-Demaizen, as Arekhon and Narin had pulled him out of the Void at the end of the grest
working.

Arekhon looked at him closdy. Is he already mad, | wonder? His letter was certainly strange
enough.



But the Councillor's eyes, while brighter and holding more suppressed excitement than Arekhon
found comforting, were at the moment sane.

"I'm Councillor Demazze," the newcomer said. "No need for introductions-| know al three of
you very well. I've been waiting for you to show up for years now; I'd begun to think I might have made
aneror when | didtheinitid caculations, but it wasdl so long ago | couldn't remember.”

"You know us?' Eladi asked. "How?"

Garrod was regarding the Councillor with suspicion. Demazze's lined and weathered face was
not the one that he was accustomed to seeing in the mirror, but Arekhon didn't expect the difference to
puzzle him much longer. And yet the Councillor himself had set up this meseting. .. Arekhon wished he
knew what was going on.

"Y ou came through the Void?' Garrod asked.

"Of course," said the Councillor. "But we don't have time to compare notes. The political
Stuation isterribly tense right now-Hegemony troops dl around, and the M eteunese-but everything will
work out, I'm certain of it, if we can just get dl the paperssignedintime...”

Eladi sad, "Papers?’

Demazze waved a hand. "Diplomeatic credentias. For you especidly; the nation-state that | judge
to be most receptive to the idea of open trade has amatrilineal succession, and I've had enormous
trouble getting the current ruler to regard me as anything more than an impractica scholar. Perhapsyou
may have better luck.”

"I don't want to be an ambassador,” said Eladli. "'I'm a shiphandler who wantsto be
Fleet-Captain someday."

"A laudable ambition-but if you would do an old man afavor and go through the portfolio over
thereonthe sdetable...”

"Humor him, Pilot-Principa," Garrod said curtly.

Eladli glanced from Garrod to Arekhon, who nodded. She moved off in the direction of the
acove the Councillor had indicated. Garrod, eyebrows bristling, turned back to Demazze.

"What in the world are you up to, Councillor?' he demanded. " 'Diplomatic credentials," indeed!"”

Demazze smiled. "What in the world, exactly. Y ou and I, Lord sus-Demai zen, we know how to
organize and run a planetary government based on recognized family structures. It seems naturd to us.
But these poor benighted hesthens don't have aclue. They're stuck in the political thinking of amillennium
ago. Were going to haveto change dl that, if you want your dream of asingle galaxy to have a chance."

"You are mad," said Garrod.

"No," said Demazze. "Not yet."

As he spoke, red lights began to blink above dl the doorways. A moment later, dl thelightsin
the room went out.

"The Hegemony," said Demazze quietly in the darkness. "Or perhaps the Meteunese. | never
knew which."

Arekhon fdt thetug of eiran coming into place and drawing a pattern tight. Loss and separation,
grivingand exile...

"Eladi!" he shouted, but his cry waslost in adeep, rumbling crash of faling ssone and metd as

the calling collapsed.

At Demaizen, the wind began to rise. Kief went to the kitchen window and looked out at the
night.

Something about the way the rain dashed againgt the windowsfitful bursts, fast and hard,
followed by afew minutes or seconds of quiet, then the hard dashing rain again-made him edgy and
restless. Delath and Serazao didn't seem to be affected by it; Del was absorbed in skimming thefat off
the soup, and "Zao was half-adeep at the kitchen table, nodding over her mug of uffa.

"Ligen," said Kief. "Did you hear something?*

Dd laid aside the spoon. "Y ou check in back. I'll go around to the front and seeif anything's
wrong out there.”



Kief garted for the back door-the old servants entrance, from the days when the Hall had
servants-and stopped again when 'Zao blinked, tilted her head to catch the sound, and said, "No. It came
fromupgars”

Shewasright. Kief could hear the sound digtinctly now: Footsteps-dow, shuffling
footsteps-moving dong the halway outside the kitchen. 'Zao, pae and trembling, haf-rose from her
chair, her eyeslit with sudden hope.

Garrod-thin, haggard, but moving of his own volition, walking-stood in the kitchen door and
reached out his hand to support himsdlf on the frame. A bolt of lightning struck nearby, the flash intense,
the noise ingtantaneous. It limned Garrod with an intense blue-white light.

"Whereismy staff?' he asked, hisvoice husky and low. "Did | leaveit on Entibor?"

"Lord Garrod," Delath began, starting toward him. ™Y ou've been unwel for along time, and we-"

Garrod opened his mouth to speak again-but nothing came out of his mouth, nothing but blood
and bone fragments, and he pitched forward, thrown by the force of the projectiles hitting him from
behind. Hefdl into Delath's arms, and hisweight bore them both down to the floor.

The doorway behind him was full of men carrying automatic weapons. Their leader pointed a
handgun down and emptied the magazine into Dd and Garrod, then camly re-loaded while the others
flowed around him into the kitchen. The pot of soup fell over on the stove and sent up a cloud of
foul-smdling steam. Serazao raised her saff, the fire of her wrath blazing, and lunged with a scream of
fury at the nearest soldier. He shot her down before she could close half the distance. She collapsed to
the floor and did not move.

Kief-till unseen in the shadows of the rear entryway-stood motionless with shock. But not for
long. Serazao had died with thefire of the universe running through her; he took her energy into himself
before it could escape, and turned it outward again in aburst of crimson, killing wrath.

The man who had shot Serazao died where he stood, his weapon clattering from hishand and
blood spurting from his eyes. Kief stepped out into the center of the kitchen. His staff wasin hishand,
and blazing with apure red fire.

The men who had brought desth into the room were al dead themsalves, blood mixed with clear
fluid pouring from their ears and noses. But far off, he heard more voices shouting orders. " Spread out!
Search the buildings and the grounds! No survivorg™

Kief walked out of the kitchen and into the main part of the Hall. Hismind raced aong the
pathways of power. He saw the betraya-theillusions and lies that lay beneath the carnage-and none of
the men who saw him that night lived to spesk of what they saw.

Outsdeintherain, adark line of vehicleswaited on the circular gravel drive. Kief recognized
them from their pictures. Armored groundcars, designed to fight for one faction against another-brother
againg brother-in the growing unpleasantness. They were an abomination. Helaid his hand on thefirst
one as he passed. The fud and ammunition ingde it exploded, drowning the screams of the men trapped
intheblazing hulk.

"City againg city," Kief repesated doud, as one vehicle after another exploded and lit up the night
with fire. "Brother againg brother."

And dl at once he knew. Heleft the Hall' behind him and started walking toward Hanilat. His
way waslit by the flamesthat rose from the burning Hall, but he did not turn to see, not even when the
roof collgpsed and therain fdll ingde the blackened wdlls.

XXVIII : Year 1128 E. R.
Entibor: Secure Landing Zone

Eladi wasriffling through the contents of the portfolio-it was al paperwork in Entiboran, and she
was most certainly not going to sign anything she hadn't read, regardless of who Lord Garrod thought she
should be humoring-when the lights went out and the celling crashed down.

I'malive, was her first coherent thought after the noises stopped. She felt like she ought to be
panicking, but other things were claiming her attention first. Sheld have to panic later, when she had more



time

She il had the Councillor's portfolio clasped against her chest with her |eft hand-all that
paperwork probably saved my life; if I hadn't come over hereto look at it, I'd be lying under a pile
of rubble right now, instead of standing on my own two feet-so she reached out with her right hand
toward where she thought the wall ought to be. Her fingers met the coolness of polished wood; she
maintained the contact and shuffled forward toward the room where her companions had been waiting.

Thewall ended with the carved molding of the doorway.

Theair around her wasthick with plaster dust and afaint smell of smoke.

Fire? shethought, and strained her eyes apprehensively for aglimpse of flamein the darkness.
Instead, she saw afaint glow coming from somewhere ahead and above. Not the ruddy color of firelight,
but a coal, steady green. She felt awash of relief so strong it made her dizzy. One of the Mages, at least,
wasdill dive.

Shefet her way forward. Thelight was coming through atiny gap, somewhere in the room
ahead. Rubble did and shifted under her feet. She sumbled, caught her balance, and went on, until she
came to what had been the center of the room and could go no farther. The way was blocked by two
metal beams angling downward, half-buried in blocks and dabs of stone. The green light shone through
the gap.

"Who'sthere?' she cdled out.

"Eladli?" Arekhon'svoice, shaken but clear.

" 'Rekhe! What happened? Areyou dl right?!

"I'mfine. | think therésfighting going on, and wereinit."

Eladli tried to imagine fighting on asca e that could destroy mountains. *No wonder that ship shot
at us. They thought we were enemies.”

Thelight grew brighter. Arekhon was coming closer, hisfeet crunching on the broken stone.

"Eladli, listen," he said. He spoke in an undertone, asif he were afraid that someone might
overhear. " Councillor Demazze has some kind of plan involving you. He wantsto useyou in apolitica
schemeof hisown."

She could hear rocks clicking and scraping as Arekhon spoke, and the green light bobbed and
wavered. He was pulling at the rubble on his sde-trying to dig through to her. She wondered if he had to
dig one-handed, and keep the other hand on his staff aslong as he wanted light.

Inconvenient, she thought-she was effectively one-handed hersdlf, aslong as she was clutching
the Councillor's portfolio, but she couldn't bring hersdlf to discard the papers that might have saved her
life But better than the dark.

Thinking about the papers reminded her that Arekhon had not been standing in the room done. ™
'Rekhe, where is Councillor Demazze? Where's Garrod?"

"I don't know," he said breathlesdly. "I can't find either of them. Maybe they're buried under al
thisjunk."

More scrambling sounds came from the other side of the pile of rubble, and arock clattered
down the pile of debriswith anoise like breaking porcdan. Eladi heard heavy breathing, followed by a
faint curse and more clattering. Finally Arekhon gave aheavy sigh.

"It'sno use," he said. "There'stoo much rock, and it'stoo heavy for meto move. I'm sorry."

She heard the scuffle of boots on stone as he moved closer to the gap in the rubble. She put her
hand into the gap asfar as she could, until shefdt hisfingersbrush against hers.

"It'snot your fault,” she said. "Just don't go away."

A shaft of light, yellow-white and artificid, cut through the darkness of the buried reception hall.
Eladli heard voices shouting back and forth in Entiboran, and the sound of clattering feet.

"Arekhon!" she called out through the gap in the rubble. "Someone's coming on thisside. If they
have toolsfor digging, we can both get free."

Shefet Arekhon's hand straining again to touch her own. "Be careful,” he said. "Thiswasa
ddiberate attack, not an accident. Not al the people here will be our friends-if any of them ever were."

The noiseswere coming closer. Another minute, and liveried men with hand-lights and drawn



weapons burgt into the room. The beams from their lights danced about the room, picking out bits of
broken wood and jagged concrete, and here and there agaudy dab of painted ceiling.

"Heresheid" one of the men caled out. A light stopped its random motion and shone directly in
Eladi'sface. "It lookslike her, dl right.”

Another one of the men stepped forward. He wore different livery and inggniathan the others,
and she supposed that he wastheir leader. "Come, my lady," he said. "Councillor Demazze ordered usto
keep you safe.”

"Wait," she said in her best Entiboran, and pointed at the rubble. "My friend isthere on the other
gde. All that isblocking theway."

"Comewith usnow," the leader said. "We cannot delay.”

"What about my friend?'

"Wewill do what we can for him once you are safe,” the leader said. "Meteunese troops are
dready inthe building. Come, now."

He gestured two of the othersforward. They took Elagli by the arms on both sides, pulling her
respectfully but firmly away from the gap in thewall, until she couldn't touch Arekhon's hand any longer.

"Let mego!" she shouted. Shetried to wrench free of her rescuers, but their grip, while
courteous, was determined. " 'Rekhe! Do something!”

"Go with them, Ela," he called through the gap in the rubble as the men bore her awvay. "Demazze
knows wheat thisis about. Let him keep you safe.”

"What about you, 'Rekhe? What about you?"

"Don't worry about me." The glow from his staff was gone, driven away by the blaze of
hand-lights, and the touch of his hand was just amemory. Hewas only avoice, rapidly fading behind her
into the dark. "I'll find you again, | promise. No matter how long it takes."

Garrod had never quite trusted the Councillor, and his mind was primed to recognize atrap.
When thelights died, he threw himsdlf to the floor and rolled toward the wall where another of the Sde
tables stood. He was under the table before he could quite recall how he got there. A second later, the
ceiling collapsed.

Not a trap, he thought. Memories of hisfirst weeks on Entibor came back to him, bringing
images of war machinesand citiesin flame. An attack.

But thanksto his suspicions, he remained aive; the next problem would be getting to the open
ar. Heinched to hisright dong thewall in the sllence and dark until he bumped into adoorway. He
pushed the door open with his extended hand, waited to seeif someone lurked outside, then
belly-crawled on through. Theair on the other sde was moving, which was good.

A passage stretched out before him. He cautiousy made hisway along it, keeping closeto the
perfumed carpet. Up and out, those were his gods. After he was away from the scene of the action, he
could collect histhoughts and try to determine what had happened and how best to act.

Far away, he heard the muffled sound of smal arms. Ground troops were in the building, and
they were engaging other ground troops. Not agood sign.

He moved as quickly and as quietly as he could. Two turnings and aflight of stairslater he found
alighted passageway. At last he dared to stand and run. The passage turned and branched again. Each
time he chose the path that led away from the sounds of fighting.

He heard a shout from behind, and running feet. Garrod sprinted, rounded a corner, and cameto
adead end and another door. He yanked it open and plunged on through, then dammed the door shut
and locked it behind him.

His new refuge was square and empty-and devoid of doors and windows. Shelves and boxes on
three of itsfour sides suggested thet its primary function was as a storage locker for cleaning supplies.
Therewould only be oneway out of here, and he didn't know if he was prepared to takeit. Alone,
without a Circleto back him...

He had scarcely controlled his breathing before running feet arrived outside. The door rattled,
and avoice shouted "Open up!" with a Meteunese growl to the accent.



Garrod said nothing, and did not move to unlock the flimsy barrier. A projectile wegpon stuttered
outside, throwing dugs through the door to spatter against the far wall. Garrod threw himsdlf face down
to thefloor.

The door couldn't take much more. In amoment they'd be through. If these combat troops were
anything like those he'd encountered before, the first thing into the room would be agrenade. He drew a
breath, caught at the eiran, and twisted himself to leave the material world and enter the Void.

Cold grey mist billowed around him as he rose to hisfeet. Now hewasin aplace where his
enemies could not follow, but where could he go? He reached out for his Second-no. His Second was
gone, and he had no Circle. No anchor. He closed his eyes and began walking in the direction that his
inner feeling said was best. When at last the chill of the VVoid was replaced by awarmth that spoke of
friends and home, he stepped back into the world and opened his eyes.

He stood in his glass-domed observatory in the villaof Mestra Adina, and the red, fur-tipped
robe lay over the chair where he had placed it only a moment before.

A soft knock sounded on the door. Garrod walked over to it, opened it. Hujerie stood outside.

"Ah, Garrod, my friend," the old scholar said. "Mestra Adina has guests tonight, and begs you to
join her and them for supper.”

"With great pleasure,” Garrod said. "Allow me amoment to freshen mysdlf. | shall attend the
Mestra presently.”

Elaeli was gone, carried off againgt her will into the darkness.

Garrod-Councillor Demazze-had plans for her, Arekhon told himsdf. He had a reason for
telling his people to keep her safe. Once I'mout of here, if | can find hisreason | can find her.

Firgt, though, he had to get out himsdlf. He rekindled the light of his staff and entered the maze of
passageway's that opened off of the reception hall. For some time he wandered, following the eiran of
the place-pa e and untended though they were-until they took him from the inhabited areasinto the
rough-walled spaces beyond the shell of the underground complex.

Theair here smelled of wet stone, but itsfaint motion, almost too dight for notice, gave him
reassurance. The eiran led him further out into the natural cavern that housed the complex, drawing him
on apath that-though it grew rougher and narrower as it went-tended steadily upward. Higher and higher
he went, until he reached aplace where the air smelled of damp earth rather than stone, and thewarm
water dripping down came not from broken pipes or from hidden underground watercourses, but from
natura rain.

Helet the glow from his staff illuminate the tunnel overhead, and soon found the source of the
freshrainfdl. The eiran had guided him well: The gap waslow enough for him to reach, and wide enough
to take his body. He boosted himself into the opening and scrambled upward.

A lagt tight squeeze, and he squirmed out of the crack in the hillside into the night air. The dope
onto which he had emerged was soaked by the driving rain and cratered by-he assumed-the same kind
of powerful blowsthat had brought down the ceiling of the reception hall. From the noise the attack was
il going on; hetook shelter in the lee of aboulder that had been uprooted and shattered by the impact.

He crouched there for awhile, watching streams of colored fire tracing across the sky and
listening to the sound of explosions. Then, gtill keeping himsdf low, he began working away from the
sounds and lights, over the crest line, until he put the bulk of the hillsde between him and the fighting.

Ontheflat ground at the base of the hill, he saw the field where he had landed with Garrod and
Eladli only ashort time before. The entrance-or at least, one entrance-to the underground complex had
lain on that Sde of the hill. Perhaps that was where Elagli had been taken. Carefully, using al of the skill
he possessed in being unnoticed by others, exerting hisforce of will to overcome their own suspicions, he
passed down the dope.

Thefield was slent and mostly dark. The shuitle till waited, ramp down on the hard black earth,
but the pole-mounted lights that had shone so starkly before were dl dead now. A flash of light froma
distant explosion showed him the way to the heavy, armor-plated door, and he took the rest of the
distancea arun.



The door was open, but only onto darkness. He stepped across the threshold and called light
into hisgtaff.

"BHadi?'

"Go back to your ship.”

The words were Eraasan; the voice was that of Demazze's aide who had guided the companions
earlier. Master Lenset was standing between Arekhon and the passageway into the complex's lower
depths. The atack had not |eft him unmarked-his rain-surcoat was ripped and mudstained, and his
yellow hair was clotted with blood and earth.

"Whereis Eladli?" Arekhon demanded in Entiboran. " The young woman who came with me?”

"Go back to your ship." Lenset didn't move, or change languagesin response. 'Y ou must return
to Eraad to finish theworking."

"Not without Elagli. Men took her-did they come thisway?'

"Go back to your ship. Y ou must return to Eraas to finish the working."

"No." Arekhon strode over to confront the fair-haired man directly, gripping him by the shoulder
with hisfree hand and shaking him hard. " What - happened-to-Eladli ?'

To hishorror, the man's head jerked and |olled sdewise with the motion. The limp wet flesh of
the earlobe brushed across Arekhon's knuckles as the head swayed back and forth, making him cry out
and snatch his hand away.

With awet, crunching sound, the head righted itself on the broken neck.

"Arekhon, you foal," it said, and the accent and cadences of its speech were those of Garrod
sus-Demaizen. "Sheisassafe as| could make her. Safer than you are. Get to your ship and go."

Arekhon stood hisground. "I haveto find Eladli-I promised, when the men took her away."

"The great working isn't complete.” The dead man's eyes focused on'Arekhon'sface, and for an
ingtant it seemed asif Garrod himsdlf stood before him. "Leave it haf-finished, and the gaaxy will learn
that there are worse things than the Sundering.”

"Then come back yoursdf and finishit!"

"I did come back. Y ou brought me out of the Void through your own efforts. Are bringing me,
even now. And left me behind, mad, on Eraas." A wet laugh gurgled in the broken throat. "Y ou'll get no
more help from Garrod sus-Demaizen. He'sdead.”

With that, dl intelligence vanished from the corpse's staring eyes, and its voice became aflat,
wheezing monotone. "Go back to your ship. Y ou must return to Eraas to finish the working. Go back to
your ship..."

Arekhon backed away, toward the open door. He didn't turn around and put the dead man
behind him until he had stepped back over the threshold into the night.

Therainwasdlill faling. Helooked out across the darkened field. The lowered ramp of the
waiting shuttle, lit by the re-fleeted glow of the ship'sinterior lights, made apaer oot in the darkness.

| gave my word to Elaeli, hethought. But | gave myself to the working first.

How many more promises will | have to break before it's done?

A line of ruddy explosionsflared down the hill, then crossed the landing zone-missing the shuittle,
though not by much. He sprinted across the blackened concrete and up the ramp. Before the echoes of
his footsteps died, the ramp wasllifting.

No one emerged from the forward cabin to strap him in. He flung himsdlf onto the nearest couch,
pulling the straps across his body and fumbling them closed as best he could, scant seconds before the
roaring and shaking started and liftoff pushed him down into the cushionslike the pressure of agiant
hand.

The acceleration went on for along time before it eased. The shuttle pilots were spending aslittle
time as possible on getting rid of their inconvenient passenger. Perhaps, Arekhon thought bitterly, they
too had made Garrod sus-Demaizen a promise that they now regretted having to keep.

Eventudly, hefdt the tug of magnetic sedstaking their grip, and heard the clanks and thuds of
one craft matching with another. When the door cycled open, heleft his couch and passed through the
joined locksinto the Diamond's receiving bay.



Captain sus-Mevyan was waiting for him. "What happened to Lord Garrod?' she asked. "And
PFilot-Principa Inadi?"
"Gone," Arekhon told her. "Both gone. Nothing isleft but the working.”

XXXIX : Year 1128 E. R.
Space: Octagon Diamond
Eraas: House of the Diasul

Captain sus-Mevyan took Octagon Diamond out of orbit the next ship's morning-out of orhit,
but not yet into the Void. The surviving crew members of Rain-on-Dark-Water might have been givena
new ship by their unknown benefactor, but the gift had not included lessonsin itsuse.

"I want usalong way out before we try making arun for the Void," sussMevyan told Arekhon
during their conference on the bridge just before departure. "1 don't intend to pay back our benefactor for
his kindness by turning the Diamond into ameteor and hitting the planet with it.”

"I'm not sure the Councillor intended to be kind," Arekhon said. "He had his own agenda al
aong; if hisenemies hadn't struck first, he might have mentioned how he planned to use usto further it.
But not everyone down below is our friend, and we may have inherited some powerful enemies.”

"Another reason to take the Diamond out deeper. Aslong aswe'rein orbit, anyone can figure
out where we're going to be." sus-Mevyan turned to the young officer at the pilot's console.
"Filot-Ancillary, you are now Pilot-Principal, acting. Make me a course out of orbit to alocation where
you can comfortably calculate the path to Eraed.”

"Working," said the new Pilot-Principd. His station had the sl vaged navigational gear from
Rain-on-Dark-Water lashed into place on improvised racks that had been fastened to the main console
with cords and cable tape. The connection to ship's power appeared to be functiond, athough the
tangled nest of wires made Arekhon think, unhappily, of how much Elagli would have disapproved of the
chaos... and how much she would have resented letting her ancillary have dl the labor, and the glory, of
deding withit.

Arekhon leaned againg the bulkhead of the unfamiliar bridge for awhile, watching the pilot's
caculations without saying anything. Then he pushed himself away and headed aft.

He made hisway through oddly angled passageways, the bulkheads glowing with polished brass
and the deckstiled with aresilient materid. The pipes and lines of theinterior controls and power
conduction were all exposed, not concealed within the bulkheads, overheads, and decks, and they were
al neatly stenciled with what he presumed were words and numbers of identification.

The Diamond had more room inside her than any spacecraft Arekhon had ever encountered,
and the sus-Peledaen cargo ships were some of the largest in the homeworlds. He knew from talking
with Captain sus-Mevyan that the vessal had guns and engineslike those on the abandoned Forty-two,
only of much greater power, but minimal cargo space. She was a guardship, then, or something like one,
though she had asubtly dien quaity about her-an unaccustomed angularity to her interna layout;
dimensions aways afew inchestoo great or too smal; everything dyed or painted with odd colorsin
unsettling hues-persstent reminders that the Diamond had been built by other handsfor other minds.

Arekhon had a separate cabin assigned to him; he knew its compartment number in the Entiboran
script that Garrod had taught him, and Captain sus-Mevyan had provided him with a sketch map of the
ship'sinterior. His persond effects, or what remained of them after being twice transferred from one ship
to another, dready awaited him in the cabin, but he himself had gone directly from the Diamond's entry
bay to the conference with sus-Mevyan on the bridge.

It took him severa minutes of wandering, therefore, to find the cabin, and severa more to work
out thelock on the door. lulan Va emerged from her own quarters shortly before he was finished; the
ideathat she now lived almost adjacent to him was adisturbing one. She stopped allittle distance off and
watched him. He could fed her curiosity pressing againgt him like handsin the dark, and turned hisface
away.

"What happened down there?" she asked. "Y ou look dreadful.”



The door opened. He stepped inside, and heard Vai's footsteps following, then pausing on the
threshold before he could close the door. With asigh, he moved aside and |et her enter. Shewastrim
and deek asaways, her plain black clothes only serving to accentuate aform at once rounded and
compactly muscular. Arekhon found himself resenting, nevertheless, the fact that she was not Eladli Inadi.

That was no way for the First of a Circleto think about a valued and active member. He
suppressed the resentment and gestured her to the cabin's single-and oddly contoured-chair before
himsdlf dropping wearily onto the bunk.

"What happened?' he said. "We lost Garrod and Eladli, that's what happened.”

"How?"

Heexplained, a first in brief sketchy sentences, then in longer and more painful ones. Vai listened
to the whole story, shaking her head when he was done.

"I mistrust our so-called friend Demazze," she said. "He may have arranged for that attack
himsdf."

"I don't think so. But he would have known that it was coming.” Arekhon hesitated and then went
on. "l haven't told sus-Mevyan this, but-Councillor Demazze was Garrod syn-Aigad sus-Demaizen.”

"How? Garrod was with us on the ship al long.”

"At the same time as he was amadman back on Eraas," Arekhon pointed out. "The Void
connectstimes aswell as places, and Garrod was amaster at walking between them.”

"But was Councilor Demazze as mad as Garrod became-will become-whatever?'

"I hope not," Arekhon said. "For Elagli's sake, | hope not. Garrod believes-believed-that this
world, that all the worlds on thissde of theinterstellar gap are too strong for us. They would swallow up
the homeworlds and not even need to chew. He wanted to-to subvert them, somehow, and Elagli wasa
part of that plan.”

"It would hdp," Va sad, "if we knew what his plan was."

There was no answering that; Arekhon dropped his head into his hands and sighed. After awhile
he spoke without looking up. "Hasthe Circlefound any place at dl on this ship that's fit for usto meet
in?'

"One or two. But there's another matter that needs to be settled first."

"What kind of matter?'

"The prisoner,” Vai said. "We both know that sus-Mevyan isn't planning to let her go. And I'm
not surethat | blame the Captain for it, either.”

Arekhon lifted his head and saw that Va was serious. "Haven't we done enough harm already?’
he asked. "We crippled her ship, wekilled her friends-and now we're going to make her finish her life
among srangers?'

"Wemay haveto,” Va sad. "She knows-"

"-what? That we aren't from Entibor and don't speak her language? There are dozens of planets
likethat on thissde of the galaxy."

"But none-as far asthey know-on the other side of theinterstellar gap. That's the killer, ‘Rekhe.
How long will it take these people to send out an expedition, in their fast shipswith the big guns, once
they know there's something waiting on the other sde for them to find?"

"l don't know." Arekhon felt deeply and inexpressibly weary, both in body and mind; he wanted
nothing so much asto dim the cabin lights, collgpse onto the unyielding mattressin hisbunk, and deep for
along timewithout dreaming. But there would be no chance of that for awhile yet. "We began this
journey intending to bring the galaxy back together, not teer it further gpart... do you think anybody is
going to bdieve that, five hundred years from now?"

"It doesn't matter if they don't,” Va said. "The prisoner's coming with us-sus-Mevyan's dready
made up her mind-but will she be with us as an enemy, or as an unfortunate guest?'

Arekhon gave ashort laugh. "That's the prisoner'sdecision, isn't it? We certainly haven't given
her much causeto likeusso far.”

"No... but if she'sgoing to make any sort of lifefor hersef on Eraas, she's going to need friends,
or a least dlies. | believethe Circle should think hard about trying to fill that need.”



"Have you foreseen areason for it?" Arekhon regarded Vai curioudy; he hadn't thought of her as
having the prophetic gift. "Or isthisonly your persond opinion?"

"Call it opinion based on experience,” Va said. "She's going to have to trust somebody
eventudly, or else go mad. Better shetrust us, | think, than trust the sus-Peledaen.”

Arekhon felt abrief stirring of anger-or what would have been anger, if he hadn't been too tired
to fed anything more than akind of sullenirritability. "Areyou saying that the fleet-family isn't honest?"

"I'm saying that the Circle doesn't owe the family any specia loyaty, and might be abetter friend
to the prisoner because of it." Va paused. "sus-Mevyan hasn't been worried about the prisoner'swelfare.
Y ou have. That'sthe difference.”

A rumbling engine-pulse came through the deckplates, and Arekhon felt abrief catch of pressure
asthe Diamond accelerated. " Captain'slifting from orbit," he said, grateful for theinterruption. "Shewas
talking about finding asafe place to caculate the trangit.”

"How long isthat likely to take?"

"Aslong asit needsto," he said. "Tracing aback-courseis easer than making ablind transit, but
the navigator's working off of amakeshift console that scares mejust to think of it."

"The prisoner could be helpful with that, if shewanted to be," Va pointed out.

"If we gave her areason not to wish al of us dead, you mean.”

"Yousadit, | didn't.

Arekhon sghed and unfolded himself from the bunk. " Summon Ty and Narin; we need to find the
prisoner and talk honestly with her.”

Kief walked the night away, and al the day, while the hot anger in him chilled, and towering fury
built with every step. In the end he came to his brother's house, and flung open the door. Felan Diasul
exclaimed in horror at the staff burning in Kief's hand.

He walked through the doors, and no' electronics could keep him out. The aiketen tried to
prevent him, for he had been removed from their accessligts, but he strode past them, and | eft them
broken. At last, he stood at the door of his brother's office, and the wind smashed in the windows. It
blew the door open amid aswirl of paper, a splinter of shards, and a shower of sparks asthe
viewscreens and the datadesks went nonfunctional.

A man was Sitting facing the desk. Asthe door fell herose, turning, and pulled awesgpon from
inddehisclothing.

Kief saw him and knew him, in sudden images that flashed through his mind like e ectric shocks
or baltsof lightning: Men expiring in flame and smoke in an office tower ... ships exploding in the
deep's of space... Garrod and Del and Serazao, struck down by this man's order and lying in their
life's blood on the floor of the Hall .

Thefirg priority was the wegpon. Kief held out his hand, alowing thefire from his staff to legp
across, arcing to the meta in the weapon's grip.

Flames played around the handgun, and the charges stored inside it exploded in arippling
thunder. Thefire continued back, running aong the veinsin the man's arms, burgting through the skin,
charring the clothing, tracing out the hidden pathwaysin the flesh. The man fell to hisknees, hisleft hand
grasping hisright arm above the elbow asthefire spurted like burning fuses up hisright arm toward his
shoulder. When the tongues of flames met hisleft hand, the fire jumped across and the veins sarted
burning in hisleft arm, reaching toward his heart.

Kief stayed with him, forcing the burn, feding it asthe man fdlt it-hot &t first, then cold, likea
stream of ice water, numbing him. He saw himsdlf with the man's eyes, afigurein the door like deeth,
outlined with apulsing glow of light too bright to look at directly.

The man fdt aticklein hisnose. It wasincongruous. The firewas tracing up his arms-he could
amell the hair, the mest, the cloth, al burning-and the smoke tickled. Then the smell was gone, and he
sneezed. What came out was writhing, like animated white seeds. Maggots. Running from hisface. Then
hisvison went dark, the cold reached his shoulders and spread across his chest. He could fed the
maggots writhing across hisface, filling his mouth as they tumbled from his nasal passages down his



throat. He couldn't breathe. Then the darkness, cold, and pain rose and took him. He didn't fed himsdlf
dumpto thefloor.

Kief stood unmoving, asthe man who had been Seyo Hannet of the League of Unallied Shippers
turned from aliving man to adecayed corpse-all dried skin, smoke-blackened, stretched across brittle
bones-in scarcely aminute. Then he turned to where his brother stood appdled in the doorway.

"Through action or inaction,” he said, "and it matters not greetly to me which oneit may have
been, you have hindered the greatest working this galaxy has ever known."

He stepped forward, and placed hisleft hand over his unresisting brother'sface. "Now | take
back what | gave at your desire. | take your luck-all of it-from you, from your associates, and from all
who share your goals."

The gaff in Kief'sright hand glowed with atwisting fire, more brilliant even than the fire that had
consumed the men in the kitchen of Demaizen Old Hall, and the wood consumed, twisting like a serpent.
Hishand blistered, and ill he drew luck, and held the power within himself until the taking was done.

Then heléft his brother's house and the family atars, and never came back again to the Diasul.

The Circle found the prisoner under guard in the ship's laundry-at least, the Entiboran script on
the compartment label said it was the ship's laundry, and the stacks of nestly folded sheets and blankets
appeared to confirm the label's assertion. The prisoner sat on the deck against one of the machines,
clutching her ankleswith her hands, her chin on her knees. She looked up when the four members of the
Circlecamein, her grey-blue eyes sullen and mistrustful.

Arekhon approached her-not too closely, for fear of darming her-and went down on one knee.
"My lady," hesaid in careful Entiboran, "we need your help.”

Her reply started with averb and ended with anoun, neither of which Arekhon knew. He
supposed that the intent was rude. He marshaled al of his grammar and vocabulary and tried again. "My
friendsand | are membersof &" he grasped for words "-meditation group. We do not wish to dishonor
your ancestors. Please help keep usfrom fdling into error.”

Her reply thistime was only asingle word. Arekhon dogged on. "The Captainisunwilling to et
you go, and we don't have the authority to set you free-you can be sure that if the situation were
otherwise, | would do so. But | can offer you an observer's place in our group.”

Shelooked directly a himfor thefirst time. "Will | haveto believe what you believe?’

"No," hesaid. "Only what you yoursalf see and hear. In the meantime, are you familiar with this
kind of ship?'

"Not particularly. Some."

"Then can you help mefind the paint locker?"

She gtared a him. "The what? Why do you need it?'

Thiswas atest, Arekhon knew. He would have to answer fully and honestly, or the prisoner
wouldn't trust him. And having Ty on the bridge capturing her hadn't helped that any.

"We need to make oursalves a black deck with awhitecircleonit,” hetold her."Toadin
meditation, asasymbol of unity. Unity isimportant to us. That'swhy were here. The universeisdivided,
and Garrod wanted to make it one."

Her mouth twisted. ™Y ou've done afine job of that so far, haven't you? Listen, this ship has
evacuation pods, in case of accident or injury to the ship. Put mein one of those and set me adrift.”

"Can you guarantee that someonewill find you in time? It'sabad way to die, otherwise.”

He could see her wanting to lieto him, but in the end she shook her head and said, "Therésa
trangponder-but without a distress call from the Diamond, nobody's going to be listening for it. It'sa
gamble I'mwilling to take."

"Joining with usis so intolerable? L et us show you what we do, first, and then you can decide.”

"If you ingst. But don't think I'm going to change my mind."

"Very well," said Arekhon. "Watch and learn. But whatever happens, please don't interfere.”

At hisnod, the four Mages of the Circle kndt close together facing inward, knees touching knees
and staffs held up before them. Arekhon closed his eyes and turned hisvision inward, to the place where



thelines of life and luck took shape and were transformed.

And the eiran were there. With barbs and hooks and razor edges, twisting like worms and
striking with their cut and broken ends like snakes. He reached out a hand and took one of the eiran. It
lifted him from hisfeet and snapped him about like aman riding afire hose. He seized the Slver-white line
with both hands and held on.

The line pitched and bucked. He could fed his hands cramping, and his sides growing bruised as
the other eiran struck and flailed against them. No scenery cameto fill the picture around him, only the
sark black and silver of the place, telling him that no choices save victory or desth awaited. No greys, no
colors-and, more importantly, no long view. Only what lay close a hand.

Theline seemed to betiring, like alive thing that had struggled againgt its captor too long. It sank
down, its motion dowed. He pulled it toward another line-1 hope it's the right one. I's connecting two
unrelated lines of life and luck wor se than leaving them broken?

Doing nothing was worse. It was doing nothing that had brought the universeto its Current state,
and he could not in good conscience do nothing. He pulled the lines together, and watched the linesmeld,
adightly darkened seam filling in and glowing brightly.

"I know you," avoice said. The accent was strange; he couldn't eesily placeit. "I know you

It was the prisoner. She was gazing at the Circle with wide, dark-pupiled eyes. "Y ou are
Adepts," shesaid. "l have never heard of Adeptsworking together. But | know you."

" 'Adepts," " said Arekhon. The word had an unfamiliar ring to it; Garrod had never covereditin
hislanguage ingtruction. "Are they good people?’

The prisoner shrugged. "Many say no. Whenever something bad happens, they are blamed.”

"What do you say?'

"My brother isone" shereplied. "And | think-if | could talk with him-that he would tell methat |
need to go with you."

XL :Year 1150 E. R.
Space: Octagon Diamond

The Diamond made the journey back acrossthe interstellar gap in asingle trangit. The acting
Pilot-Principa, with Arekhon's help astrandator, had succeeded in converting Rain-on-Dark-Water's
chart datainto aformat that the Diamond's ship-mind could use. He didn't want to compound his
chances of error by making two jumps instead of one. The prisoner had helped al so-teaching the use of
the Diamond's controls, and the art of communicating with the ship-mind-though she spoke moreto
Arekhon and the Circle than she did to the Rain's regular crew.

Arekhon, for his part, had learned the prisoner's name by now, or at least as much of it asshe
waswilling to share with her cgptors: She cdled hersdf Karilen, Karil for short, and if she had afamily
name she did not choose to giveit. Nor did she ever volunteer the names of her shipmates who had died
on board Forty-two.

The trangt thistime was aquick one. The Diamond's dual-engine system-one s&t, huge and
powerful, for maneuvering in norma space, and the other, compact and fud-efficient, for pushing the ship
through the V oid-took them across the gap at a pace Arekhon would not have believed when he | eft
Eraas aboard Rain-on-Dark-Water .

Captain sus-Mevyan summoned him to the Diamond's bridge for the emergenceinto
homeworlds space, and requested the prisoner's attendance as well. "The Pilot-Principa thinks that
Eraas issomewhere around here," said the fleet-gpprentice who brought the message. "The Captain
wants aluck-bringer on hand in case he's mistaken.”

"Fair enough,” said Arekhon. "If the Pilot-Principa and | figured the emergence point wrong, our
nameswill go up on the family tabletsalot earlier than wed planned.”

Kail, frowning, asked, "Isthe danger redly that serious?’

"Almog," hetold her. They spokein the Entiboran language-his fluency in that tongue had



increased markedly with practice, and he told himsdlf it was for the sake of trandating the Diamond's
logs and ingtruction manuas. "' Our charts and yours don't interface very well. And none of us have taken
aship likethis one through the VVoid before. That's where you comein. If anything goeswrong, you're the
expert.”

She gave ashort laugh. "Not that much of an expert. What | don't know about starship engines
could fill an entire book."

"Y ou know more than the rest of us," Arekhon said.

Hedidn't add that if the Diamond were lost or damaged, Karil's hope of escaping back to her
own people went with it. He knew that the Entiboran hadn't given up on the idea-it showed in countless
smdll things, like the names she didn't Spesk-but he didn't see any point in bringing up the subject in front
of the fleet-gpprentice, who might understand more Entiboran than he let on. Thereticence said
something, Arekhon supposed, about his own changing alegiances. The capture of Forty-two had
atered hisrelationship with the sus-Peledaen fleet in ways that forma severance from the line had not;
losing Eladli had increased his sense of isolation even further.

In the company of Karil and the fleet-gpprentice, he went up through the Diamond's narrow,
sharply angled passageways to the bridge compartment. sus-Mevyan was waiting there, poised just
behind the pilot's station like a predatory bird.

Arekhon gave her apolite bow. "Y ou requested my presence?’

"Yes, Lord Arekhon," the Captain said. "Now that you're here, we can proceed.” She raised her
voice dightly to reach the Diamond's, audio pickups. "Stand by for dropout.”

"Dropout on time," echoed the Rilot-Principa . His voice was tight-and no wonder; thiswas atest
of hisahilities, and the price of failure was more than usualy high. "Stand by, on my mark. Mark."

"Emerging from Void-trangt,” said the voice of the ship's engineer over the audio. A shiver of
discontinuity passed through the bridge, and the bank of flat-screen monitors that had been unlit and
empty clicked on and started glowing into life.

"Checking pogition,” said the Filot-Principd. Severa minutes of tense slence followed before his
shoulders reaxed a bit and he said, "We're insde homeworlds space, Captain. A bit off wherewe
wanted to be, but | should be able to refine our accuracy before the next transit.”

"Excdlent,” the Captain said. "Seeif you can take us to asafe port. It doesn't have to be
Eraasi-any world will do, aslong asthe family has contacts there.”

The communications specidist brokein, saying, " Something odd, Captain. Old message treffic,
but it's showing aprofile | don't recall seeing before.”

"Never mind that," said Karil, in the badly-accented Eraasian she had been learning from the
Circle. Everyone on the bridge turned to stare at her. In the company of the Rain's regular crewvmembers
she normally kept silent unlessdirectly addressed, and even then maintained her distance. Shewas
pointing at aflashing red light on one of the bridge consoles. "Y ou need go faster now. Someone coming
at you, intercept course, hitting you with scan.”

"Engineering!" snapped sus-Mevyan over the audio link. "Increase normal-space speed by
twenty-five percent.” She turned back to Karil. "Y ou'd better be right. How did you know about the
intercept?'

Karil ignored the captain and looked at Arekhon. " Diamond has sensors-can detect scan,” she
told him. She switched briefly to her own language. "'1t'swhy we didn't expect you to attack; you hadn't
scanned usfirg.”

She glanced over at the console-the red light was il flashing-and switched back to Eraasian.
"Not going fast enough.” sus-Mevyan'slipstightened. "Were dready going asfast as| fed is prudent.”

"Ship likethis has speed,” Karil said. Shefolded her arms. "Dontt listen if don't want to.”

The communications speciaist broke in before the Captain could react. "I'm getting another odd
sgnd. Very high frequency, showing up-Doppler.”

"Other ship throwing things a you," Karil said. A second red light beside the first began to blink,
and abuzzer sounded. Karil pointed to another button. "'l you, | push that."

"What doesit do?' Arekhon asked. He repested the question in Entiboran-this was no time for



nuancesto get logt in alinguigtic haze.

"Automatic close-in defense system,” said Karil, in the same language. "1t should handle your
homing missles™

Arekhon trandated rapidly. sus-Mevyan frowned.

" 'Should? "

Karil shrugged. "Might. Nothing perfect, thisuniverse”

"Oh, very well," the Captain said. "Pilot-Principal, set the switch. And increase speed another
twenty-five percent.”

"Logt thesigna,” the communications speciaist said amoment later, and the second red light
stopped blinking. A moment later the voice of the engineering officer came over the bridge audio.

"Captain, wejust took anumber of micrometeorite hits al aong the starboard side. Some small
leaks, but the plugging and patching teams are out. No mgjor problems.”

" 'Micrometeorites?' Karil asked Arekhon quietly. She sumbled alittle over the pronunciation;
the word wasn't one that they'd had cause to use before.

"Tiny littlerocks," he explained in Entiboran. "They show up some places, orbiting sars.”

"Ah," said Karil. "Micrometeorites. Not thistime; those were fragments from the missile. Listen,
Arekhon... I've learned enough from you during the last few months to know that your people don't do
this'war' thing like we do. But | think while you were avay from home, somebody figured out the

conoept.”

Thetrangt to Eraas was short, only afew hoursin duration. Arekhon spent thetimein the
jury-rigged meditation chamber, fretting about the ship-the homeworlds ship-that had fired on the
Diamond without so much asaquery first.

Therest of the Circle shared his apprehension. Ty sat on the deck at the edge of the
white-painted area, hugging his updrawn knees and rocking back and forth. Arekhon suspected that he
was rdiving the capture of Forty-two. Ty had recovered from his shock, for the most part, during the
trangt from Entibor, but an attack on their own ship could easily have brought the memories rushing
back.

After awhile Arekhon caught his eye; the young Mage stopped rocking and said, " Shouldn't we
do at least asmall working for the emergence a Eraasi? | mean, if things have gotten so bad they're
shooting at people..."

"If the Captain requestsit,” said Arekhon. "But she appears to have the situation in hand.”

Narin sat on the borrowed storage crate that served to hold the Circle's robes and candles and
practice staves, sharpening her knife on a pocket whetstone. Arekhon remembered her using the same
knifetofillet Slverlingsin the kitchen at Demaizen, the day that he brought home the sus-Peledaen charts.

"I wouldn't do aworking right now unless| had to,” she said. "Therésno telling who dseis
pulling onthe eiran, or what they're pulling for."

"Thered question,” said Man Va, "iswhether that was a one-time problem, an outlaw ship of
some kind-"

"With homing missles?' Arekhon sad. "The familieswouldn't let technology like that go rogue.”

Va shook her head. ™Y ou'd be surprised what the big industrial companies on Ayarat and I1daon
weretrying to buy, not too long before we left Hanilat."

"How would you know?' Ty asked.

"Let'sjust say | had aprofessond interest,” Va said, and went on, "whether it was an outlaw
ship of some kind, or whether it belonged to one of the fleets.

"Better outlaws,” Arekhon said, "than that. The homeworlds have changed sincewe left, and |
don't think they've changed for the better.”

The door-buzzer outside the meditation chamber sounded as he spoke; he nodded to Vai, who
was closest, and she toggled the entry switch. The door unlocked itself with aheavy metalic click, and
swung inward enough to admit the same fleet-gpprentice who had brought sus-Mevyan's summons
before.



"The Captain requests that Lord Arekhon sus-K halgath come to the bridge for the emergence at
Eraad," the gpprentice said.

So, Arekhon reflected, Captain sus-Mevyan felt asworried as he did about the state of affairsin
the homeworlds. She feared trouble, coming back from her long voyage with one ship lost and another,
stranger one serving in its place, and she wanted Arekhon-primeingtigator of the voyage, First of the
ship's Circle, brother to the head of the sus-Peledaen-on hand to speak for her if it became necessary.

"I'mon my way." Arekhon stepped past the fleet-agpprentice, and started for the Diamond's
bridge. To hissurprise, lulan Vai followed him out into the passageway and matched her paceto his.

"| think I'd better come along for this," she said.

Helooked at her curioudy. "What for?"

"Insurance," shesaid. "l used to know alot of people-the sort who don't care if they're talking to
Lord Somebody sus-Somebody-else-"

"The sort who might have gotten their hands on misplaced fleet-family technology?"

"Y ou could say that. And afew of them owe mefavors| never bothered to call in.”

The shiver of trangition passed over them before Arekhon could frame areply. When they
reached the Diamond's bridge, the bright star that was Eraas's sun shone at them from the Diamond's
multiple flat screen monitors. Captain sus-Mevyan was pacing back and forth in front of the array; she
met Arekhon'sarriva with acurt nod.

"Good-you're here. Communications-| need to talk with the sus-Peledaen. Give me whatever
you can."

"Got it, Captain." The communications specidist sat in atangle of wires connecting the Rain's
salvaged 1D transponder and crypto gear to the Diamond's comm panel. Arekhon had hel ped with the
trandationsfor that job aswell; it had been easier than patching together the navigational systems, even if
the result wasn't particularly elegant.

"Very well. Let me know the ingtant someone answers up.” sus-Mevyan scowled at the array of
flat-screen monitors. "1'd give dmost anything for decent bridge windows-these screens are nothing more
than annoying. What happensif we lose power?'

"Getting areply, faint,” the communications specidist reported. "syn-Avran syn-Peledaen, caling
us. Wants usto present apoditive identification.” He listened to his headset for amoment longer. "They
seem to be concerned that our present configuration doesn't match what's on record for the ship with this
transponder.”

"Let metak with him," Arekhon said. "'l know the man."

"Do s0," Captain sus-Mevyan said. "Output on open speakers.”

Arekhon moved into range of the audio pickup. "Captain syn-Avran, thisis Arekhon Khreseio
sus-Khagath sus-Peledaen. Do you recall when | was with you on the Ribbon for my apprentice
voyage? | was one of those two apprentices who brought back news about sus-Dariv's
Path-Lined-With-Flowers lifting from Ildaon-we picked up some leind'r out of it."

"Understand Arekhon Khreseio sus-Khagath sus-Peledaen,” the reply came back. "What was
the name of your particular friend on that voyage?'

A reasonable request, Arekhon reflected. Anyone could give his name, and the matter of the
Path could have been found in the Ribbon's logs. A cautious man like syn-Avran would want
corroborating detalls... "Eladi Inadi," hesaid. "Youll find her on the family rolls as Inadi syn-Peledaen
these days, with my name down as sponsor.”

Therewas slence for awhile. Then syn-Avran's voice came over the speaker again. "Elagli Inadi
syn-Peledaen islisted as Pilot-Principa for Rain-on-Dark-Water . Put her on.”

Arekhon closed his eyestightly for amoment and drew a deep bregth. "I regret to inform the
fleet-family that Inadi syn-Peledaen wasa... casudlty... on the voyage. Unableto comply.”

"Stop your engines. Y ou're entering sus-Peledaen controlled space.”

"May |, Captain?' Va said, before sus-Mevyan could speak.

"If you think you can help, go ahead.”

Va moved into audio pickup range. "Captain syn-Avran,” shesaid. "Thisislulan Vai. If you've



got Rain-on-Dark-Water's crew list there, you'll seethat I'm listed with the ship's Circle. Do you recall
thelast time we met, on the corner of Port and Lily Streetsin Hanilat? | handed you an envel ope, you
handed me one. Do you want me to embarrass you dl over the system by telling you what was in both of
those envel opes, in the clear, on acommon frequency?'

There was another pause, this one not so long as before. "1D check complete,
Rain-on-Dark-Water . | intend to escort you to orbit.”

Captain sus-Mevyan took Vai's place by the audio pickup. "Thank you for your assistance,
Captain. We accept with gratitude. It's been along trip. Request you passto Lord sus-Peledaen that I'd
liketo report to him in person as soon as possible.”

"I'll passthat dong." The carrier wave clicked off.

"What was in those envelopes?' the Captain asked Vai.

"Dirty laundry," Va said. "And enough sogp to makeit dl clean again.”

The captain raised an eyebrow but made no further comment. " Shape course for Eraad,” she
said to the Rilot-Principd.

"Ahead dow. And switch off that close-in weapons system. | don't want to shoot any of my
friends”

XLI: Year 1150 E. R.
Eraas Octagon Diamond
Hanilat Starport

Octagon Diamond hung in orbit over Eraas. There was no cradlein the yards, Arekhon knew,
that was large enough to take her, and like thelost Rain-on-Dark-Water, she had never been intended
to touch ground. She could only wait; but she did not have to wait for long.

"Shuttle inbound,” the communications specidist reported as soon as the orbit had stabilized.
"And amessage: Lord Natdth is pleased to welcome us back from our historic voyage. Captain
sus-Mevyan, the Firgt of the ship's Circle, and our honored guest areinvited to dine with him tonight in
Hanila."

By "honored guest,”" Arekhon supposed, his brother meant the prisoner. He hoped that the
invitation meant Natelth was inclined to look to the worlds beyond the gap as potentid friendsand dlies,
but nothing he had seen so far in the homeworlds had given him cause to fed sanguine about the
possibility.

Hewas not, apparently, the only one to harbor doubts. Captain sus-Mevyan wore her most
forma fleet livery for the evening's dinner, in spite of the fact that the sus-Pel edaen shuttle had to dock
with the Diamond by means of a boarding tube, necessitating an avkward zero-gravity scramble from
the larger ship to the smaller. Arekhon, after considerable thought, had chosen to wear his most formal
working robes, as areminder to Natelth that the Circles were not the fleet, and that he belonged to the
Circles. Nor would it hurt for the head of the sus-Peledaen to be reminded exactly whose agency had
made the voyage of discovery possible.

The prisoner had presented difficulties. sus-Mevyan had offered Karil aset of fleet
livery-trousers and tunic of blue piped with sus-Peledaen crimson-but she had refused them. Her own
clothing, such of it as had been transferred from Forty-two before leaving Entibor, was worn and strictly
utilitarian. Narin had to use the sharp point of her knifeto rip away the crimson flashes and piping from
thefleet livery, leaving it a plain nobody's-color blue, before Karil would agreeto weer it.

Thethree of them, sus-Mevyan and Arekhon and Karil, made a slent, uneasy party aboard the
shuttleto the planet's surface. The dimensions and angles of the Eraasian ship, instead of reassuring
Arekhon with their familiarity, felt disurbingly dien after the time he had spent aboard Octagon
Diamond. The shuttle's captain and crew dl wore Sdearms, another new thing in his experience: Not
symbolic wegpons like the boarding pikes, but heavy projectile weapons meant to kill from adistance.

He saw that sus-Mevyan was dso taking in the sdearms. The Captain's expression, which had
not been cheerful before, darkened even further, but she said nothing. If the Captain had dreamed of



better things for her homecoming than this, she wasn't going to embarrass hersdf by admitting it.

The shuttle landed, and the crew escorted them to awaiting groundcar. Arekhon supposed that
al the men and women in sus-Peledaen livery were meant to show Nateth's respect, but he couldn't help
thinking of them as an armed guard. The groundcar had thick tinted windows, so that nobody watching it
go past would be ableto tell who wasinside, and it whisked them through the streets of Hanilat without
stopping for sgnsor sgnds.

Another oddity, Arekhon thought. Natelth hadn't thought before that the sus-Peledaen were
abovethelaw. That they were thelaw, sometimes... but never aboveit.

The sus-Peledaen town house where he had grown up looked much the same asit dways had, at
least from the outside. Bur when the door swung open, it wasn't one of 1sayanas hand-crafted aiketen
waiting insde to welcome them, but yet another armed manin fleet livery.

"Dinner will be ready shortly," he said. "Meanwhile, Lord Natelth wishesto seeyou in hisstudy.”

The three from the Diamond followed him up the sairs. Arekhon felt the give of the carpet
underfoot and the cool dickness of the polished darkwood banister beneath his hand, and remembered
how he had come up the same tairs, once upon atime, for the purpose of talking his brother out of the
fleet-family's confidential charts. He wondered if Natelth remembered the occasion aswell.

The study looked much asit had during that previous visit, except that there were two more
chairs, and the glassin the bay window was thick and tinted like the windows of the groundcar. The uffa
-pot stood on itstripod legs in the center of the low table, with crystal glasses surrounding it, and Natelth
stood with his back to the table, looking out of the window.

He didn't speak until after the door guard had |eft. Then he turned and spoke to Captain
sus-Mevyan, without bothering with aforma greeting.

"S0. Y our message-drones preceded you, and the family's builders and stargazers have been
doing wondrous things with what you have dready given them. But what you say about amultitude of
worlds on the far side of the gap disturbs me; | don't know if that is good news, or bad. Y ou were there,
Captain-tell me what you say."

"Mixed, | think," the Captain said. "Lord Garrod-who islost-himself had grave misgivings about
what he had done. It'strue that the far-side worlds can build starships faster and more powerful than any
I've ever heard of, with ship-minds of unusua congtruction and weapons that make ours seem pitiful. But
they have no ideathat any worldslie beyond the interstellar gap, and unity, aswe haveit, isunknown to
them. And more-we were able to bring back with us anative of that world, who can trandate dl the
Diamond's papers and textfiles, and explain itsworkings.”

She gestured to indicate Karil. The Entiboran caught Arekhon's eye and murmured in her own
language, "What is she saying to him about me?!

"She saysthat you can be atrandator and ateacher for his people.”

"Hunh. Does he plan to give me achoice?'

"Probably not. We can talk about it later."

The quiet exchange in Entiboran had caught Natelth's ear, and Arekhon saw amoment of
suspicion cross his brother's features. It vanished as Natelth came forward to clasp himinawarm
embrace.

" 'Rekhe, it's good to have you back safe again. Isa's been working over the kitchen'singtructions
ever snce word came that your ship wasin orbit-she doesn't trust the far-siders ship-kitchens, she says.
| think she believes you've been starving.”

"For lack of red uffa and nelath jam, most certainly,” Arekhon said. "Otherwise... | do well
enough. All the same, it's good to be home."

"Excuse me, my lord,” Captain sus-Mevyan brokein. "But we've been out of touch for quitea
while, and have returned to find things changed from what they were. How shall | explain the difference
tomy crew?'

"Thereisno explanation,” Natelth said, "except that somehow we must have offended the gods
and the ancestors beyond al forgiveness. The old customs that kept peace between the star-lords have
been broken, and the ties of trade and obligation that bound together the homeworlds have come



undone. The unity you spoke of isathing of the past.”
"Someone's going to haveto restoreit, then," said sus-Mevyan bluntly. "Because | tdll you
truthfully, my lord, it'sthe only advantage we've got."

"l don't likeit," Narin said.

lulan Vai looked a her. "Don't like what?*

The three remaining Mages of the Diamond's Circle had gathered in their meditation chamber
after the shuttle's departure. Their withdrawa had gone unnoticed, asfar asVa knew, in the genera
excitement of making orbit and renewing direct contact with the sus-Peledaen. She had long since
determined that the chamber was both without spy-holes-either accidenta or deliberately
constructed-and free of eectronic eavesdroppers, and she rechecked it frequently; it was as safe aplace
for private conversation as any aboard ship.

"Dont' like having 'Rekhe down in Hanilat while were stuck up here,” Narin said. The Veredden
woman had along strip of the scarlet piping from Karil's despised fleet-livery, and her square brown
hands worked with it as she spoke, tying and untying complex knots. "If he runsinto trouble, well never
know until it'stoo late."

"He's going to dinner with his own brother,” Ty protested. "What kind of trouble could he run
into that way?"

Va suppressed an urgeto smile. Ty wasthe youngest of the Demaizen Mages, and sometimesiit
showed. "His brother is a so the head of the sus-Peledaen fleet-family-which appearsto be claiming this
part of space, though I'd like to know how-and Natelth might have ideas about keeping thingslike the
new ship-knowledge private to the family.”

" ' Rekhe's brother has trouble understanding that the fleet doesn't own Circleslikeit owns
ships" Narin said. The gtrip of red piping twisted and knotted under her hands. "I'm afraid he may try to
clamusfor thefleet aswel."

"That would gtart trouble, dl right," Ty said, after amoment'sthought. "Arekhon wouldn't likeit."

Narin began unpicking the latest knot with the point of her knife. "Aslong as we're on board the
Diamond, the fleet has us, whatever Lord Arekhon likes or doesn't like about it."

"Then we haveto get off the Diamond" Ty sad.

"It'snot so easy asdl that,” Va told him. "Notice how few people they've actudly let down to
the surface so far-the Captain, the First, and the prisoner, and al three of them sent gtraight to Natelth.”

"Maybe we should ask-"

"No." The knot came undone, and Narin did her knife back into its sheeth. "If we ask the
sus-Peledaen for ashuttle to the surface, they'll haveto refuse. And then they'll know what we want to
do."

"Sowedont ask," Va said. Thiswas a problem whose solution she understood. "Wetdl |l them.
And we don't tell them the truth, either. Wetell them alie, and make sureit'sabig enough lie that they'll
want to believeit... that Garrod spoke to us through the VVoid, maybe, with an urgent message for Lord
Arekhon."

"They'll never believeit long enough to send up ashuttle” Ty said. "No matter what wetell
them.”

"Were Mages," said Narin. She tucked the red piping away insde her jacket and undipped the
gaff from her belt. "If we work the eiran properly, the sus-Peledaen will believe usfor aslong aswe
need themto."

Dinner was worse than the conversation in the study had been. 1sayana had done prodigies of
ingtruction in the kitchen, and the food served up by the aiketen was everything that Arekhon could have
hoped for-neiath jamand all.

Neverthdess, he found himself having to feign an gppetite. The changes he had witnessed since
returning to the homeworlds, and sus-Mevyan'swords to Natelth, combined to fill him with a sense of
oppressive dread. The voyage they had al undertaken with such great hopes and such high



aspirations-what could be nobler and more audacious than striving to bring together an entire sundered
gdaxy?-had ended in nothing but corrupted endeavor and growing darkness.

Natelth and sus-Mevyan spoke together for most of the meal. Natelth asked an occasiona
question about the far side of theinterstellar gap, but only to clarify things hed aready learned from the
message-drones. Therest of thetalk was all about the current state of affairs on Eraas, and why
somebody had seen fit to fireamissile a the Diamond on her way past Ayarat.

"Sus-Radal, most likely," Natelth said. "They're born pirates, those people, and they hold alot of
trade routes on the edges of homeworlds space.”

"You'll have to take care of them someday,” said sus-Mevyan. "Maybe sooner than someday, if
thingsare asbad asyou say."

"They're that bad. But the sus-Radal are too strong for me to hit them now. Let somebody else
try it and get broken firgt."

Arekhon had been trandating under his bresth for Karil's benefit-there was no point in keeping
the prisoner in the dark, and she understood enough of their language by now to follow the drift of the
conversation anyway-and Natelth's remarks appeared to startle her much less than they did him. She
caught his change of expression, shrugged, and said in Entiboran, "Palitics. You'l get used toit.”

In the same language, he said, "I shouldn't be having to get used to it. Things were never likethis
before.”

Isayanalooked at him with concern from her end of the table. "'Isthere something wrong,
'Rekhe? | hope the menu isn't displeasing to our guest.”

"It'sfing, 1sa" he said. " She was asking me about the jam-I told her it was my favorite when |
wasaboy."

He hadn't lied to |sayana before, outside of the usua minor evasions of childhood; that he did so
now, by ingtinct, disturbed him. Isayanawould never use his private opinions against him-he trusted her
implicitly on that-but she would pass them on to Natelth. And Arekhon was not quite willing, any longer,
to trust his brother.

The med ended with sweetened tartgrass sorbet in fluted wafer cups. Natelth, smiling gracioudy,
offered the three from the Diamond hospitdity for the night-"we gtill have agreet dedl to talk about in the
morning"-and sus-Mevyan accepted for dl of them before Arekhon could demur. 1sayanatook
sus-Mevyan and Karil away with her to the guest rooms; Arekhon, pleading weariness, made his escape
before Natelth could draw him into a conversation, and settled down for the night in his old bedroom on
thetop floor.

The room had changed very little since he had last dept there. Somebody-Isayana, probably, or
one of her aiketen-had put most of the toys and mode s away out of sght, athough enough of his
favorites remained that the walls and the shelves weren't bare; and Ribbon-of-Sarlight, hislast-built and
favorite, gill hung sugpended from the ceiling on thin, invisble trings. The aiketen had |eft anight robe
and adeep-shirt on the foot of the bed. He changed into the shirt, leaving his black Circle garments
folded on the chair beside the bed, and lay down for the night.

XLIl: Year 1150 E. R.
Eraas: Hanilat Starport
Entibor: Villaof MestraAdinaTherras

Arekhon hadn't expected to get much rest, but the familiar surroundings of his childhood lulled
him into deep despite his uneasiness. It was past midnight by the bedside clock when the sound of
footsteps crossing the threshold brought him suddenly awake. He sat up, reaching for his staff, but drew
back his hand when he saw that the prowler was Captain sus-Mevyan. She was barefoot, and wore a
guest-robe like the one at the foot of his bed.

"Captain," hesad warily.

In the faint glow from the clock, he could see her lipstwitchin abrief, wry smile. "Rdax,
sus-Khagath. I'm only hereto talk."



Herelaxed, asordered, but only alittle. "Talk, then."

She moved hisfolded clothesto the foot of the bed and sat down on the chair. "To make it brief:
If you intend to break away completely from your brother and the sus-Peledaen-and | could seethe
thought in your face, while Lord Natelth and | talked-then do it tonight.”

"Why tonight?"

Again she gave him the half-smile, "Because tonight you'rein your brother's house, and if you
leave from hereit's his problem. But if you wait until you're back on the Diamond to have second
thoughts about working with the fleet, then-if Lord Natelth's conversation tomorrow goestheway | think
it will-I'm going to haveto stop you."

"Then why speak to me about it now?"

"Three reasons,”" she said, "and three reasons are enough to make me decide to act. Thefirst
reason isthat I'm not such afool asto think that seizing you and putting you in detention will make your
brother fed grateful to me, regardless of what he would do to meif | failed. And the second reasonis
that I'm definitely not such afool asto want what stopping you would do to my luck.”

"What'sthe third reason?'

"Gratitude," she said. "This voyage has done well for me, sus-Khalgath-the Diamond outweighs
Rain-on-Dark-Water inyour brother's eyes, and | have achance a anew ship in thefighting fleet he's
building. Lord Natelth is a determined man; hell have peace again in the homeworldsif hehasto rule
them himsdlf to do it, and a captain who throwsin with him now canrisshighand go far.”

"We-the Circle-didn't do any of thisfor the sake of your advancement, Captain. Or for the sake
of the sus-Peledaen.” He sighed. "We wanted to restore the galaxy.... and now it seemsthat everything
we've done since we started has only broken it further into pieces.”

"All you Mages think too much," sus-Mevyan said. She stood up again and moved toward the
door. "I'll leave you now, sus-Khagath... degp well.”

She padded out of the room, and her footsteps diminished into silence.

Arekhon waited for several minutes until he was certain that the upstairs was quiet once again.
Then he got out of bed and dressed himsdlf in the Circle robes he had worn earlier-the dark folds would
blend into the shadows, which was an unanticipated advantage-and stepped out into the hall.

Moving quietly, he made hisway to the second-best guest bedroom. sus-Mevyan might still be
awake, but she would not be expecting him to come this way-the Captain had glimpsed his growing
dienation, earlier that evening, but he didn't think even she understood how far it had dready gone. The
door to the second-best room was locked from the outside, but the lock answered to his hand without
complaint; he wasaMage, after dl, and amember of the family.

The door swung open without sound, as he knew it would. Isayanawould never alow squeaky
hingesin amechanism under her control. Inside the room, Karil stood at the window overlooking the
back garden. Arekhon saw at a glance that she was il fully dressed, and that the bed had not been dept
in.

"Y ou could probably get out that way if you wanted to," he said, in alow voice that wouldn't
carry outside the room. "The back wal isn't too high to climb. But you'd do better coming with me
ingtead.”

Karil didn't turn around. "Why would going with you be any better?!

"Because | won't imprison you and force you to speak against your own people-asyou're afraid
that my brother will."

She turned, then, and looked at him. Her eyes were pale in the shaft of moonlight comingin
through the window. "Y ou know him. Would he?'

"If you'd asked me before | crossed the interstellar gap, | would have said no. But everything has
changed sincethen.”

"Where are you going?'

"Away from Hanilat. To aplace where my brother doesn't have any authority. I'll think about
what to do next when we get there." He paused. "Are you coming?'

"y es"



"Good. Let'sgo.”

After dinner was over at Mestra Adina's, Garrod returned to his chamber and once again began
caculating the days and years.

He understood now that for him, there would be no return to the homeworlds-at |east, not while
he still had the mind to know it-and he didn't dare try walking through the V oid again, not when each
attempt brought him to aworse position than he had started from. If he wanted to continue hiswork he
would haveto do it from here.

If he wanted to continue.

For amoment, Sitting at his desk amid hislogs and printouts and pages of scratched-out
numbers, Garrod felt the future's madness dready pressing against the edges of hismind. He didn't know
any longer what he should want-the survival of the homeworlds, the reunification of the gdaxy, or just a
peaceful existence for himsdlf in this place to which the tangled eiran had apparently bound him.

But there would be no peace. He knew too much of the future already to hope for that. Entibor
was bound to awhed of political rivalry and civil war, and there was no one on the planet who cared to
work the eiran onitsbehalf.

He laughed aoud, a sound that shocked him with its bitterness. How should he expect the people
of Entibor to work the eiran when they had been cast into darkness by the stroke of the Sundering? The
people of thisworld had departed so far from atrue understanding of the universe that a man like Master
Drey of the Cazde Guildhouse-whom Garrod had come to respect, and with whom he had
corresponded on aregular basis ever since they had first met-could deny that the eiran even existed.

And Drey at least, thought Garrod, is one who would be able to work the eran if he wanted
to.

Garrod dlowed himsdf amoment of fantasy, |etting hisimagination picture an Entibor nourished
and protected by its Circles, growing into aworld pre-eminent on thissde of the interstellar gap, afit dly
and trading partner for Eraas and the homeworlds. Then he sighed and et the vison go. Therewould be
no Circles on Entibor, and no partnership. Thefirst ship from Eraas would find aworld once again
devouring itsdlf ininternecine warfare, and possessing ships and wegpons more powerful than any the
homeworlds knew.

Heforced himsdlf to put aside despair and take account of his resources. He had apatron in
Mestra Adina Therras, and he had the beginnings of anetwork of friendsin the community of savantslike
Hujerie and Master Drey. And he had-even done-the ability to work the eiran for his own benefit. He
had scorned to do so on Eraas, but Eraas was not here.

No one working alone is powerful enough to change the future, Garrod thought. But with
luck, and the help of friends, | can hope to be ready to meet it.

Arekhon led the way down the hdl of the guest wing. There was aback staircasein the
sus-Peledaen town house, ardlic of the long-ago days before aiketen replaced living servants. He had
come and gone that way when he was a boy, to avoid getting stopped and trapped in polite conversation
with Isasfriends or Natelth's business associates, al of whom used the much grander, and carpeted,
stairway in the front. Now-with any luck-he could use the back stairway to avoid meeting the armed man
in sus-Peledaen livery who had admitted them that afternoon.

The door to the back stairs was made of the same papered-over wooden panels asthe rest of
the hall. He found the latch quickly, working by fedl, and swung the door open.

Still no cresks. .. good. Beckoning Karil to follow him, he stepped into the darkness and shut the
door.

"Can't you makealight?' Karil's voice whispered.

"I don't want to draw anyone's attention. Count the steps instead-there's twel ve between this
floor and the second-five and seven with alanding in between them-and the same between the second
andthefirg."

He heard her mumbling under her breath al the way to the first floor, where the stairs opened



into the kitchen. He stepped out of the stairwell and into the kitchen proper-and froze when a crimson
light blinked at him from the darkness.

"Lord Arekhon," it said. "Are you not degping well?'

He relaxed and suppressed an urge to laugh. 1t was only another of the household aiketen, going
about itsrounds.

"| wasrestless," hesaid. "So | came down to the kitchen, like | used to do in the old days."

The aiketh blinked again, four times on adow count, communing with itslinks and records.

"The house-mind remembers” it said. "Will you need anything?"

"No, thank you," he said, and the aiketh drifted off toward the downgtairsfront. As soon asit
was gone, he gestured Karil to come forward out of the stairwell.

"The ddivery entranceisthisway," he said.

Arekhon led the way across the kitchen to the rear entry. The door to the outside was locked,
and as soon as he touched it he knew that opening it would trigger an darm aswell. Isa'swork, of
course; hissister would never have let an outsider touch the house-mind.

Sheld never thought to make her systems proof againgt him, either. He could see the luck of the
house whereit touched the lock and the dlarm, like asilvery network threaded through with hissster's
unmistakable presence. It was the work of scarcely amoment to tug at the lines gently and pull them into
anew pattern, one that would let him pass and bid the larm be silent.

He opened the door.

The motion of the door swinging open must have aerted the guard at the rear entrance. The
lurking figure came up out of the shadows between the trash bins before Arekhon could get his staff into
hishand.

"High time you showed up,” said lulan Vai. "l was about to go in after you."

XLII: Year 1150 E. R.
Eraas: Hanilat Starport

Ty and Narin were waiting with a tented groundcar at the Five Street transit hub. They'd parked
the car in the shadows at the far end of the lot from the kiosk-Ty, lounging at the steering yoke with his
hair combed forward over his ears, looked like a Port Street native ready for ajoyride. Narin wasonly a
dark figure in the obscurity of the back seat. She swung open the rear door as Arekhon approached.

"We thought you might be needing us," she said. ""So we summoned oursaves. The car wasVai's
idea, though."

Arekhon gestured at Karil to take the seat beside Narin. Once the Entiboran was safely within,
he turned back to Va with one hand till on the top of the open door and said, "They'll be ableto trace
you through the account dips.”

Va shrugged. "Renting agroundcar's not illegd. | didn't use my real namewhen | signed for it
ayway."

"Y our real name's going to be on the account when they cross-check it.”

She chuckled, asurprisingly warm sound in the shadowy parking lot. "No, it isn't. And | didn't
put down Demaizen for the drop-off point, either. Y ou were planning on going to Demaizen, weren't
you?"

"Where else?" Arekhon said. The slent, stealthy escape from the town house had left him fegling
fretful and pettish, with other, darker fedings waiting beyond that to have their turn with him. "There's
nothing left for mein Hanilat, and even lessthan nothing in the fleet. I'm out of options.”

"Y ou could wak the Void, like Garrod-" Narin cut in.

"If I did, I'd have to leave the rest of you behind. And we've had more than enough of that
aready."

"Then you need aship.”
"Natelth gave me one ship. | don't think he's likely to give me another."
"Therésachancethat | canfind aship for you," Va said. Her expression, in the light of the



groundcar's reading lamps, was thoughtful. "But it may take awhile. I'll join you at Demaizen as soon as|
have news."

Natelth went to bed after dinner feding considerably more pleased with the universe than when
he'd gotten up that morning. 'Rekhe's venture beyond the Edge might not have charted any useful trade
routes-in these uncertain times the distances were too far for profit, and the fuel requirements were too
high-but the ship Octagon Diamond was a prize beyond dl estimation. Natelth had read the reports sent
back on sus-Mevyan's message-drones, that told of the Diamond's, powerful engines and her complex
inorganic ship-mind, her delicate sensor array and heavy, crushing guns. She was more advanced, in
many ways, than the ships of the sus-Peledaen; but not so advanced that the orbital yards couldn't copy
her.

He hadn't yet thanked his brother properly, Natelth reflected as he drifted off into deep. Because
'Rekhe had done well by the family, even if held had to leave their atarsin order to do it-with awhole
fleet of warshipslikethe Diamond, aman could restore order to the homeworlds, then go on to deal
from aposition of strength with the strange, rich planets across the gap. He was dreaming of starsfalling
on the lawn of the back garden like blossoms after awindstorm-an oddly cheerful dream, considering the
image-when the household's primary aiketh awakened him.

"Lord Natelth." The synthesized voice held adistinct note of urgency.

Thefield of drifted stars vanished into the mists of dream. Natelth groaned and pushed himsdf up
onto one elbow. "What isit?"

"Thereisasgtuation that requires your input.”

"BExplan.”

Thered light ingdethe aiketh's plastic shell blinked on, then off again. " The house-mind on the
orbital station reports that the members of the Demaizen Circle who remained aboard Octagon
Diamond have effected an unauthorized departure. A check in response of personnd from Octagon
Diamond now in this building brings word from the unit assgned to housekeeping in the guest wing that
the special guest'sroom is now unlocked, and that the room is empty.”

Natelth rose and put on his night-robe. "Show me," he said. "Ingtruct one of the aiketen to fetch
Isayanaaswdll."

Hefollowed the aiketh down the hallway to the guest wing. Outside the windows, the sky was
beginning to turn pinkish-grey. In the faint light, he saw that one of the bedroom doors was standing a
little gjar. He crossed over the threshold and stepped inside.

Asthe aiketh had told him, the room was empty. The pillows and coverlet on the bed were
unwrinkled-asif no one had dept there, or even sat for amoment or two on the edge of the mattress-and
the deep shirt and night-robe lay untouched where the housekeeping unit had placed them. The window
was shut; the guest had left, unmistakably, through the unlocked and open door.

"Search the house and grounds;" Natelth ordered. "' And summon the housekeeping unit. At
once."

The aiketh blinked and flashed. " The housekeeping unit is currently in trandt to this point. Lady
|sayanacomeswithit."

Natelth waited impatiently for the unit and his sister to arrive. He hoped that Isawasn't going to
be difficult about questioning the household aiketen-she had ingtructed dl of them, and many of the
specidized unitswere of her personad design and assembly. She would shield them from trouble if she
could.

The housekeegping unit and Natelth's Sister came into the room together. Isa had responded to the
summons without bothering to robe hersdlf; she till wore her long nightgown and bed socks, and her hair
hung down over her |eft shoulder in athick, loose braid. The housekeeping aiketh floated close by her,
and her right hand rested-pr otectively? Natelth wondered, or proprietorially?-on the top of the unit's
domed plagtic shell.

She took in the empty room and the unused bed, then looked down at the aiketh beside her.
"Thisunit tellsmethat our specid guest ismissing.”



"Gone out through an open door,” Natelth said. "Which should have been locked."

Isashook her head. "It was |ocked when our guest retired. | instructed the house-mind myself."”

The primary aiketh blinked crimson. "Unitsinvolved in active searching report that the specid
guest is not inside the house or the back garden, and the house-mind reports that no one has effected
egresssinceit seded off the house for the night. One of the housekeeping units'-it paused, and the aiketh
hovering next to I sayanaflickered rapidly in response to the acknowledgment-"now reportsthat Lord
Arekhon's room islikewise empty. The house-mind corrdates with an entry in the housekeeping
night-log, that Lord Arekhon was active in the kitchen area at the second hour.”

Natelth looked at 1sa sharply. " Could 'Rekhe have opened this door?”

"We never took him off theligt," Isasad. "But why would he-?"

"The reason doesn't matter," Natelth said. He felt the beginnings of a deep, cold anger stirring
insde his chest. "What about the main doors front and back? Those were newly ingtructed since
Rain-on-Dark-Water |eft for the Edge. Could Arekhon have opened ether one of them without setting
off thedarms?'

Isapulled on her braid, frowning thoughtfully. "I'd bet good money againgt anybody esein
Hanilat being ableto doiit... but not against 'Rekhe. He's aclever one; he knows how | think better than
amost anyone else on Eraas; and hésaMage. What | don't understand iswhy he took our guest along
withhim."

"I sugpect that he felt some kind of obligation,” said Captain sus-Mevyan's voice from the open
door. The Diamond's Captain was an early riser, and aready had on her fleet livery. She glanced about
the empty room. "But asyou said yourself, hesaMage. They don't think like therest of us."

"It makes no difference,” said Natdlth. The anger was fully roused now, and running through his
veinslikeanicy current. "He'sleft us, and taken a val uable resource with him. The stuation will haveto
be... dedt with... before he does anything to make it worse."

Va didn't take long to get from Five Street to the avenue where the sus-Radal townhouse stood.
Oncethere, shewaited for sometimein the shadows of an adjoining building, as she had waited earlier
outside the sus-Peledaen delivery entrance, to make certain that she had arrived unobserved.

Things had changed with the sus-Radal since her last vigit. She marked awatcher-whose, she
couldn't tell-keeping tabs from across the street. The rear entrance had its watcher also, but aless
observant one; and the palmscan lock on the door still answered to the touch of Vai's hand.

The moon wasrising as she dipped into the quiet house. Sheld dways preferred the night hours
for her dealingswith Theledau sus-Radal, when she could find him donein his own place, under the
watchful eye of the moon. The room at the top of the house was unlocked, as usud. The other members
of Thd's household were Hanilat-bred, but he'd always | eft the moonroom open in case anyone should
fed drawn into a proper reverence.

Va didn't fed any reverence to speak of, but she did fed gratitude that her former employer
hadn't abandoned hisideas completely. She seated hersalf on one of the side-benches set against the
wall and waited again, thistime until Theledau himsdf arrived.

He cameinto the room and made a brief obeisance to the moon, visbleinitsfirst quarter just
bel ow the gpex of the crystal dome. Like everything ese Va had encountered since the Diamond's
return, Thel had changed: Even by the palelight of the quarter moon she could see that hisblack hair had
wide streaks of grey, and his face was marked by deep new lines of care and worry. He noticed her
amogt at once, however, and his abstracted expression changed to one of genuine delight.

"SyrVa," hesad. "I'd heard that sus-Peledaen’s ship was home at last, but | hadn't expected to
see you down from orbit quite so soon.”

"l took leave," shesaid. "Very informally.”

Thel nodded. "Areyou planning on going back?'

"l don't think s0."

"Ah. The question then is, what news do you have for me?"

"Y ou read my reports,” Va began. "Off of the sus-Peledaen message-drones.”



"Y es. Excellent materid. The sus-Peledaen have been incorporating the new technologiesinto
their shipsfor some months dready-"

"Wenoticed,” said Vai. "Someone shot a uson our way in."

"Natelth sus-Khagath isn't atrusting man, and his captains follow hislead. But our ships, a least,
knew what to expect-thanks to you. The fleet-family owesyou a debt, lulan.”

"And | havearequest,” Va said a once. "So we're well matched.”

The opening had been ddliberate, she was sure. Theledau wasn't stupid enough to bind himsdlf to
adebt by accident, and he had to suspect that she'd come to ask afavor-news aone would have arrived
through other channels. Va felt amoment of rdlief. She hadn't liked the idea of trying to wheedle Thel out
of aship, no matter how much 'Rekhe and the Circle might need one, but the delicate weighing of favors
and obligations was another matter, and she was used to that.

"What isit that you need?' said Thel. "If it'swithin my power-and within reason, of course-then
itsyours.

"I need aship,” Va said. "Void-capable, long-range, smal crew. Surface-to-orhit, if you can.”

Thel regarded her thoughtfully. "A ship iswithin my power, certainly. But within reason?
Convince me, Syr Va."

"I won't mention the message-drones,” she said; "you know about those already. But the
sus-Peledaen dso have the vessal Octagon Diamond-afully-functioning source of moretechnical
information than could possibly have been encoded into a drone-and they have an honored guest from
the Diamond's homeworld to assist them in learning their way around.”

She paused, and alowed hersdlf to smile. "Or at least they used to have one. She'swith the
Demaizen Circle now, and the Circle intends to keep her. Isthat newsworth a ship, do you think?"

"It might be," Thel conceded. "But if you've stolen something that Natelth sus-K hal gath thought
was his, aship may not be enough to save you. Not an ordinary ship, a any rate.”

Va sudied Thel's expression carefully. She knew a counter-offer when she heard one coming,
and she wondered what this one would be. At least she could be sure that Thel was bargaining with her
in good faith; hewouldn't insult the moon overhead by doing otherwise.

"Y ou've got an extraordinary ship?"

"A prototype," he said. "Incorporating the material from your drone reports. We didn't waste
time upgrading older vessdls... leave that to the sus-Peledaen! ... we made afull-size working model
instead. Armed and armored, with arange that should take you from Eraas to-what was the name of the
Diamond's planet again-?"

"Entibor."

"Eraas to Entibor without needing to stedl another ship at the far end. And if you've crossed
Natelth sus-Khalgath, Entibor's barely far enough from the homeworldsto be safe.”

XLIV :Year 1150 E. R.
Eraes: Demaizen Old Hall
Hanilat Starport sus-Rada Experimenta Shipbuilding Facility

The drive from Hanilat to Demaizen was along one. Arekhon sat moodily watching the road
ahead unroll in thelight of the groundcar's driving beams. The other passengers were equaly slent. After
awhile, the Hanilat suburbsfell away behind them, and they turned onto the Long Ridge Highway
heading north and west toward Demaizen.

Arekhon roused himself enough to ask, "Did you cal ahead to let them know we were coming?”

"Now that,” Ty said, "somebody would have been ableto trace. Sorry."

"It'sdl right," Arekhon said, and went back to watching the road. Eventudly-it was late, and the
afternoon and evening spent in his family's house had been emotionally wearing-he fell adeep.

When he woke, the sky was pearly-grey and the eastern horizon was aline of golden light. Ty
had made good time; they'd passed over the Long Ridge and into the rolling fields of grain interspersed
with open pasture land that marked the Wide Hills district. Arekhon felt his bleak mood lightening.



More than the fleet or Hanilat, Demaizen was home, and nhow he wasreturning to it.

"About another hdf hour," he said. "They'll be sarting breskfast soon."

Now the familiar landmarks were coming into view: Thelong rise of land steadily climbing, the
curve of highway around the shoulder of the dope, the stone gate that marked the turn-off onto the
private road.

Karil, in the back seat of the groundcar, spoke for the first time since leaving the housein
Hanilat-the words were Eraasian, S0 he knew she meant them to be understood by everyone. "Is pretty
here, in the not-city."

"'Countryside,’ " hesaid. "Yes"

Theroad grew steeper. Engine-growling, the groundcar took the sharp curve into the stone cut,
and shifted into alower gear for the final ascent,

"They'velet the homefieldsgo wild," Narin observed, looking out at the tall grass waving above
thewalls of the cut. "Garrod would have words to say about that, if he knew."

Then they emerged from the cut to see Demaizen Old Hall on the crest of the hill, backlit by the
rising sun, and shock closed Arekhon's throat so that he couldn't answer.

The Hall was aburnt-out shell: I1ts stone walls were black with carbon, and its distinctive
many-chimneyed roofline had fallen away into rubble. Weeds grew insde the hollow interior, and light
shone through the empty spacesthat had once held windows. Outside on the drive stood arow of meta
hulks, blackened but with streaks of rust running down the Sides.

Ty braked the groundcar to a sudden stop. His hands on the yoke and gearshift moved into
position for the sharp, three-cornered turn that would send the vehicle speeding back theway it had
come.

"No," said Arekhon. His mouth was dry, and the word came in a hoarse whisper. "Keep going."

"Whatever you say."

Ty put the groundcar back into motion. The grave drive crunched under itswheels as he took it
dowly past the row of burnt-out armored vehicles. He gave the hulks as wide a berth as possible-though
it was obvious, as he drove past, that they had been long deserted.

The flamesthat had devoured the Old Hall had scarcely touched the outbuildings. The garage il
had aroof and most of its exterior walls, athough the door had been ripped open and left hanging from
its hinges. Ty backed the rented groundcar inside and cut the engine.

"Now what?' he said.

Arekhon unstrapped his safety webbing and got out. "Now we go see what happened.”

Natdth |eft the guest wing while Isayanawas sill quizzing the house-mind, through the aiketen,
about the breach in her security ingtructions. "I'll take breskfast in my study,” hetold her as he departed.

Such achange in the morning routine-combined with the need to provide hospitality for Captain
sus-Mevyan, who as the Captain of Octagon Diamond wasin truth and not merely in circumlocution an
honored guest-would keep I1sa busy for at least an hour. He needed the time. If Isafound out what he
intended to do, she would try to stop him, and she might succeed. He needed | sayana, both for her
management of the household and for her skill in the complex work of ingtructing the aiketen and
ship-minds of the sus-Peledaen fleet. And Isa's fondness for their younger brother exceeded al reason.

Onceit'sdone | can blame it on somebody else, Natdth told himsdlf. Still in his belted
night-robe, he strodeinto his study and locked the door behind him. The sus-Radal, maybe, or the
sus-Dariv. Isa may not believe it, but she'll know better than to ask for the truth.

At hisdesk, he picked up the voice-comm handset and pressed the numbers for a certain code
sequence, one of a handful that he trusted only to his own memory. Friends-such few ashe dared to
have-and family could be reached by codes kept in the house-mind's archives, and the desk itself would
remember the codes of hisbusiness associates. A determined investigator, such as Isayana, could
persuade the house-mind or the desktop to give up its secrets; but Natelth himsalf was not such easy

game.
The signd at the other end of the line stopped abruptly, and a deep-heavy voice grumbled,



"What do you want?"

Natelth spoke a code phrase-another item he hadn't entrusted to the household quasi-organics.

The voice on the other end of the line changed, as though the speaker had been jerked into
complete wakefulness. "We're standing by, my lord. Do you have specific ingtructions?”

"Yes" Natelth said. "1 want you to assemble your personnd and go at once to Demaizen Old
Hal inthe WideHills Digtrict.”

"Yes, my lord." The voice paused. "Y ou do know that the Old Hall, um, burned down last year
inatragic accident?'

"I'm quite aware of that. Nevertheless, | want you to go there.”

The Demaizen Circle had been 'Rekhe's other home; if he had |eft the family and the flegt, there
was no more likely place for him to go. And where he went, his Mages would follow. Natelth pulled
open his desk's central drawer and extracted severd pictures, which he fed one at atimeto the desk’s
scanner.

"You arereceiving imagesfor al people currently a the Hall except one; she does not have an
image on file. Sheisaso an honored guest of the sus-Peledaen, and whatever happens she must cometo
no harm. In fact, you could look upon your job as arescue mission-she doesn't speak our language well,
and I'm afraid that her present company might midead her, or work to cause her someinjury.”

"Don't touch anyone we haven't got apicturefor,” the voice said. "Got it. And bring the extra
back with us"

"Cruddy put," Natelth said, "but there you have it. One other thing-"

"Yes my lord?’

"Extreme measures may not prove necessary. Don't act until you hear the confirmation signd.”

"Yes my lord."

"Enough for now-I'm delaying you. | look forward to hearing your report.”

He clicked off the transmission. After amoment he pressed another code-sequence.

"Thisis sus-Khagath sus-Peledaen,” he said, as soon asthe signd ended. "I need to speak with
your Firg."

The sus-Radd's prototype Ship had been built in secret, but the vessdl's surface-to-orbit design
meant that the work could be carried out on-planet rather than in one of the orbital yards. The yards
were rife with bribery and espionage-as Va knew from experience-and they leaked information like
water out of abasket. Theledau had opted for asimpler, old-fashioned method of securing the
fleet-family's new congtruction: He had built his shipyard and factory complex on anidand in one of the
remote far northern lakes.

Va madethejourney by flyer from Hanilat, leaving the city not long after dawn. By late afternoon
she had crossed the mountain barrier between the fertile upland plains and the deep subarctic forest. The
land below her was mapped, but mostly from orbita observation; the tribal peopleswho lived there were
said to make the fishers of Veredde look progressive, and the practices of their Mage-Circles were not
those of the modern world.

Shereached the idand near the close of day. From the air, the factory complex looked like an
ordinary shipyard for building and repairing small surface-to-orbit craft, like the shuttles that moved cargo
to and from the lumbering, space-bound transports. Va gave The-or the advisor who had persuaded
him-full credit for aclever idea. Every fleet-family built shuttles. If Theledau syn-Grevi sus-Radd choseto
build hison adesolate idand in the back of beyond... well, he was amoon-worshiping northerner
himself, and nobody would be surprised to see him taking care of his home-people now and again.

The codes that Theledau had supplied alowed her to land the flyer at the edge of the shipyard's
main field, and brought afamily representative hurrying out to meet her. He wore aquilted jacket in spite
of the summer season; Va, who had |eft subtropica Hanilat dressed for the westher there, wasrdlieved
when hisfirg action wasto present her with asimilar jacket of her own.

"Vigtorsfrom down below dways need something warmer," he explained, asthey madetheir
way across the open, windswept field toward a collection of low wooden buildings. "It's even worsein



the wintertime, believe me. Y ou said you have papers from Theledau syn-Grevi?!

"That'sright,” Va said. They entered the nearest of the wooden buildings, which turned out to be
acondruction office full of bulky office-minds and drafting-aiketen, with plans and printouts pinned to
the walls and spread out on the tables. She pulled Theledau's note to the shipyard from her tunic pocket.
"He sendsyou this, over hissignature and sedl, and says-this part isn't in writing-not to worry, shelll have
afleet of Sstersbefore you're done.”

The representative looked over the papers, and looked at Vai. " So you're the one who's going to
take the Daughter away." He handed the note back to her. ™Y ou're acting as your own pilot, it says
here. Y ou might want to reconsider that part-thisisn't an aimaospheric flyer were talking about.”

"Theinformation | have saysthe Daughter answers to the same basic orbit-to-atmosphere
commands as afleet-family shuttle” Va said. "And I'm qualified to pilot one of those."

"Thisisal for some scheme of Lord Theledau'sthat I'm never going to hear the whole story
about, isn't it?" The representative shook hishead glumly. "Oh, well. Working up here, we never hear
anything anyhow."

"And nobody hears anything about you," Va said. "Which isthe whole point. At least now you
know that the family appreciates what you're doing and hasfaith in your work."

"Weliveto serve," said the representative. "How soon do you need the Daughter to be ready?”

"The sooner the better," said Va. "Right now would beided."

"Natelth had to have known about this," Arekhon said, when they had completed acircuit of the
outer walls and found nothing but charred timbers and blackened stone. "No matter who did it, Natelth
would have found out afterward. But he never spoke aword of it to me."

Ty said, "Maybe he was afraid that if he did, you'd ask him why helet it happen.”

"He wanted to keep you in Hanilat," Narin said. Her square, brown face showed no emotion,
neither shock nor grief nor anything else. " And he knew that once you heard about Demaizen, you would
be gone.”

"So what became of Garrod?' said Ty. "The Garrod we left behind, | mean? Is he gone too?”’

Arekhon drew a deep breath. "Well haveto go insde and look."

He went up the stone steps of the Old Hall and entered through the gap where the great front
doors had hung. One of them till stood partway gar; the other lay face-up on the ground inside theruin.
The hdl'sinterior was mostly level, with partly-burned beams protruding from the surface. The grand
staircase had been made of stone, and aportion of it still led upward, giving access a second floor that no
longer existed.

They found calcined boneslying throughout the wreckage, but none that they could identify until
they cameto the areathat had once been the kitchen. There, among the many, they recognized Delath's
remains by the nearby silver grip and end-cap of his staff. Another skeleton, much smaller, dso had the
fittings of agtaff lying amid the jumbled bones.

Narin went down on one knee to touch afinger to the charred wood. " Serazao.”

"Thers dill one gtaff missing,” Arekhon said.

Ty nodded. "Kief's. | wonder why."

" Sometimes things happen and you never know the reason,” Narin told him. "That's how life
works."

"Not for us," said Arekhon. The coldness that had been with him since coming to Eraas was
back, changed now into a bleak resolve. "We're Mages. We can learn the reason.”

Karil asked, "How?'

"Comewith me" hesad.

He led the way through the ruin to the open, fire-blackened space that had once been the
meditation chamber. Without needing to be told further, the other Magesjoined himto form acircle,
knedling on the burned-over ground with their Saveslying before them.

Karil hung back-something in her, Arekhon suspected, till thought that Magery was an unnatura
act. He beckoned for the Entiboran to come closer.



"Keep watch," hesaid. "If anyone comes, let me know."

She nodded and moved away toward the entrance to the Hall. Arekhon watched her go, then
turned back to his Circle.

"Now," hesaid, and alowed himsdf to dip away from the materia present to the place where
the eiran themsalves had weight and form...

... it wasthe place of broken stone, again and always asit had been since the start of Garrod's
working.

Helooked for the eiran, and found them at |ast, high above him and out of hisreach, dl torn, the
broken ends snapping one way and another asif ahard wind blew them. Through the gapsin the
shattered weaving he could see the starsin anight sky. As he watched, the eiran turned from silver to
blood-red.

"Who did this?" he shouted into the sllence. "Who?"

No answer came. Instead the stars began to fall, rushing down out of the sky, straight toward
him. Then he redlized that the stars were not faling-that instead he was moving toward them at titanic
speed. They zoomed past him on every side like streaks of light. He passed through the ragged network
of the eiran and out into the Void.

He stood on agrey hillsde surrounded by fog, his saff blazing in his hand. He looked behind
him, and saw awoman bundled in white wool, her face obscured by the folds of cloth.

"Y ou promised to come back," the woman said. She spoke with Elagli's voice, and the hand that
reached out to him and touched his shoulder was Eladli's o, though it was cold. "Y ou have to crossthe
gap, if you want to mend what was broken."

XLV :Year 1150 E. R.
Erasd: Demaizen Old Hall

The hand on Arekhon's shoulder grasped more tightly, and shook him hard. He opened his eyes
and saw that night had fallen over the ruins of the Old Hall, and that the hand on his shoulder belonged to
Karil.

"Someone's coming,” she hissed in hisear. "Wake up. Y ou asked me to wake you if anyone
came. Wake up."

Hetook his taff and rose from hisknees. "Thank you. Y ou did right.”

"What about the others? Should | wake them up too?!

"Yes. But quietly, and tell them to tay back." Heleft Karil struggling to rouse Narin from adeep
meditative trance, and went out to the broken doors of the Hall. There he saw that the Entiboran woman
had spoken the truth. A man was coming on foot up the long drive, his progress marked by the red glow
of the &ff in his hand. The man's posture and gait were familiar: Even before he drew near enough for
thelight to illuminate hisfeatures, Arekhon recognized the lanky, gangling frame of Kiefen Diasul.

| wanted to know why Kief wasn't dead like all the others, Arekhon thought. And it looks
like he's come here himself to tell me.

Kief passed by the line of empty, burnt-out vehicles and climbed the steps to the doorway.
Arekhon moved forward to meet him, and the two men embraced.

" 'Rekhe," Kief said. "Y ou were gonefor too long-1 believed that the Rain waslog."

"The distance across the interstellar gap was greater than we expected,” Arekhon said. He
gestured toward the empty walls. "What happened here?"

"Treachery," Kief said. His voice was harsh, and heavy with old anger. Arekhon saw the lines of
it marking hisfacein thered light from his saff. " There's more than enough of it to go around in these
degraded times."

"What became of Garrod?'

"Dead, likethe others.”

"Y ou spoke of treachery,” Arekhon said. The memory of Natelth's sllence was painful in his
mind, and the thought of Kief's saff, absent from the burning. Don't say it was your word that



betrayed them, or his money that paid... "Whose?'

Kief laughed, abitter choking noise that was more likeasob. "Mine" hesaid, "though | didn't
know it until too late. He used me-"

"Nateth?'

"No," said Kief. Hisvoice was still ragged. "It wasn't your brother who asked the Mages for
luck, and it wasn't your brother who twisted the luck he got until it snapped and took the Circlewithit. It
wasmine"

Rdief surged through Arekhon; he felt ashamed of it, in the face of Kief'spain and regret. "The
guilt isyour brother's, then, and not yours.”

"His-and | broke himfor it, 'Rekhe, when | knew! | took back al theluck | had ever given him,
and dl the luck he had, and the luck of all the eiran he had ever touched... in my anger | took
everything. And thereés no way to giveit back."

He spoke truth. In the darkness of the ruined Hall, Arekhon saw the webs and skeins of the
eiran wrapped around Kief's entire body like chains-more luck than one man could spend in adozen
lifetimes, and dl of it stained with blood. His heart ached for Kief, trapped in the eiran's knots and coils.

"Our Circleissmdler than it was," Arekhon said, "but it isn't broken. We can take your brother's
luck and useit to finish the working."

"No." Kief'sfeatures were set and implacable. " Garrod's working was adisaster from the
beginning, and | won't waste luck on repairing it. | have another Circle now. Cometo usasFirs, if you
like-but Demaizen isdead.”

"Demaizen lives, and so does Garrod'sworking." Arekhon thought of the Circle's eiran ashe
had seen them in his meditation, Stretching away and out of sight amid the stars. You have to cross the
gap, the woman had told him, if you want to mend what was broken. "I can't join your Circle-not even
asFirgt. Therésno placeleft for mein the homeworlds.”

"I know you, 'Rekhe. Y ou think you can finish aworking that killed the greatest Magelord of
both our lifetimes. Y ou'll betray your blood and your ancestors for the sake of your own pride."

"l don't think either one of usis going to convince the other,” Arekhon said. Hefdt an
overwheming rush of sadness and futility. "We should part friendswhilewe ill can.”

"You'reright on that, at least. Good-bye, 'Rekhe.”

They embraced again on the steps of the broken Hall. Then Kief let go and moved back. At the
foot of the steps he dodged to the right and flattened himsdlf to the ground.

At that moment atwinkle of lights sparkled among the overgrown hedges two hundred yards
away. Arekhon felt aburning painin hisside. Hefdl backward, hisknees no longer supporting him, and
collapsed across the threshold. A hand, wet and dark with blood, swam into hisview, and heredized it
was his-his hand, hisblood.

A rushing sound filled his ears, and even above the intense pain he ft the floating sensation that
meant his body was going into shock. | can't die here, he thought as the rushing sound grew louder and
hisvison darkened. | have to cross the gap and finish the working.

At the edges of his clouded sight, the eiran started to glow.

Narin stood on the cliff above the harbor at Amisket. For al her years of absence, she hadn't
fully understood how much sheld missed the V eredden fishing port until she returned there at last in her
mind'sinterior world. Always, with Demaizen, she had used traditiona imagery of ordered parksand
gardens, drawn from the common training of all Mages, or-for her private intentions-images of water and
the open sea. But never ared place until now, when her quest for understanding brought her home to the
town for which she had saved the fishing fleet, and broken her Circledoing it.

She stood on the windswept headland, looking down at the harbor and wondering what her
mind-or the universe-wastrying to tell her, until ahand on her shoulder brought her abruptly out of her
meditative trance. The woman Karil'svoice hissed in her ear.

"Wake! One comes-Arekhon saysto wake!"

Narin opened her eyes and saw that the daylight had come and gone since she began her



meditation. The grey of early morning had left the Sky, and the ruins of the Hall were wrapped in the full
darkness of another night. Karil had moved on, and was busy rousing Ty; Narin left her to it and stood
up, her staff in her hand.

Moving as quietly as she could, she reached the shadows behind the broken doorsjust intimeto
see Kief Diasul bid Arekhon farewell and then step away. An instant later, weapons fire opened up in
flashes of light from the shelter of the overgrown hedges, and Arekhon fell backward across the threshold
of the Hall.

There was no time for thought. Narin threw hersalf forward to grab Arekhon by his shoulders
and pull him away from the door, diding hislimp body across the ash and rubble. A moment later Ty and
Karil arrived, crawling on their elbows and knees. Karil took onelook at Arekhon and began tearing
away his clothing to expose the dark, ugly wounds where the projectiles had struck. She drew ahissing
breath inward between her teeth.

"Isbad." Asshe spoke, the Entiboran woman pulled off the flegt-livery tunic shed worn since
leaving the Diamond and rolled the fabric into abulky pad. She pressed the makeshift dressing against
the wound in Arekhon's side. "Help me please here yes?'

"Yes," Narin said. With her knife-the same one she's used to cut the crimson trim from Karil's
livery only the day before-she began dashing at the sturdy fabric of Arekhon'sformal robes, first awide
band of cloth to make a second pad for his chest, then narrower stripsto tie both of the padsinto place.
"Y ou were here when it started. What happened with Kief, and who are those other people?”

Karil wiped her bloodstained hands on the trousers of her fleet-livery and shrugged. "They talk,"
she said. "Whatever they want, he says no. Stupid. Dead soon now, bleeding like that."

"Maybe| should try talking with them thistime," Narin said. She felt responsibility for the Circle
settling onto her shoulders like aheavy weight. "Now that 'Rekhe's wounded-"

"I don't think they're interested in conversation,” Ty said. He had crawled forward to peer out
around the edge of the doorjamb. His voice was higher than usud, but at the same time curioudy flat.
He'd sounded the same way, Narin suddenly remembered, after the fighting when the Rain captured
Forty-two. "l see at least adozen of them out there."

"Toomany," said Karil. "Wedl die soon, not just him."

"Not if we can find shelter for long enough to work undisturbed,” Narin said.

"The basement,” Ty said. "If it survived thefire, therésaway down to the basement behind
what's|eft of the grand staircase. And if the medica aiketen are ill intact-"

"-then 'Rekhe's got achance at living," Narin said, "and we've got aplaceto hide. Let'sgo."

Arekhon stood in the midst of the desolate and rocky place from his meditations, and the eiran
glowed around him like aweb of polished silver. He could see the pattern clearly now, the true pattern of
the great working that Garrod syn-Aigal had barely started, and that had fallen into his own hands. From
one side of the galaxy to the other the working stretched, and from age to age, and its beauty was enough
to make him shake with awe.

All thisismineto finish... and I'm not worthy.

Wesakness swept over him, forcing him to hisknees. He braced himsalf with one hand to keep
from collgpsing further; the jagged rocks cut into the flesh of hispam.

Unworthy, he thought again.

Unworthy and dying, thefading of his strength here in the nonmaterial world only animage of his
body's collapse. He wanted to weep, for the glory of the pattern that stretched out overhead, and that
was destined to remain unfinished.

My fault. | didn't have the time.

A voice spoke out of the dark behind him. "Y ou can have thetime, if you want it."

Arekhon tried to turn around to see who had spoken, but felt the speaker's hands on his
shoulders pressing him back down. He moistened hisdry lips. "How?"

"Y ou've seen the pattern of the working. Y our lifeiswovenintoit, and its energy and yours are
one. When the end comes, you will know."



XLVI:Year 1150 E. R.
Eraes: sus-Rada Experimenta Shipbuilding Fecility
Demaizein Old Hall

The sus-Radal prototype ship waited undernesth a closed construction dome, larger than the
domesfor the cargo shuttles but looking no different on the outside. An orbital observer might conclude
from the visud evidence that the sus-Radal were building anew generation of heavier transports-and
lulan Va would have put money on Theledau circulating rumors to that effect-but would have no clueto
what actualy lay under the dome's retractable roof.

"She'sawonder,” Va sad to the family representative. "I hope Theledau makes you outer-family
at least for this. You've earned it.”

Night's-Beautiful-Daughter, to give her the honor of her full name, was a curving wing-shapein
nonreflective black, amost twice the Size of asus-Rada cargo shuttle. Most of that extra volume would
be given over to the double power system that the family's engineers had copied-extrapol ated,
redlly-from the reports Va hersalf had smuggled out on the sus-Peledaen drones. Some of it, though,
would be the ship's guns, more technology stolen from the sus-Peledaen reports. The ship's main hatch
stood open, with a short ramp leading to the floor of the dome.

Vai frowned. " She's going to burn thiswhol e place down when she lifts”

"Not the Daughter," said the representative. "The counter-force unitswill push her clear before
the thrustersfire”

Vai tried to envison a unit strong enough to hold up astarship. "More sus-Peledaen stuff?”

"Qurs, actudly. The reports from Octagon Diamond and Forty-two provided some help when
it came to the implementation, but the basi ¢ research was aready done."

"The things nobody telsme... you're sure the Daughter will answer to shuttle commands?'

The representative nodded. "Aslong as you stick to the basic sequences, the ship-mind will
handle everything e

"Good," said Vai. Shelooked again at the deek black lines of the ship, and squared her
shoulders. "If she's ready as she stands, there's no point in delaying matters any longer. Y ou've been a
great hep to me, and if luck stayswith meI'll spesk well of you in Hanilat."

She went up the ramp to the main lock. The controls there matched the sus-Radal standard. It
took her only afew momentsto close and sedl the hatch behind her. The ship'sinternal layout was Smilar
to that of afleet shuttle; she found the main control room more or less where she expected it to be, and
was pleased to see. that the family's designers had given the Daughter a proper window and not just a
bank of monitor screens,

Va settled hersdlf into the pilot-principal’s chair, strapped down the safety webbing, and hit the
first control in the standard lift sequence.

The ship'smain power plant came on line with amuted roar, followed by alow grumbling sound
that-after afew seconds-she recognized as belonging to the ship's counter-force unit. Thetiny units that
lifted Eraad's mobile aiketen gave off afaint hum that, multiplied severd thousand times, was the same
noise as the one she heard now. Outside the windows, the roof of the construction dome started rolling
back, at the same time as the Daughter began steadily risng.

The edge of the open dome did downward past the windows and out of sight, and the grumbling
noise of the counterforce unit grew louder and more labored. Just asVai thought that the couhterforce
unit could lift the ship no further, the console beeped at her and she pressed the second control in the
basi ¢ sequence. The engines roared, and shefelt hersalf pressed back againsgt the padded chair with a
long steady pressure.

Standard lift procedure for a sus-Peledaen shuttle went to low orbit as soon as possible; Vai was
relieved to see that the Daughter's command sequence did the same. Safe a the end of gravity's tether,
with nothing but the dark of space outside the cockpit windows, she could rest for amoment and
consder where she was going. Hanilat was her first thought, where there was a proper spaceport and



where she had last spoken with 'Rekhe and the Circle.
Then, in memory, she heard herself saying that she would meet them at Demaizen-and knew, as
soon as she remembered it, that the time to do so was now.

Ty helped Narin and Karil move Arekhon's limp body away from the broken doors of the Hall
and over to the alcove behind what remained of the grand staircase. They were amost there when atrio
of explosions sounded behind them-for Ty, the sound brought back a sudden memory of standing
sweaty-pamed in the Rain's muster bay, waiting for Izar to blow the lock.

"What wasthat?' he asked.

Karil said something in her native language-identifying the things that had exploded, he
supposed-and added, "For stunning. They comein soon."

"WEelIl be gone by then,” said Narin. "Here'sthe way down."

The darkness that surrounded them lit up briefly with the glow of her staff. She touched the staff
to the door tucked away behind the staircase, and the dab of charred wood swung in and open. A rush
of moldy-smelling air came out. Narrow meta steps led down into the basement.

Ty glanced back in the direction from which they had half-carried, half-dragged the wounded
Arekhon. The marks of their progress showed plainly wherever the sarlight and the magelight touched.
"They won't have much trouble figuring out where we went."

"Itsal wevegot," Narinsaid. "Let'sgo.”

They went down the gairsinto the basement, supporting '‘Rekhe avkwardly al theway. The
lower reaches of the Hall were cold and dark, and water dripped from a distant place. The sound of the
falling drops echoed loudly in the passage. Ty couldn't rid himsalf of memories of the fighting aboard
Forty-two, and findly gave up the effort.

"You and Karil take him from here" he said. "WEéll befollowed. I'll dow them down until you
canfind the aiketen."

Narin didn't argue with him. He would have found her agreement frightening if he hadn't dready
gone beyond fear, back to the corridors of Forty-two and the smdlls of blood and ionized air. Thetwo
women took over supporting Arekhon's body-Narin at his head, with her gtill-glowing staff tucked
through her bdt, and Karil a his feet-and headed off down the narrow passageway. They turned the first
corner and vanished from sght, leaving Ty by himsdlf in the dark.

He didn't have much time. But he knew the layout of Demaizen Old Hall dmost aswell ashed
known the Port Street Foundling Home. Two long stepstook him into aside-room that the Circle, like
the sus-Demai zen before them, had used for long-term storage of things they didn't need but didn't want
to throw away-old clothes, boxes of books, children's dolls and broken toys. Ty faded back around a
corner, into the shelter of apile of bundled papercopy magazines.

Voices sounded at the top of the stairs, two men having some kind of whispered conference.
Trying to decide who went firgt, Ty guessed. Then came ametdlic clink followed by apair of crashing
explosions. His earsrang, and powder from the celling sifted down like flour on hisface and hair. After a
few more seconds, alight danted down across the darkness outside the open door. Someone was
coming with ahand torch.

Ty couldn't hear the footsteps-he il couldn't hear anything over the loud roaring thet filled his
ears-but the light was getting closer. He reached around the corner, found cloth under hisfingers,
grasped, and pulled.

The attacker had been an excdlent fighter with his projectile weapons and his explosives, but Ty
had trained long and hard a close-in fighting with awooden staff. Without pause-amost without
thinking-Ty struck againgt avulnerable point on the man's neck, then swept the other end of his staff into
the man's nose, crushing the sinuses. The man fell and lay ill.

Ty bent and flicked off the dead man's hand torch-he didn't need it, and therewas no point in
hel ping anyone outside who did. The man's projectile wegpon had falen to thefloor only alittle further
away; dill stooping, Ty picked it up and curled his own hand around the metd grip.

He knew about such weapons from entertainments and the news, though he had never had an



opportunity to use one before. Thefed of the releasing studs under his fingers reminded him of what he
needed to do next. He stepped into the hall, pointed the weapon toward the stairway, and fired until the
device stopped bucking in his grip.

Still holding the empty weapon, he faded back down the dark passage. He shut and locked the
doors behind him whenever he could, hoping to dow down the marauders by that much at least, until he
cameto the portion of the basement that housed the Circleésinfirmary. One glance told him that the
medica gear, with its self-contained power units and stlandby shutdown mode, had survived thefire
intact. Arekhon lay on the main infirmary table, his pale skin bathed in the eerie blue glow of the
low-power lights, while the aiketen worked over him. Narin and Karil stood watching nearby.

"How'shedoing?' Ty asked. Hisears till hurt, and he couldn't tell whether he was speaking too
softly or too loud.

"Garrod didn't believe in buying cheap equipment,” Narin said. "Hell makeit.”

Karil shook her head glumly. "No use mending him... wedl die soon.”

Asif to underscore her words, another explosion rattled the room and knocked down more dust
from the celling, making adim layer of haze in the blue light. On the worktable, Arekhon coughed twice,
afaint dry sound, and tried to Sit up.

"Help me." Hisvoice came out in a papery whisper. "The working isn't finished. We can't sop
until it'sdone.”

The slver cords overlaid the dim infirmary with anetwork of light. Arekhon saw the patternin
them. It was aonly areflection, or ashadow, of the single pattern he had seen in the nonmateria world,
but carrying out the lesser pattern would further the greater.

He pushed himsdlf up into a sitting position-he was surprised at the effort it cost him, even now
that the aiketen had completed their work-and siwung his feet off the table onto the floor. His head spun
as he stood, and the network of silver cords whirled about him.

"We haveto finish theworking," heingsted. "Thereés no other way."

A muffled explosion sounded in the basement outside the infirmary, and the floor vibrated.
Arekhon, till dizzy from standing up, swayed alittle on hisfeet. Narin reached out ahand to steady him.

Ty sad, "Theres only one door left, and then they'll bein here"

"Theroot cdlar,” Narin said. "If they don't know about it, we've got achance.”

The eran flared with dazzling slver as she spoke. Arekhon said, 'Y es.”

They left theinfirmary in agroup, with only the blue work-lights from the room behind them for
illumination on the way. Arekhon leaned on Karil for support-he'd lost agreat deal of blood, he knew,
and most of his strength dong with it. What he had left, he would need for the working.

The Entiboran woman spoke to him under her breath in her native language. "What isthis root
cdlar' that she sayswere going to?!

"A storehouse for keeping vegetables through the winter," Arekhon said in the same tongue.
"From before there was el ectricity at the Hall. Thisisthe back way into it, for when nobody wanted to go
out into bad wesather."

The entrance to the root cellar lay behind a deep closet lined with empty wooden shelves. It had
never been intended as a secret passage, only as a convenience for the domestic gtaff, but if the men
behind them didn't know the Hall'sinterior layout they would be unlikely to guessitsexistencein ahurry.
The entire back of the closet-shelves and dl-pivoted when Narin shoved on it, and they edged through
the opening into astone-lined tunnd.

Ty pushed thewall back into place. They were walking down the narrow tunnd by the light of
Narin'sgaff. Arekhon, il light-headed from hisinjuries and from the medicines the aiketen had pumped
into him, saw the eiran running through the tunnel in cords thick and twisted together like cables made of
dlver wire. The strength of the cable reassured him: They were going in theright direction for thefina
pattern.

Another door, and they were standing in the root cdllar itself, adeep, square chamber cut out of
the earth, full of binsand flat, traylike shelves for storing bulbs and tubers over the winter. A half-dozen



stone steps led up to the heavy wooden cellar door. Narin beckoned to Ty, and the two Mages together
heaved its dead weight open.

The creaking noise sounded enormoudy loud in the silence, but when no explosions or projectile
fire came at them in response, Narin gestured again. The remnants of the Demaizen Circle climbed up the
cdlar steps and out into the open air.

Kief Diasul waswaiting for them in the darkness outside the root cellar, his staff ready in his
hand.

Arekhon heard Narin swear under her bresth in the Veredden dialect. "'l should have known
you'd remember about the root cellar,” she said.

Arekhon moved away from Karil's supporting arm. "Don't worry," hetold Narin. His staff was
gill with him, clipped to ' hisbdlt; he unfastened it and brought it up to guard. The familiar deep violet
glow appeared in answer to hiswill. "It'sal right.”

" 'Rekhe," said Narin, "you'rejust barely back in one piece. Y ou can't-"

"I'm the First of our Circle," Arekhon said. The pattern was coming clear to him again, likea
great and overarching network. "And what we do now is part of the working. Kief-will you match me?”

"l tell you again," Kief said, "it can't be mended. But for the sake of Demaizen”-he brought his
gaff to guard inturn, and itsfaint red glow became asolid bar of vivid crimson light-"well make onelast
attempt. And let it be asthe universe wills"

XLVII : Year 1150 E. R.

Eraes: Night's-Beautiful-Daughter

Demaizen Old Hall

Hanilat Starport sus-Rada Experimenta Shipbuilding Facility

Va brought Night's-Beautiful-Daughter down from low orbit into Eraas's atmosphere.

She knew the surface coordinates for Demaizen Old Hall, both from her first journey to the Hall
in arented flyer and from her later tampering with the local communications system and power grid. Now
she used the Daughter's console keypad to enter the remembered figures. With those, and with the
information from the ship's sensors and internal status boards-and if the prototype ship-mind continued
accepting the sus-Radal shuttle commands-she ought to be able to plot herself abasic course.

So far, the black, winglike ship had handled smoothly, athough Vai hadn't asked the Daughter
to do anything that might fal outside the scope of norma shuttle maneuvers. She knew from her talk with
the family representative that the ship was capable of agreat ded more-but she herself was only anovice
pilot compared to the fleet experts. 'Rekhe needed a spaceship, and she had found him one; it wouldn't
do for her to damage it through ignorance or recklessness on the way to giveit to him.

The ship-mind finished its calculations, and Va entered the commands for the new course. The
Daughter headed into Eraasi's night Side and began along, steady descent.

The sky above remained as dark as before, and the marauders had not yet finished their search
of the unburned basement area, but Arekhon had been fighting with Kief Diasul for what areedy felt like
hours. Exhaustion, adrendine, and the heightened awareness of the working al combined to stretch out
his sense of time until the minutes and seconds were as taut-drawn as the eiran whose silver network
paiterned the night.

He struck; and Kief met the blow with his own staff so that the wood shivered in their hands and
the combined red and violet of their stavesflared up in amany-colored dazzle. Then Kief did inwith a
head blow that would have sent Arekhon reding if he hadn't managed to drag his staff upward intimeto
block. Thistime theimpact sent awave of pain through the newly-repaired tissues of his chest and side.

Pain and blood fed into the working. The glowing staves dripped with light, shedding sparkslike
logsinahoat fire.

Thiswas not like the working with Y uvaen-that one had been fast and bruta, an outpouring of
raw energy strong enough to break down space and time and drag Garrod syn-Aiga home. Thiswas



deliberate and careful, dmost adance, releasing life and energy in precise amounts to draw the pattern
tighter strand by strand.

Arekhon kept in his mind the completed pattern as he had seen it in the nonmaterial world: A
tapestry in silver thread, wide enough to cover the gaaxy from one side to another. The design herewas
rougher, and scarcely a corner of the greater work-

-but every move we make bringsit closer to the true pattern. A fiercejoy burnedin him a
the thought.

"Look around you!" he shouted at Kief, heedless of abarely-turned grazing blow that drew aline
of pain acrossthe muscle of histhigh. "Y ou were wrong-the working can be mended!”

"Yes" Kief stepped back and let his staff hang loosely from his hand. His voice was hoarse and
sad. "But there's not enough time left for usto mend it. They've found you again, 'Rekhe, and thistime
there's no place where you can go for shelter.”

Arekhon cried out in wordless frustration. He could hear the footsteps himsalf now-heavy-footed
ones thundering up the passage into the root cellar, stealthy ones working their way around the sides of
the burned-out building-and he knew that Kief spoke the truth. There was no time left for careful,
mesasured work, only for afina intention: A last desperate giving of dl his energieswhen the projectiles
struck.

And die in the hope that someone will take up the work again, he thought, and readied
himsdlf for theend. Any moment now-

But the eiran refused to fade. Instead they flared till brighter, until he thought that the design of
the true pattern would burn itself permanently into his sight, and a huge roaring sounded in the sky
overheed.

A black shape larger than any three of the Hall's outbuildings came thundering down out of the
night like some great, dark-feathered bird of prey, and hovered above them on acolumn of bright blue
light. It spat afiery beam at the open mouth of the cellar, and more beams into the grass and hedgesto
either sde. Then, with dl the footsteps silenced, it settled gently to the ground and became a black
gpaceship of unfamiliar design, wreathed around with cords and threads and tendrils of luck.

In Hanilat Starport, the noon sun shone in through the bay window of Natelfh's study, adding a
lustrous sheen to the polished wood of the chairs and table, and highlighting the blues and crimsonsin the
carpet. Nateth had been working at his desk, with only brief moments of respite, since the morning of the
day before. The unsettled state of public affairs-and the fleet-family’'s new venturesin shipbuilding and
weapons design-demanded long hours from everyone.

S0, at least, Natelth would have told Isayana, if she had ventured into the study to ask.

Hewas not surprised, in the beginning, when no messages came from the first person with whom
he had spoken over the voice-comm. The journey to what remained of Demaizen Old Hall would have
taken sometime, especidly if his contact had any specidized equipment to deal with. Natelth had made a
point of not inquiring about methods, provided that the desired result was obtained, he waswilling to
leave the detail s to an expert in the business a hand.

As noon came, then evening, then midnight, and no word came, Natdth'stenson increased. He
took lunch and dinner in his study, scarcely tasting the kitchen's excellent sunbuck stew and home-made
bread. The bread had been one of Arekhon'sfavorites, especiadly spread with neiath jam; |sayanahad
instructed the house to make a fresh supply of thejam only two days ago. The kitchen added a small
crock of jam to thetray one of the aiketen brought up in response to his summons, but he sent the crock
back to storage unopened.

He dept that night a hisdesk. If heleft the study and went to his bedroom, he might run into
| sayana a ong the way, and she would ask him what he was doing about 'Rekhe. But the expert whom he
had sent to Demaizen never called, and Kiefen Diasul walked into his study unannounced at noon the
next day.

Natelth wondered what the Mage had done to the aiketen and the house-mind, not to mention
the liveried guard, but he didn't ask. Arekhon could have dipped past dl of them without ruffling ahair,



on hisown head or the guard's, and Kief had trained with the same Magter.

He gestured at Kief to take the empty chair, but the Mage shook his head.

"Theres not much to say. I'll stand.”

"Asyouwill," said Natelth. "Isthe honored guest safely in custody?"

"No." The Magelaughed. "And you can ask about your hired killers as much asyou like-they're
al dead.”

Nateth haf-rose from his chair, the cold anger rising again like theincoming tide. "Y ou did this.
You let them get away."

"No," said Kief again. "l did just what you asked me-offered your brother one more chance, then
gavethesgnd.”

"What happened?’

Kief Diasul smiled. "The Circle didn't chooseto go quietly, and your killersforgot that death only
lends strength to aworking. They died themsd ves when the ship came down out of the sky."

" "The ship came down..." Areyou mad?"

"Not mad,” said Kief. "Just very unlucky. Y our brother is gone, sus-Khalgath... escaped,
vanished, taken e sawhere by the strength of the working, and your honored guest has gone with him.”

Natdth let hisbreath out dowly. "The ship-whose ship?what happened to it? And whereismy
brother now?'

"No names were ever spoken. The ship came, and it went away again. And your brother is... |
don't know. Alive, I'm certain. But along way away."

"Not far enough,” said Natelth. He stood and walked into the center of the room. "House-mind!"

The synthesized voice came over the room's hidden speakers. "Y es, Lord Natelth?!

"Listen and record. The name of Arekhon Khreseio sus-Khagath sus-Peledaen is erased from
the family records. It appears on no tablet, no plaque, no scroll. Hisnameis cursed in the homeworlds,
and hisluck is severed from ours forever. Do you hear?"

"Yes" sad the voice of the house-mind. If there wasregret init, Natelth thought, it was only his
own imagination. "l hear and record.”

The evening sky over the sus-Radd's northern construction site rippled with the colors of an
aurord display. Night's-Beautiful-Daughter stood on the hard ground of the landing field, hatch open
and ramp down. The remaining members of the Demaizen Mage-Circle stood close together in the lee of
the Daughter's matte-black side, sheltering from the raw chill of the wind.

Arekhon pulled his quilted jacket tighter around his shoulders. He was till tired and drained after
thefight with Kief Diasul, and the cold bit into his bones.

"Y ou two go ahead and sirap down in crew berthing,” he said to Narinand Ty. "And Karil can
take the Pilot-Principa's chair. Therésno point in al of us standing around and freezing.”

"You'll beadong soon?' Narin asked. "Y ou're still wobbly from that patch-job the aiketen did on
you, and if you get achill-"

"Il befing" hesad. "Go on."

They went into the ship, leaving Arekhon aone except for lulan Val.

"S0," shesad. "Thisiswhere we part ways.”

"Y ou're sure you won't come with us?"'

"I'm sure. | had to make alot of promisesto get thisship, and | can't keep them unless| stay
behind." She gave an ungteady laugh. "Think of me oncein awhile, and wish me luck.”

"All theluck intheworld," he promised. "In whatever you do. Y ou're apart of the great working,
now and forever."

She put ahand on either side of hisface, pdmswarm againg his cold skin, and pulled his head
down and kissed him. "Goodbye, 'Rekhe. And be happy, if you can.”

Vai turned and departed. Arekhon stood watching until she reached the lighted buildings at the
edge of thefield, but she didn't look back. When she was gone, he went up the ramp and cycled the
hatch shut behind him.



A few minutes later, the engines began to rumble, and acolumn of bluelight dowly raised the
vessel above the hard-packed ground. Fire blossomed asthe main thrusters roared into life, and
Night's-Beautiful-Daughter , named in reverence to the moon, left Eraas for her place among the stars.

Epilogue

The enclosed porch of the summer house looked out over awooded s ope leading down to the
open fields below. The Medtraliked to take out her deskpad and Sit there in pleasant wegther, going
over correspondence and paperwork. There was more and more of it these days. The Meteunese war
had ended in a stdemate, but everyone expected the fighting to start again soon. The loose codition of
gmaller states that occupied the continenta heartland needed a voice-someone to negotiate on their
behaf with larger, more belligerent powers-and Elagli Inadi meant to have the position for hersdlf. She
hadn't intended to be a palitician, except to make her way up the sus-Peledaen family ladder, but she
was never going to makeit to fleet-captain now. Speaker for the Central Quarter would haveto do.

She had not been grateful when the troopers of Councillor Demazze pulled her out of the rubble
in the late Councillor's underground retrest. None of her pleading had convinced them to turn back and
pull Arekhon from the wreckage as well, and she suspected, then and ever afterward, that they had
received specific ingtructionsto the contrary.

The Councillor had been specific enough in al other things. Within aweek the troopers, Hill
acting on Demazze's orders, had escorted her to a safe house in the neutrd state of Lillepont. She hersdlf,
according to the troopers, was not Lillepontan, but arefugee from Immering: A wedthy and well-born
refugee, from adistrict aready twice broken by war. Councillor Demazze's portfolio, which Elagli had
brought with her out of the wreckage, contained enough records to substantiate her claim, and a
duplicate file-somebody hadn't believed in taking chances-waited for her in Lillepont.

She had not yet at that point given up hope. Only afew days had passed, and the crew of
Rain-on-Dark-Water would need awhileto familiarize themsdves with the controls of Octagon
Diamond. Using the name that the Councillor's false records had given her, she contacted Entiboran
Inspace Contral.

The starship that had waited in orbit GG-12, she learned when she enquired, had |eft normal
space aweek before.

Councillor Demazze was never seen again. Genera opinion held that he had died in thefighting a
his retregt, though when the complex was excavated severa months later no body that could be identified
ashiswas ever found.

Eladli was not surprised. She had lost the capacity for that particular emotion, asfor most others;
they had died in the rubble of Demazze's underground reception hall. She never knew what the
Councillor had truly intended for her to do: Lay the groundwork for an Eraasian trade mission to Entibor,
protect the homeworlds from discovery, or smply to survive. '‘Rekhe had spoken of bringing together the
gdaxy, but 'Rekhe was gone. In the weeks after Octagon Diamond's departure Eladli consdered what
she had been given-rank, wealth, and troops once belonging to Councillor Demazze but now, by hisfina
orders, loya to her-and chose for herself.

The voice of her mgordomo at the summer house broke into her thoughts. "MestraEldla, thereis
amessage for you on the privatelink."

She set her deskpad aside for later and went to the a cove holding the secure line she used for
important political conversations. "ElelaRossdlin,” she said into the audio pickup. By now the
alias-another congtruction of Demazze's-seemed almost asfamiliar asthe long-unheard syllables of her
true Eraasan name.. "And you are-"

"Entiboran Ingpace Control," the caller said. "According to our files, you expressed awish to be
notified if certain eventstook place.”

"Yes," shesad, though in truth she had dl but forgotten making the request.

"Thenitismy pleasure to inform you, Mestra, that an unregistered ship has come from deep
space to assume Standard Orbit GG-12."



"Her name?' Eladli was glad that the representative of In-space Control could not see her face;
sheld gotten aloca reputation for icy, unwavering calm, and onelook at her now would destroy that
imageforever.

"She cdls hersdf Night's-Beautiful-Daughter -the representative's voice ssumbled over the
unfamiliar Eraasian syllables-"and her pilot damsto beasurvivor of Swift Passage Freight Carrier
Number Forty-two."

"Thank you," shesaid. "I won't forget your help. If you could do one thing further-"

"Whatever the Mestrawishes."

She paused, gathering her thoughts. ""Keep the ship's people away from military intelligence and
the gossip lines," she said, once she was able to speak without fear that her voice would bresk or quiver.
"And bring them gtraight to me. Do this discreetly, and you can count on my gratitude.”

She closed the communications link and returned to the porch, where she stood for along time
looking outward at the clear blue promise of the sky. She had been wrong, she thought; it seemed that
she had not lost the capacity for strong and distracting emotions after all. Especialy hope.



