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Y et how shdl wejudge
by counting the lives

By thesze of thefidd?
All these are but symbols.
The desperate deed

the blaze of blasters,
areever held up

Yet dl axework il

to the courage that stirs
dowly facing thefears
and the great awful dark
the cold empty realms



till the hero comes
inhabiting darkness.
Uncertain that battle:

and known leat of dll

for bresth's a deceiver,
lifesnightfdl done

the battle by blood.

mere columns of numbers?
By the shipsthere to-gathered?
true reckoning runs deeper.
in hot haste enacted.

the swift ship'sfiring,
asthewarrior's meed.

must give pride of place
inuncertain slence,

of war's desolation

of unknown inner spaces,
uncharted, unhearted,

and with hiswill conquers.
and owning theslence.

dl unknownitsending:

by him who has triumphed—
and mocksitsown victories:

tdlsthetruth of the battle.

Chapter One

Helm's Saga, song iii, staves 480-498. Grawl.

Gabrid Connor stood in bright sunshine on the little hill, looking down the dusty single lane road that led



down to the center of Tisane Idand.
Y ou've comethisfar, hethought. Get it over with.

Hefdt guilty about his own reluctance. He had been avoiding this vidt for long enough. He shouldn't have
to fed that going to see hisfamily was a chore. Except thiswas hisfather, and Gabriel had not heard
from hisfather in more than ayesar... and he was scared.

In the days before his exile from the Concord, Gabrid would normally have taken apublic
transport—Ilanded at Hughes Idand, taken a Blue Sea Lines hopper to Stricken, and then asmall
"subgdized" hopper from Stricken acrossthe sraitsto Tisane. But something about such arouting,
enjoyable as Gabriel would have found it, made him nervous. There were too many thingsthat could
happen, too many chances that someone would query his1D and discover that he should not have been
thereat dl... that the ID was afake, hiding the identity of awanted crimind. He finaly had opted to
amply filefor alanding permit for Sunshine with Bluefal Control—under the identity that Delde Sota had
crafted for him—and control had granted the permit. As an infotrader's vessal, no one was going to
subject Sunshine to too much in the way of customs formalities without reason.

Then Gabrid had taken her down. It had been a casud landing, one partialy handled by ship's navigation
systems so that he had not needed to call Endato help. Still, as Gabridl kept an eye on the progress of
the landing, she had come aong in the middle of the approach, looking through the door from the main
hallway at the great, glowing blue curve of the world that filled the front viewports.

"Shdl | comewith you?' wasdl shehad said.

Gabrid had thought about that. Her presence would certainly have been welcome. There was something
about Endathat dways made him fed more confident. It was not specifically that she was afraal—dight
and dim and pearl-complected—that made him fed large and strong around her. 1t was not her age,
though she was old enough to be his grandmother severd times over. Shejust hasthe gift, Gabrid
thought, of bringing out the best in people.

But not today, not right now. Bringing her dong would seem too much like an admission that he needed
her around to help him handle hisfears.

"No... thank you, though," he'd replied.
"All right,” she had said. "How long will we be down?'
"Probably not very long, an hour or s0."

She had gone back down the halway and said nothing more. The rest of the landing went without
incident, and Sunshine had more or lesslanded hersdf at thelittle field down at the far end of Tisane,
shutting her engines down to standby.

Gabrid had goneto the airlock door, called thelift, and stood there amoment brushing himsdlf off. His
cream-colored smartfabric jumpsuit meant he was dightly overdressed for the climate—they kept the
ship at about 20 C, and it was closer to 30 outside—but he was not going to spend moretime
temporizing over his clothes. He was nervous enough asit was.

One more thought had occurred to Gabriel, and he had almost been ashamed of it, but hislifewas no
longer the predictable thing it once had been. He had gone down to the arms cabinet and come back
with hislittle flechette pistol, a present from Helm. He had pocketed it, ashamed even to be thinking that
he might need it inthis place of al places.



"Back shortly,” he had said to Enda. He had been surprised by the strangled sound of the words asthey
cameout.

"All right," she had said asthe door opened for him.
Gabriel had entered the lift and ridden it down. The door did open—

Thefragrance of theair... he had completely forgotten it. That peculiar and specific mix of sdt, water,
sun on water, ozone, flowers, dried or rotting seaweed down at the shore, just at the bottom of the cliff
where the landing pad was positioned. .. and the light, the congtantly shifting light nearby, of water moving
and glittering in the sunlight, and the more distant, hazy blue-white glow of cloud and haze and showers
trailing againgt the horizon. It al came together and took Gabridl by the throat, the sudden light and scent
of childhood logt. For many long moments, he had only been able to stand by Sunshine and wonder if
thiswas redlly what he had named his ship after: this memory, thismost basic of his experiences.

He had started to walk, mostly to have something to do besides stand next to Sunshine like someone
lost. Decidedly, Gabrid was not logt. If he knew anything, he knew this road back to his house from the
landing pad. How often had he come here as akid to watch the hoppers jump off, carrying local people
about their business or visitors back to their ships and off to the stars? There hadn't been that many
vigtors. Tisane was not a place to which people tended to come back once they had managed to get
away fromit.

It wasn't that way with the rest of the planet, of course. Bluefdl was one of the most beautiful planetsin
the Verge, possibly one of the most beautiful worlds anywhere on which humans and their associate
gpecieslived. It had received its share of tragedies and difficulties over its history, but the friendly climatic
range, the buoyant economy, and the fact that the place was at peace kept bringing more coloniststo
take advantage of the world's bounty.

It had become arather crowded place, of course. There were something like four hundred and thirty
million people from al species here now, and every stellar nation had at least oneidand here. Beyond
those, though, away from the big, long-settled idands like Hughes, maybe three thousand idands lay
scattered in smal chains or long ones, as accessible or inaccessible astheir settlers chose to make them.
Tisane, near Stricken, was one of the more ble idands that nonetheless was known by amost no
one but itsimmediate neighbors. Thiswas emphatically one of the uncrowded places. Therewere afew
other small ships and hoppers parked on the pad, but that was all.

Pushing the memories aside for now, Gabriel waked down the single paved road that connected Tisane's
landing pad to the rest of theidand. He looked at the houses as he went. Almost dl of them were the
same, built and shingled in local woods and composites. Here and there alot was empty, the house that
had stood there most likely fallen victim to one of the vicious hurricanes that came through here every
decade or so—the price you paid for living in aplace so casud, so relatively unregulated. Stricken had
been settled by Hatire people, and some of them had come over thisway, but only afew of them
remained here now. Mogt of the population was human, but there were afew fraa scattered here and
there aswdll. Theidand had a school, to which Gabriel had gone until he hit the secondary level, and
then he had to catch a hopper over to Stricken and back every day. Now he found himself wondering
how many children wereleft here, or whether therewereany at dl.

Gabrid waked through the shade of the big tropica daith trees, which towered up on either sde of the
dusty main road with their pale pedling bark and big blue-green fronds edged with red. The place was
very quiet. Thiswasthe hot part of the day, and many people rested or worked inside until the sun
became alittle more tolerable.



Gabrid waked. He was shocked by how different everything seemed even though it was al the same.
Everything looks. .. wrong somehow, he thought.

When he had been here last, he had been young and innocent. Now it amazed him just how innocent he
had been, and how certain that the world was going to go well for him now that he was a Concord
Marine. None of that certainty clung to him now. The Marines had shaken him out asacrimind, and the
world had proved more complex and nasty than he had ever suspected. Probably nastier than | suspect
even now, Gabriel thought. The uncaring forces that moved people around like gaming pieces, himin
particular, were doing it more aggressively than ever. Hisincreased consciousness of being so moved had
not improved matters. The world that once had been clean and cheerful and exciting now looked to him
likejust another beautiful untruth laid over asubstrate of intricate motion and countermotion, interwoven
plots, inadequately understood motivations, and endless traps set by those who werein on the secret for
those who werentt.

Gabriel stopped in the sunlight and took afew deep bresthsto try to calm his nerves. He was at the top
of thelittle rise that divided the idand in two, the hump over which the road crossed. From here he could
look down to seethelittle house, still dl by itself down at the very end of their town's street, with more of
theaaith treesal around it, and up in those trees the whitetails Snging "beewee," "beawee," "beewee,"
interminably asdways.

Nothing had really changed. Nothing...

| have, though, Gabrie thought. It was very strange to stand here, being where he had been and who he
had been for the last year and more—and yet see everything else here exactly asit had been when he
left, asif time had stood till. Down in the cove, the blue water glittered. The fronds and leaves of the
trees moved gently in the wind, and everything was very quiet, but the disconnected fedling, asif
everything was somehow out of joint, would not go away.

Gabrid waked down to that little house with its broad roof and low eaves. He went up the front steps,
carefully, and touched the door signal set into the wood of the shut door.

Hewaited.
No answer.

He pressed the signd again, not wanting to seem too urgent. Then it occurred to him. Of course he's not
going to be here, Gabriel thought, starting to become annoyed at himsalf and at his own obtuseness. It's
the middle of the day. He's of f at work.

He turned away from the door, grimacing at his own stupidity. | can't believe | did this, he thought. Nice
move, Connor. Just admit it to yoursdlf, you don't want to see him, not really, and you set it up for
yourself so that you wouldn't. Y ou didn't even—

The door opened.

Rorke Connor, hisfather, stood there looking at him, looking hard, and with an expression of
puzzlement—the look you give astranger on your doorstep for thefirgt time.

He doesn't want me to be here; he's pretending not to know me, was the first thought to flash through
Gabrid'smind, followed by another: he doesn't redlly know me. I'm too changed—

Gabrid'singdes squeezed painfully. He had been gutshot in histime, but to his shock, he found that this
hurt worse.



And then hisfather rushed a him. Oh, gods, he'sredly angry, Gabriel thought in desperation. He doesn't
want me here—

Gabrid actudly backed away astep, but hisfather's arms were thrown around him in afierce grip, and
the old man was saying in abroken, ragged voice, "Where have you been, you idiot, where have you
been?'

Hisfather was actudly shaking him, whether morein rage or rdlief, Gabriel had troubletdling. "What
have they doneto you?" hisfather cried, holding Gabrid away from him and staring at him. "What did

they...?"

Gabriel could only blink and had to do it alot for afew moments. "No," he said findly, "it's nothing they
did, Papa, it'sjud... They didn't makethe hair go white. That's not their fault.”

All around them, the whitetails were Snging their two notes with insane conviction. Hisfather was holding
him away, looking at him. ™Y ou're older," he said, bemused, asif this should somehow be news.

"Not that much older,” Gabridl said. "Papa, can we go in? The neighbors are going to stare.”

"Let them stare," hisfather said fiercely. "Had enough of them, thislast year. Would have moved, except
it would have given them something they wanted, the—" He shut his mouth on numerousthings he plainly
wanted to cal them. "Come on, son, comein.”

They went in from the porch through the narrow front halway and into the living room. It was all the
same, except that somehow it looked bigger than it had when held eft. | would have thought it'd be the
other way around, Gabriel thought, but then he had been spending so much time in enclosed spaces over
thelast few years—first hisMarine carrier, then jail on Phorcys, then Sunshine—that anormal house
looked ridiculoudy roomy. Hisfather pointed him at the big four-person lounger, which hadn't changed
snce heleft. Everything—the artwork on the wals, the light fixtures, the place where the wall-surfacing
was cracking alittle over the door to the kitchen—Ilooked amost too familiar, too prosaic, like aroom
where someone used to live, which isbeing kept for them just asit was when they were last there, againgt
al hopethat they might return.

Gabrid sat down. Hisfather, looking a him intently, took the chair across from him and pulled it closer to
the lounger. "Where have you been, exactly?' he said softly. "How did you get here without—"

"Without the authorities picking me up?' Gabrid grinned, though not with good cheer. "' Papa, maybe you
don't want to know too many of the details. | won't be staying long. It could be dangerous for you."

Hisfather snorted, and Gabrid had to blink again at the dear familiarity of the sound. "They've madeit as
dangerousfor me asthey can dready,” he said. "Investigators and military typesdropping in a al hours
of the day and night, al last year. Quizzing the neighbors, too, and the neighbors ate it up. Damned
gossips” Hefrowned. "If any of them did see you, they're probably on the comm to the police right now.
Fortunately, itll take them awhileto get here"

It was one of the idand's advantages, Gabriel had to agree. "1 won't be herethat long, | promise.”
"Asif | care aout them!" hisfather shouted. "Y ou say aslong asyou haveamind.”

Gabrie swallowed and held himsdf quiet. He had forgotten, almost, how intense hisfather could be when
he was annoyed.

"No, | know, son," Rorke Connor said. "Sorry. It'sjust"—he scrubbed at his eyesfor amoment—"1
hate the thought that I'm going to have to lose you again shortly. | thought I'd lost you once when | heard



about thetrid."
"How much did you hear?'

Hisfather rubbed his hands together and stared at the floor. " About the ambassador and al of them being
killed," he said, "about the conspiracy—you and ‘persons unknown.' | didn't believe aword of it." His
father was getting angry again. "And then you werereleased.... and vanished. They said it was proof that
you were guilty."

“ They?"

"All the stuffed shirts who came around here afterward to interrogate me. They were sure you would
come hereto hide. | told them they were out of their minds. My son would never do such athing. | told
them s0."

"And then the neighbors started in on me. The ignorant—" He stopped himself again. "They believe
everything they see on the Grid, theidiots. | told them you were innocent. | told them all.”

Gabrid looked up at hisfather, at that hard and indignant face, and had trouble opening his mouth.
"I might not be" he said.

Hisfather looked at Gabriel in shock.

"Papa, | did not murder anyone," Gabrid said, "that much istrue, but | wastricked into doing things that
resulted in people dying. That'stoo true, and there's no getting away fromiit."

Hisfather just looked at him.

"I'm going to haveto facetrid eventudly," Gabrid said, "by the Concord rather than by the planetary
government where it happened. The Marines are convinced | did it on purpose, that | was part of some
kind of plot. | think | was—but not the kind they're going to accuse me of. I'm getting close, | think, to
getting the evidence that will help me prove thet to them.”

"And dear your name."

Gabrid breathed in, breathed out. It had been hard enough telling himsdlf this next part. Teling it to his
father would be more bitter ill.

"Asfar asit can becleared,” he sad. "I may have committed mandaughter. | may haveto do timefor
that, if I'm ever to be able to come home or go anywhere e'se in Concord space and stay free. But I'm
not going to go anywhere near Marinejustice until | have enough evidence to provethat I'm not a
murderer. So I'll probably have to keep running for awhile... and | won't be back here for along time,
oneway or the other." He paused for more breath. Histhroat felt very tight. "Were going to be heading
off soon to keep looking for that evidence. | wanted to see you first. And there are other things going
on..." Hetrailed off. How do you tell someonethat you're deeply involved with somekind of dien
artifact that may or may not betrying to kill you—or worse yet, may be trying to make you lessthan
human... or more?

No timefor that explanation, Gabrid thought, not now. Things are complicated enough asthey are.

"'Dotime' " hisfather said, very softly. ™Y ou mean morejail time."



Gabrid had no way to tell what this particular tone of voice meant. He did the only thing he could think
of. He kept ill.

"What kept you so long, son?" hisfather said softly, at last. "A long time since they let you leave Phorcys.
Why didn't you write?'

"l did," Gabriel said. "Y ou didn't get the messages?’
Hisfather shook hishead.

Gabrid hardly knew what to think. Someone must have been intercepting his father's messaging, certain
that Gabriel would try to get in touch with him and try to arrange ameeting. They must have trashed the
messages when they indicated that Gabriel had no such intent. It wasjust aswell | didn't comm him firs,
Gabrid thought. But who's at the bottom of this? Regency security? The Concord? Kharls?

That last thought brought him up short for amoment. Lorand Kharls. No, though | do want to have
wordswith him a some point...

"l did writeto you," Gabriel said. "Someone must have been stopping the mail.”
"Sons of bitches," said Rorke Connor softly.

"When | didn't hear back from you," Gabriel said, as softly, "I stopped writing. | thought maybe you
didn't want to..." Hetrailed off.

It was fear that made him stop, the sudden redlization that, whatever and whoever hisfather might have
been when Gabrie had seen him last, he was not that person any more.

"l wroteto you, too," hisfather said. "They must have stopped the messages, intercepted them.
Badtardd!"

Thetwo of them sat quiet for afew breaths. "Tell meonething,” hisfather said. "Hasit been worth it?'
Gabrid blinked.

"Beforeyou... | mean, beforeit went..." hisfather struggled for the words. "Before you left, you were
aways sure that everything was going to go well for you. A great adventure..."

Gabriel sghed. The constant wonder of starrise and starfall, the sight of new planets, strange people,
aliens, danger and sudden unexpected delight... He wished he could find words, or time, to tell hisfather
al aout them. But crowding them out came images of fire in space, the briefest millisecond of screams
before death took hisfriends, thewalls of that jail cell on Phorcys, the cruel set of Elinke Dareyev'sface
the last time he saw her... Reection, pain, loss, betrayed expectations.. .

"Worthit?" hefindly said and wasn't sure what el seto say. How did you put worth on alife? Wasit fair
to judge it merely by whether things had gone well, gone according to plan or not?"l guess so. Things
haven't been dl bad.”

Gabrid thought of the luckstone. Whatever else might be happening to him, boredom wasn't part of it.
Uncertainty, yes, but life was uncertainty to some extent. "They'll get better,” he said. He put al the
conviction he could find into the statement, hoping his father would believe him.

Helooked up again, met the elder Connor's eyes, and was not quite sure held carried it off.

"They've been bad enough, though,” hisfather said. Y ou're going to haveto go to jail again, you think."



"People are dead,” Gabriel said with agreat effort, "and whether | intended it or not, | was partly
responsible. Yes, | don't see how it can be avoided.”

Hisfather was quiet for awhile.

"People are going to hear about that, then," he said, "and our family's nameis going to bein trouble again.
| never brought it to any such place. | never expected you to, either.”

Gébrid hed 4ill.

"Andit'sdl going happen again,” hisfather said very, very quietly. "The people staring. The damned
neighbors whispering. I'd hoped | could tdll them it was al going to be over soon. Settled, findly. Our
name cleared.”

Gabrid kept holding till. "Our name..."

"Whenit'sdl over," hisfather said, "when it's done, when our nameis cleared, come home. Until then,
you'd better not."

Gabrid fdt himsdf start to go numb insde. He had expected acceptance or rejection, not this
ambivaence. He didn't know how to takeit.

"l was afraid for you," hisfather said. "I'm glad to know youre wdll." He got up, pushing himsdlf up out of
the chair asif he were somehow afraid to move. "But, son, I'm—" He broke off, and a brief choked
laugh broke out of him. "'l was going to say, 'I'm getting old," but ook at you! How can | say that now?"

Hewas clearly fighting tears, and it cameto Gabrid that the best thing he could do, the wisest thing for
both of them, wasto get out of there before those tears had a chance to break loose. "Papa," he sad, "I'll
be al right, so please take care of yoursdlf. I'll be back. | promise.”

He turned and went out the way he had come. The door dammed behind him—harder than he had
meant, much too hard. Its hydraulics were not what they had been.

Without looking left or right, Gabriel went back up the road again. He heard the creak of the door, but
he would not look back. Even looking straight ahead of him as he passed the neighbor's houses, he saw
the occasiona blind or drape twitch just alittle as he went by. He cursed them softly under his breeth,
wordsthat other Marines would definitely have approved and that his father would once unquestionably
have switched him for.

At thetop of thelittle hill in the road, Gabriel stopped, dmost againgt hiswill, and turned.
The front porch of hisfather's house was empty. The man who had stood there was gone now.
Gabriel turned and headed back toward Sunshine.

It had dl gone wrong. Everything had gone differently from what he had imagined. He wanted to turn
around, go back, try to doit al over again... but there was no point.

He stopped again and looked back toward the house. The porch remained empty.

He turned again and started back up the road. There was someone coming down toward him from the
generd direction of the pad. No, not from the pad proper, but out of the field that led down to the rocky
beach on the far sde of the pad. It was aman, dressed in the loose bright clothing that peoplein this
climactic belt tended to favor. Good protection against the sun, comfortable when abreeze came up. The



man had anet and asurfcasting reel over his shoulder. He had probably been down there doing exactly
what Gabriel had done often enough as akid: casting for gillies and sunfish. They favored that sde of the
idand because of the prevailing westerlies.

Gabrid'sfirst urge wasto avoid the man, but then it occurred to him that this might be one of the
neighbors, and he didn't want to look any guiltier around them than he dready did.

Though if their minds are dready made up, why should | bother caring one way or another?

Gabriel kept walking up the road and studied the man's face as he drew nearer. He didn't look familiar,
but then any number of neighbors could have moved in and out since Gabriel had last been here. His
heart ached alittle at that. Once upon atime, he had known every soul on thisidand, and the sense of
belonging had practicaly been apapable thing. One more of the changes, he thought, asthe man
approached. Nothing isthe same. It'strue what they say, you can't go home again...

The man was smiling dightly as he got within caling range of Gabrid. So | can be rude, atota boor, and
ignore him, or—Gabrid shook hishead at himsdf and set hisfaceinto asmile aswell. "Good morning,”
he said. "How're they biting?'

"Better than | thought," said the man. His smilefdl, he dropped the rod and the net, and came up with a
gun.

The blast went by Gabriel's ear as he flung himself aside just in time. That could have been my head! he
thought somewhat belatedly as he rolled, got up, then dived and rolled again, for the man was till firing at
him, peppering the road with projectiles.

Keep moving, they had told him in his hand-to-hand classes. Whatever you do, keep moving until the
enemy isdisarmed.

Armed! Gabrid thought. The two concepts "being home on Tisane" and "carrying aweapon™ were so far
gpart in hismind that he had forgotten what he had put in his pocket. Nonethel ess, for the moment he
kept moving, kept diving and ralling, trying to work hisway closer to the man. Then he got hishandson
his own pistol, brought it up, and squeezed the trigger.

Clean miss. He swore, dived, rolled again, choking on dust as he went down. A dug impacted the
ground no more than three inches from his head. Gabriel bounced to hisfeet much faster than he would
have thought he could, impelled by another close call, much too close—

Thistime, he and the man swung their wegpons toward each other at the same instant, but Gabrid fired
fird.

The other's shot went wild. When Gabrid got up again, he could see why. Gabriel's flechettes had neatly
torn the side of the man's head off.

Gabrid stood there, shocked, for again this scenario completdly disagreed with hisimages of home, the
fed of the place... Then he bent down hurriedly and began to go through the man's pockets. It took
severd minutes, and hefdt distinctly creepy during the whole process. What if one of the neighbors
comes dong? What if—but that was not troubling him half so much asthe strange feding that had begun
to creep along his nerves as soon as he got close enough to the man to touch him.

Something stroking, diding, in hismind. Something warm. .. and loathsome.

Gabrid froze for amoment. He shuddered and set the feding aside. He didn't know what it was, except
that his brain had been put through some mgjor changes recently, and as aresult, he often found himsdlf



feding things he couldn't identify. If hewaslucky, sometimes he found out later what they meant, but
there were no guarantees. In any case, this particular feding was one he wasn't sure he wanted to know
much more about.

Therewas alump insde the man's shirt that didn't have a corresponding pocket to go with it. Gabrid
pulled the shirt open, felt for hidden seams, then findly, in an agony of haste, smply ripped the shirt gpart,
tearing the fabric and spilling the contents onto the blood-spattered body.

He poked cautioudy through the things. A little sheaf of Bluefal currency. A notepad, empty, but he took
it anyway. Onelast thing that he used a corner of the man's big loose shirt to pick up and holdina
gingerly manner: VVoidCorp Employee identification, GK004 967KY . Gabrid turned it over to seeif
there was any indication of what department of V oidCorp this man had been with. There was none that
he could find, but he was more than willing to believe that it was Intel. They had been after him for long

enough.
And if they know I'm here, who else knows'm here?
Timeto go.

Gabrid was sweating and dirty, and he brushed himself off as best he could as he hurriedly made hisway
back toward Sunshine. Hedidn't care who might see him at this point.

Wasthis guy aone? Gabriel wondered. Did he have an accomplice, or was he just here on the off
chancethat | would turn up? How long might he have been waiting here?

Will, hiswaiting's over, but asfor me... | can't come back here now. So much for promisesto my
father. Now I've left another corpse behind me.

He felt more bitter as he got back to Sunshine. Thisone part of my life, he thought, thisone placein my
universe, was untouched by what's happened to me. Now look at it. It's contaminated now, too, and not
just by gunfire and anew murder. That strange, diding, considering warmth...

like something wet and nasty and alive. What had that been? Whatever it is, | want away fromiit!

Gabrid got into Sunshine's lift, dapped the close and lock control, and then rode up to the cabin levd,
urging thelift to go faster dl the while. When the door opened again in the upper level hdlway, he
stepped out, locked it, and headed for the pilot's cabin.

Endalooked out of their little lounge on that level as he passed. "How did it go?" she asked, sounding
rather concerned.

"Let'sget off the planet first," Gabrid sad.
"That bad?'
"I'll explain ontheway."

A few moments later, Sunshine lifted up and away from Tisane, up through the blue day again, gleaming.
If one curtain down at the very end of the road twitched, suggesting that someone watched her go, it was
much too late for Gabrid to notice.

* k k k%

A few hourslater, well awvay from Bluefdl and well toward the edge of the Aegis system, Sunshine
rendezvoused with Longshot, one of the two ships presently traveling with them.



Across from Gabrid in the other pilot's couch, Endalet out asmall sgh and reached into the holographic
display that hung between them, touching to life the controls that would let their infotrading system spesk
to the Aegisdrive-sat relay. As shedid, the comms dert cheeped, and she gave Gabrid an amused |ook.

"Punctud asdways."
Gabrid reached into the display and touched the comms dider. " Sunshine.”
"Youreearly,” Hdm Ragnarsson's gravelly voice announced. "Makes a change.”

"You are crud to tease us, Helm," Enda said, undoing the straps and getting up from her pilot's couch.
"And unwise, since next time we have dinner, it will be my turn to cook.”

"What do you mean next time? | thought you were cooking today."

Endaglanced over a Gabriel. "1 would have been,” she said, ""but something has come up.”
What?"

"| just got back from Bluefal," Gabrid said, "where | just shot somebody.”

Hem's eyeswidened alittle. "Boy, you and your father really don't get dlong, do you?"
"Helm!" Gabrid said. "1 did not shoot my father! | shot aVoidCorp Employee.”

"Making acorpse out of aCorpse, hun?' Helm said. "Redundant, but | have to appreciate the sentiment.
Hedarted it, | takeit."

"Hewas waiting for me, Hem. They plainly knew we were coming, and it can't belong, even on Bluefall,
before the police show up and want to know who l€eft this guy's brains al over the one road on the idand.
| think we should give dinner amissthistime and get into drivespace before they come after me. We can
have dinner when we come out somewhereese.”

"I want to conference briefly," Gabrid said. "Have you heard from Angdla?'

" About twenty minutes ago. She'sinbound on system drive. Going to belate. She miscalculated the
distance to the rendezvous point or something.”

Gabrid rolled hiseyes but smiled ashedid it. He liked AngdlaVaiz wel enough, but he was very unsure
about her piloting ability... at least compared to Hm's. But then I've had along timeto get used to
Helm, Gabriel thought, nearly ayear now. Maybe I'm doing her adisservice.

Naaaah.

"Well, I'll shoot her anoteto hurry up,” Gabrid said, "and when she gets here, we can conference on
Dede Sota's 'specid’ comms and not have to broadcast our business—or the fact that we're here—all
over loca space. Y our drive charged up?'

"Ready to go."
"Good," Gabrid sad and shut down comms for the moment.

He sent the message to Angelaon Lalique and then just sat for amoment, watching the front console as



it displayed the text heralds that said the ship'sinfotrading system was doing aroutine hourly check with
the Aegisdrivesat relay, waiting to seeif there was any inbound traffic for Sunshine. The computer
"ghook hands' with the frequency for the Aegis drivesat relay, exchanged passwords, and then confirmed
that it had no new datato go out. They had dumped their load to the Aegis Grid immediately on coming
in-system four days ago. The drivesat, ducking in and out of drivespace two or three times a second, was
gpparently not too overloaded with traffic at the moment and was handing their system data back
immediately rather than putting them in aqueue.

It was a convenience, because they would not be here much longer. Again, Gabrid felt apang of guilt at
putting his friends through the inconveniences they had been suffering recently asa sde effect of hisbeing
on the run. They were entirely too good natured about it for so oddly assorted and casudly organized a
group, aloose association of travelersin an unusua assortment of sizes, dl possessed of wildly varying
motives and, in some cases, dightly murky higtories.

There was Hem, amutant and occasional arms dedler with his overengined, overgunned ship Longshot
and his much-scarred armor, sporting weagpons that showed signs of serious use, though it wasrare that
you could get him to talk about exactly what they had been used for.

There was Delde Sota, mecha us doctor and Gridrunner on sabbatical—at least she described thislong
peripatetic run as passenger for Helm as a sabbaticd, which (considering what they had al been through
recently) sometimes made Gabridl wonder what her idea of work would look like.

Therewas AngelaValiz, in her ship Lalique, afamily vessdl being run more or less at plessure while
Angela proved that she could make aliving moving light cargo around the Verge. A tall, big-shouldered
blonde with large, soft eyes, Angela possessed the dightly feckless air of someone gadding around
without too much in the way of money worries.

There was Angela's companion Grawl, two meters and two hundred kilograms of weren poetess, clawed
and fanged, with anasty sense of humor and an excellent aim with the weapon of her choice. Bodyguard,
satirist, and general eyes-behind for Angela, Grawl had taken the opportunity to escape her own clan on
Kurg to see something of the universe.

And there was Enda, who had dropped out of nowhere into Gabrie's life, picking him up when he was
cast adrift on the Thalaassan planet Phorcys and heading out into anew life with him as naturaly and
camly asif she had been planning it for months. Gabrid knew Endawell enough by now to understand
that she was utterly trustworthy, but at the same time there were mysteries about her, areas of her life that
shedid not discuss. Nothing strange about that, Gabriel thought. When you've been dive aslong as she
has, there may be big patches you just don't want to think about because they're so boring.

Then therewas Gabriel himsdlf. | don't know what business | have thinking the rest of them are odd, he
thought. There are enough chips out on mein enough systemsthat I'm the one most likely to stand out in
acrowd.

Or alineup of suspectsfor amurder, said something at the back of his mind.

He sighed and looked at the general comms display, which had hooked into the system Grid as soon as
the info-trading system had come offline. Now it was showing the slandard hourly update screen from the
Aegis Grid—news flashes from in-system, from the rest of the Verge, and from back beyond the Stellar
Ring; inbound and outbound ship information; drivespace relay usage stats; the present transit schedule
for the Lighthouse... Then came the system's main westher report. Gabriel paid less attention to the
downward-scrolling text, full of letters and numbersin severd different aphabets, than he did to the big
red-flaring sphere of thelocal sun. Aegiswasin an unusually bad temper at the moment. Huge



gossamer-scarlet plumes and fans of fire, the program's rendering of the highest energy particle streams,
were splashing up out of the star's photosphere and irritating an aready overexcited corona. Thetext part
of the report suggested that the big chain of sunspot colonies presently marching their way around the
surface would be doing so for another week or so, playing havoc with the entertainment schedules of
those who got their Grid feed from the Aegis system's commsats. It was abizarre state of affairsfor what
was normally so placid agtar. It would have been amatter of some concern to Gabrid if heweren't sure
that every available solar expert in the system was watching Aegis day and night, ready to send out
warnings should the star become dangeroudy cranky.

In case the commsats went down, Gabriel had something else to keep him busy: an armful of starship
catal ogues. He had been looking forward to sitting down with them soon. It seemed he would have the
opportunity sooner than he had expected. They would be in drivespace shortly, with ahundred and
twenty-one hoursto kill.

"Have you had any resultswith those?' Enda asked.
Gabrie blinked. "Areyou hearing methink again?" he asked softly and with alittle unease.

A pause. Endagazed at him thoughtfully from those huge, hot-blue eyes. "1 would not haveto,” she said,
"snce you have had your nosein those things nonstop since we left Coulomb. In fact, well before then.”

Gabriel smiled just dightly at the way that Enda could fail to answer aquestion if it suited her. Shewas,
however, correct. The thought of anew ship, abigger ship, had been on Gabrid's mind for awhile
now... especialy after the recent events at Danwel, which had | eft them with atidy discoverer'sroydty
attached to the exploration contract that Angelahad sold them.

The problem was the expense of anew ship, even with trade-in allowances and the possibility of finding a
more understanding banker than their last one. A new ship would certainly make abig differencein their
livesin terms of room to live and work and being able to travel more quickly—say, fifteen light-yearsina
garfal/sarrise cycle rather than their present eight. The change would aso return his and Endasfinancia
hedth from fairly comfortable to precarious. Gabriel was conscious of how littlein the way of finance he
had brought to their partnership, and he was chary of spending what he still considered mostly Enda's
money too fredly.

At the sametime shewasingstent that "her" money was his, that their present dightly flush satuswas
mostly Gabriel'sfault and that he should examine his options carefully, for the goas he sought were, for
the foreseeable future, hers.

Gabriel had not felt like pushing the issue much further than that. For one thing, he was never entirdly sure
what Endamight be able to foresee. For another, he had been foreseeing things alot more clearly than
humans normally did. It made him nervous and eager to spend what he had in order to get to the bottom
of the changes happening to him: the strange dreams of darkness and fire, fill not completely explained,
and not exorcised ether, after their experiences at Danwell. And there were other changes, physical

ones, mental ones... al of which seemed to be pointing him toward something yet undiscovered,
something out in the darker spaces of the Verge, the unfrequented places. A fagter, bigger ship—and
idedlly one that was aso better armed—would be abig advantage as Gabrid went hunting the causes of
the mysteries that were now haunting hislife.

And other things...

"Infact, now that | think of it," Enda added, as the update dump from Aegisfinished itsdf and the
infotrading system closed down, "1 would correct mysdlf and say that you have been immersed in that
materid snce Mantebron.”



"Oh, comeon. | wasnot."
"Y ou were indeed. It does seem like along time ago, though.”

"No argument there," Gabrid said. Asusud, when things became hectic, time seemed to telescope.
When things had blown up a Danwell, Sunshine had been carrying aload of datafor delivery at
Coulomb, and at the time Gabrid had not been sure that they were going to be able to deliver it thisside
of the grave. They had made the ddlivery within their origind schedule after dl, and after some brief
consultations, he and Enda had decided to pick up aload destined for Aegis and head over that way
again. It was partly business—the Coulomb-Aegis data run was somewhat under subscribed, and you
got agood premium for such haulage—but aso partly persond. Gabrid had unfinished businesson
Aggis.

For the moment, that particular business was at the back of his mind. Instead, he concentrated on what
he had picked up a Coulomb before they moved on: catalogues from all the mgjor ship manufacturers
and from various second-sales outlets and distributors scattered around the Verge—particularly in the
Aegis system. Gabriel waslooking through printouts for the three strongest candidates a the moment,
two on Bluefal and one back at Mantebron, and was degp in currency conversions and cal culations of
local tax and handling and prep charges. Although maybe now we won't be buying on Bluefall...

"Far beit from meto distract you from an enjoyable pastime,” Enda said. "Y ou do love abargain, don't
you?"

"One of the few thingsworth hunting for in this sorry world,” Gabrie muttered. "Troubleisthat there
don't seem to be that many of them here.”

Endasighed. " Ship-buying is never chesp, or if it is, you usualy wind up paying for abargainin some
other way. Having to replace the whole drive, for example, the day after the limited guarantee runs out."

Gabrid sghed. "Have you given any thought to that?'
"Towhat?'
"Replacing Sunshine's drive.”

"With another mass reactor, you mean?' Endalooked thoughtful. "I suspect that would turn out to be a
false economy, Gabridl. Wewould lose at least haf our cargo space, perhaps more. Then how would we
make aliving? The present data tanks would have to be torn out and replaced with smaller, much
higher-density ones. More expense..."

"We could shift closer to one of the busier routes and carry higher-priority data.”

"And lessof it, yes, | see your point, but that would remove what | would have thought was one of your
chief goals: freedom to head out into the more distant parts of the Verge after..." Shewould not say it.
"Y ou know."

Gabridl nodded, not caring to take up that particular subject just at the moment. Meantime he was il
doing sumsin hishead. None of them were coming out the way he wanted, but then that was more or
lessthe story of hislife at the moment.

"Upgrading wouldn't be enough,” Gabrid said after afew seconds. "It would need to be anew ship, if
we'rerealy going to exploit the ability of a higher-powered driveto give us more light-years per sarfal.”

"The expense would be consderable,” Endasaid, "but Gabrid, if | have learned nothing e sein nearly



three hundred years, it isthat money isintended for spending, and that when the correct thing to spend it
on comes dong, only amiser hangs onto it. Money is about promoting growth and the free flow of the
things that produce that growth. It must flow, not go stagnant because of the old habits of penury. Not
that we have not occasionally been alittle on the penurious side, but that is not our problem right now."

Gabrid grunted noncommitaly.

Endasighed. " A bigger ship makes possible abigger engine and longer sarfdls, but what will those get
us, if we are so busy maintaining the ship that we have no energy to pursue our goas once we make
dariseinther neighborhoods?"

"Longer sarfals,” Gabrid said, "make those neighborhoods alot more ble—alot fewer days
Spent getting where were going.”

"Y es, but one of uswould have to stand down from piloting and from everything else to become a
full-time engineer, if you are going to start pushing that kind of power into the stardrive. Engines
deveoping that kind of power have away of taking over your life, and believe me, as someone who has
ridden city shipsin my time, | know about thisfirsthand.”

Gabrid didn't much like theidea of losing Endafrom the "up front" sests, especidly in caseswhere
fighting was concerned. His expertise with the ship's weaponry had been increasing over time—agood
thing, considering how much fighting they'd had to do in the last year—but Endahad anatura gift with
the gunsthat Gabriel had no realistic hope of approaching any time soon. There had been enough times
lately when it had taken everything both of them had to stay dive. If Endawas stuck in the bowels of the
ship nursing her engines and they ran into another such situation, it would only happen once, and after that
they would not be greatly concerned about anything else.

Gabrid knew where dl thiswastaking him. "If we got theright Al," he said, "we would be ableto
manage.”

"If we paid enough for it,” Endasaid, tilting her head sidewaysin anod, "which would cometo a
considerable amount of credit—more expense added to that already applied to the new ship. We are
talking about a hefty chunk of debt, Gabriel. Not that we have done so badly with servicing our present
debt, but it would take some doing to find afinancia indtitution out thisway that would be willing to hold
escrow for us when the amount has this many zeroes after it. And then there are the security concerns..."

She glanced forward toward the pilot's compartment where Sunshine's registry lay. Gabrid knew what
shewasthinking. Sunshine's registry information had been most expertly tampered with some months
back by Delde Sotain order to conced the adtered nature of Sunshine's wegponry so that they could
hitch aride with the Lighthouse. Such forgeries and dterations were done pretty routindly, it wastrue,
but do them repeatedly and the odds of being caught began to increase at an unhedlthy rate. Gabrid was
aready in enough trouble with the Concord. Adding fraud to the accusations of mandaughter and murder
wouldn't help him.

Gabrid glanced up toward the pilot's compartment. Up there, hidden very discreetly in aplace whereit
had been assumed he would not think to ook, were a couple of broad-band listening devices hooked
into ship'scomms and her Grid access sysem—in smpleterms, "bugs." Gabriel had not removed them
for reasons of his own. There were times when alowing such listening to occur was to his advantage.
There were other reasons more obscure, having to do with figuresfairly high up in the Concord
hierarchy, figureswith which his relationship was ambivaent at best but—to Gabrid'sway of

thinking—useful.
He had had aword with Delde Sota about those tapping devices while she had been doing other work



designed to concedl Qunshine's identity. Delde Sota had been a Grid pilot before she was a doctor, and
shewas unusualy adept at the delicate art of subverting complex computer equipment into doing
something for which it was not designed, or making it think it was doing what it had been designed for
whileit wasin fact doing something else entirely.

"Yes," Gabrid sad. "l had been thinking about that aswell."

"There would be one other problem,” Enda said, "the delay. It would take a month perhaps? Maybe
even two to get transferred to the new ship and get everything sorted out. Once that was done, at least
onetrall will have become colder thanit isaready.”

Gabriel nodded. He was gill hunting the man (or possibly a number of men) called Jacob Ricd, the man
who had handed him the innocent-looking little chip that ignited the bomb aboard the shuittle that took the
ambassador to her death, dong with severa of Gabrid's friends. Without that man himsalf—or one of the
men identical to him—to provide evidence that something unusua had been going on, Gabrid had no
chance of avoiding aconviction for murder when the Concord finaly caught up with him.

"It's cold enough dready,” Gabrid sad, "though not exactly frozen. I've been looking into his
whereabouts over the last couple of months, though not on the open Grid connection.” He smiled dightly.
"Those who notice such things will be thinking that most of my researches have had to do with anew ship
and with matters farther out."

Though whether some of them will be fooled by appearances, Gabriel wondered, remainsto be seen. He
persondly doubted it and hoped that the rather obvious gap in his Grid investigations would suggest to at
least one observer what he meant to suggest.

"What about Ricd himsdf then?' Enda asked. "Will we now go hunting him directly? | confess, | would
much like to catch up with him." Her expression went, for Enda, surprisingly grim.

Gabrid had to suppresshisgrin, for though Enda might look as small and ddlicate as most frad,
underestimating her strength or her temper when she was angry was amistake. "So would I, but... Enda;
youregoing to laugh at me."

"Often," Endasaid, "but not for the reasons you fear. Tell me your thought.”

"I think we have more urgent business on our plates at the moment,” Gabrid said, "or about to spill onto
the table anyway. These kroath we've been running into, now we know they're not an isolated
manifestation. They're around, and they're taking people and turning them into these undead creatures.
They've been doing it for along time—at least asfar back as the destruction of the Silver Bell colony, but
gtill no one knows whét they are or where they're coming from. Why do we keep running into them?
Weve had alot more than what | would consider the gatigtically likely number of encounters.”

Shelooked uncomfortable. "1 would have to agree with you there.”

Gabrid looked at the pile of printouts and catalogues. "1 hateto say it," hesaid, "but | think my own
personal business hasto wait for the moment. | may have been aMarine, but | wasaVerger fird. If this
keepson, it won't be safeto live out thisway for much longer—maybe not anywhere else, either.”

Thislast cost him some effort to say. He was afraid to sound foolish, but Endalooked at him and nodded
dowly.

Gabrid continued, "1'm going to put the whole ship buying thing on hold until we get some resultsin other
aress. | don't say that it'll stay on hold for along time, though.”



"Thisisyour choice," Endasaid. "l trust you withiit. | trust you to take it up again when you fed thereis

Gabrid nodded. "What | don't understand,” he said very softly, "is why you trust me."
Enda stood up and stretched. "Because when | do, you prove yoursdlf trustworthy.”
"But when you firgt trusted me," Gabriel said, "when you first found me, | hadn't yet proved anything.”

"One must sart somewhere," Enda said, "and if, as some say, the One made awhole universe out of
nothing, should wefind it hard to do so with an item so small astrust?'

Endagot up from the pilot's seat and headed back toward the lavatory.

Gabrid sat there quiet, unableto find aresponse, especidly in the wake of the memory of the dusty road
on Tisanewith aman's brains spattered dl over it.

Chapter Two

It took Angelaawhile to reach the rendezvous point. Gabrid sat where he was, trying to relax, but he
wastwitchy. Hiseyefell on aparticular pot on the deck plating—alittle scorched pit, maybefive
centimeters deep, anear-oval shape.

Gabrie frowned dightly, dipping his hand into his pocket. The ship had dready been out of the
manufacturer's warranty when we bought it, or 1'd send them aletter about this. The deck plating was
supposed to be proof againgt everything. Acid, abrasion, fire...

Not this, he thought, looking at the luckstone that lay in his hand: alittle black oval pebble,
matte-surfaced. Faintly, asif awakened by the heat of hishand, adull dark-gold glow awokeinit.

A sudden stream of images jolted through him—

It had been happening more frequently of late, asif the events on Danwell had broken open some door
inside him—or not precisaly broken it open, but wedged it gar so that images and sounds and
experiences from some "other sde" were coming through, more and more frequently. Sometimes they
were benign or familiar. Some had to do with the edanweir people on Danwell and his contact there,
Tldla—images of day or evening, of his counterpart's working day as a hunter, aglimpse of greenery,
some huge beast being carted home to the family lodges. More often those images would have to do with
light and darkness, great gouts of fire being flung a a shadowy enemy. Increasingly those images were
asociated with afeding of dightly desperate familiarity.

We have donethis before. We aredoing it again.
Will it work?
There never seemed to be any answer to that question.

One particular set of images had become alot clearer lately. A large system, a populated system. Two,
maybe three planets, swinging in the darkness around a fierce star. Something hidden on one of the
planets. Something Gabridl was very interested in indeed...



He blinked. It took amoment to get rid of the image of the alien sun, the two worlds swinging around i,
and on one of them, the secret.

Theluckstone lay there in hishand, dark now. It was a Glassmaker artifact... he thought. The
Glassmaker people had inhabited some of the worlds of this part of the Verge untold millenniaago. They
had |eft afew artifacts behind in the ruins of their cities—objects usudly inexplicable, most seemingly
made of this glasdike materid, some of them having energy trapped or sourced within them in waysno
one understood. Some were thought, perhaps, to be weapons. Some were tools, though to do what
jobs, no one knew. The speciesitsaf was long gone from these spaces, and no one knew anything more
about them, not even what they looked like.

Thislittle stone had come to him as a gift, part of aload-lightening exercise by another Marine going
home. There were stoneslike it from some of the Stellar Ring worlds, natura dectrically charged
slicate-compound fragments that would glow sometimes, and so at first Gabrie had thought nothing of it.
But dowly it had started to make plain that it was more than just some pebble picked up on somedien
beach. Some of its behavior was smply peculiar—like melting that hole into the deck when it had been
dropped there. Other thingsit did, though...

He shook his head, scuffing with one soft-booted toe at the little melted pit. The stone had become akey
to the detection and use of other dien artifacts scattered around this part of space. One such facility had
been hidden on Danwell, reveded when Gabrid and Enda came there in company with Helm, Delde
Sota, Angela, and Grawl. Other things had been revealed aswell, as Gabriel found the stone opening
parts of him that had been locked up, their presence hitherto unsuspected—especialy apart of hismind
that seemed increasingly likely to seethe future asjust akind of past that hadn't yet happened and to
remember what Gabriel hadn't yet persondly experienced. That same part of hismind started
experiencing dl kinds of other traffic aswell: he found himsalf participating in the edanweir's commund
telepathy and being used by the dien facility on Danwell for its own purposes. Defending the planet, yes,
but there had been something else going on aswell.

One of the powers he had met on Danwell—then wearing the shape of avery smal edanweir child, but
astimewent by Gabriel wasless and less deceived by this—had told him that relatively nearby wasa
great hoard of the same kind of alien technology—uvery old, very powerful... waiting. She had not said
S0 in so many words, but the implication had been waiting for the right person to come along.
Someone carrying the right kind of key... or who, in contact with it, had become theright kind of key...

The comms chimed.
"Hey, unshine,” Angdasaid, "Longshot, sorry for the delay.”

Gabriel smiled dightly and reached into the control display to toggle the image-conference mode. There
was Angela, blonde and cheerful asdways, and Grawl beside her in their roomy cabin.

"It'sdl right," Gabriel said, as Enda came up the hall to st down in the other pilot's seet. "Angela, we
redlly ought to get out of hereimmediatdly. Y ou didn't have any further business here?"

"What's the problem?" Angela asked.
"l had to shoot somebody."
Shewhidtled softly. "Did they Sart it?"

"Did you ever know meto start anything?' Gabriel sad.



"No, you've dways been a perfect gentleman,” said Angela. She smiled seetly.
Grawl guffawed.
"I didn't mean that,” Gabrid said.

Hem'simage appeared in the tank, dong with that of Delde Sotain her usud mechdus rlin noch'i, her
hair bound back into along braid al intertwined with cyberfiber and motilefibrils so that it wove and
wavered gently in the air as she spoke or gestured. " Assessment: probably needed shooting, if you shot
them. Concern: possible early exit from system advisable, though somewill draw incorrect conclusions
from same™”

Helm looked across the table at Gabriel. "Before we go on to decisions about where to go next, what
about this new ship you wanted to buy?"

Gabrid dghed. "There are afew posshbilities Stting around in some of the showrooms on Bluefdl, but the
prices here are pretty inflated.”

"The prices everywhere areinflated,” Enda said, somewhat wegrily. "Thisis, after dl, the Verge. If we
were within the Stellar Ring, the priceswould be lower." She sighed and said nothing more.

Gabrid clearly heard her not saying it and was briefly both amused and annoyed. He couldn't go within
the Ring because he would immediatdly be arrested. Still, there were times, like this one, when hewas
tempted to do it in order to get a price break, but that wouldn't work either. In the Ring, buying aship

with fase ID was even harder than it wasinthe Verge.

Helm grunted and said, "Only thing the Ring has over the Vergeisthat the swindlers are packed that
much closer together. The paperwork back there would kill you, not to mention the ancillary expenses.
Regigtry fees, police ingpection fees, planetary taxes, nationd taxes, city taxes, loca squeeze... I'd
sooner pay alittle extraand have less attention from the snoopies to what | was doing.”

"It'sthe paying alittle extral wastrying to avoid,” Gabriel muttered.

"No way to do that,” Helm said. "One way or the other, they get you. I'd just prefer to pay peoplel like,
but that removes one set of options. We won't be staying on here. So what do you havein mind for our
next jump?'

"Wdll..." Gabriel knew what the response was going to be to this, without recourse to any
luckstone-assisted visions, but that couldn't be helped. "1 was thinking about Algemron.”

The otherslooked at each other in surprise.

"Algemron?' Hem sad. "Don't like aquiet life much, do you? Or along one."
"What's the matter with Algemron?' asked Angela

"They're shooting at each other," replied Helm.

"Agan?' Grawl sad.

"Not so much 'again’ as'till,' " Hem said. "That war's been going on, how many years now, fifteen,
twenty? And it just doesn't seem able to stop.”

"A good war," said Grawl, "can become traditiond .”



Delde Sotalaughed, but the laughter had little humor about it. " Conjecture: can become part of business
asusud," shesad. "Result: participants decide they cannot do without it.”

"Like Phorcysand Ino," Gabrid muttered. "All the same, | think that's where I'm headed.”
"Can | ask what brought on this sudden attack of insanity?' Helm asked. He glanced at Enda.
She shook her head. "Thisisthefirst I have heard of it."

"Conjecture: Gabrid isrunning ahunch,” said Delde Sota.

He nodded. "That's about as much as| can confirm at the moment.”

"Okay." Helm sighed. "We're going to Algemron. Fine. Y ou'd better brush up on your guns, and so will
|." He started to get athoughtful expression.

"Advice: no gunrunning on thisrun, Hem!" Delde Sotasaid immediately.
"No," Hdm said dmost sadly. "'l suppose not.”

Gabrid smiled alittle. The governments of the two planets Alitar and Galvin were dways hungry for new
weapons, but usudly they preferred to buy in bulk from the mgjor arms companies. Private gunrunning
was frowned upon, and both worlds' police vessalsroutinely stopped passing traffic to see whether it
was carrying contraband. Their levels of enforcement in thisregard varied wildly—in some moods,
persona sidearms had been adjudged to be contraband, and the sidearms carriers had been imprisoned
for prolonged periods.

"WEell only be running data," Gabridl said. "There's no drivesat there, and there are too few infotraders
coming in. Both planets are dways complaining about it."

"Might the reason there are so few infotraders,” said Angela, "be anything to do with the war, and the fact
that it's dangerous to go anywhere near that syslem?”

"Especialy when the two worlds go most eagerly to war,” said Grawl, "when they draw close, once each
year..."

"We wouldn't be anywhere near that time right now, would we?' Angelasaid.
Hem's eyes narrowed as he did math in his head. "Coming up on it now, | think."

"Beginning of 'close approach’ season in ninety-four standard days," said Delde Sota. The end of her
braid, presently looped around her whisky glass, twitched alittle.

"Helm," Gabrie said, "what | meantotell youis... thismight actualy be too dangerous. | wouldn't want
you to—"

"Get introuble?' Helm said and burst out laughing. " Gabe, you need your head felt if you think I'm going
to let you go to Algemron by yoursdlf, after not leaving you in places that should have theoreticaly been a
lot less dangerous.”

"I'm serious,”" Gabriel said. "When it comesto getting out of harm'sway, we're not as quick asyou are,
and | don't like you having to wait up for uswhile we take an extrastarfall or so to catch up. Leaving out
thefact that it's dangerous, it'sjust not fair to you. The extra supplies you use up—"

"You let meworry about that," Helm said, narrowing hiseyes at Gabrid alittle in away meant to suggest



that Gabriel should letit drop. "I don't mind."

"I just wish we had a more powerful enginefor our drive," Gabrid said, "one big enough to keep up with
you. How the heck did you get aship with an engine like that, anyway?*

"Someone died and |eft it to me," Helm said, grinned, and narrowed his eyes harder.

Gabrid started to open his mouth, then thought better of it. There was no telling under what
circumstances the "someone" had died, and possibly thiswas something Helm preferred left behind him.
Helm had been good enough about believing Gabrid's protestations of innocence, no matter how unlikely
they seemed. This seemed like agood time to return the favor.

"Look," Helm said. "Kid, you're into something here, you and your magic pebble. | don't know what's
going on, exactly, but we were dl at Danwell together, and | know the kind of results your hunches
produce when you let them run. If you think you need to go to Algemron, I'd bet that it'll be worthwhile,
if only in terms of how interesting things are going to get. 1'd bet serious money that they'll get interesting
enough for you to need some extragunsto back you up. So I'min. I'll find away to cover my expenses
and have agood time, too." He turned to Delde Sota. "Doctor? Y ou want to Sit this dance out? Y our
choice. | can arrange reliable transport back to | phus before we head out, if you like."

Dede Sotagave him acoal look, though it was an amused one. " Assessment: chivary not yet dead.
Professiona assessment: unwiseto allow this venture to proceed without adequate medica advice
available. And other areas of expertise.”

Gabriel cleared histhroat, which felt oddly tight. "Angela, you don't—"

"If you think you're going to invite me out of thislittle venture,” she said dryly, "think again. The past
couple of months have been the most interesting that I've had in along time.”

"Maybe s0," Gabrid said, "but look, your ship isafamily venture. Taking Lalique into harm'sway
might—"

Angdatilted her head to one side and said, "For insurance purposes, title vestsin whoever's piloting her
at thetime. Believe me, I'veread the fine print in the contract. Mineisaprivate vessd. If | chooseto
travel with you to Algemron, and they try to interfere with me, I'll sic the Concord on them. The place
may be hazardous, but the rule of law hasn't broken down entirely out that way. Otherwise there would
be no infotraders going there. Or am | wrong?'

She wasright, a Stuation that annoyed Gabriel considerably. There was aparticular smug look she got at
such times. "Grawl ?"

"l am apoetess and achronicler of my times," the weren said, ruffling her forearm fur idly with one claw,
"and it would look ill should | opt out of aventure merely because fangs may here and there be shown.
Let usthereforelay our plans.”

Gabrid looked over at Enda.

"Itisas| have said to you before," she said. "'l will be three hundred in a decade or so, and there are
many places| have not been. Algemron, | must admit, isone of them." Enda shrugged gracefully.

Gabridl bresthed out. "All right.”

"So let's go, then," Helm said. "The sooner the better, it soundslike."



"l will query the drivesat for traffic destined for Algemron,” Endasaid. "There should be some, but not so
much that it will delay our departure by more than haf an hour or so."

Helm got up to go do awegpons check somewhere elsein hisship. "Okay," Angelasaid, "flash uswhen
you'reready to go..." The connection from Lalique faded out.

Endawent back to the main infotrading console to sart the business of picking up aload of datafrom the
drivesat. Gabrid started to get up. "One moment,” sad Delde Sota. "Professional requirement: put armin

display, please.”

Gabrid blinked and put the arm that had hismedica chip embedded in it into the control display. The end
of Delde Sotas braid went out of sight of the pickup. A vague tickling sensation started in the skin
around the chip.

He glanced a the doctor with dight concern. That long, high-cheekboned face was more than usudly
thoughtful.

"Any big changes?' Gabrid asked quietly.

"Corrected assessment: what €lse but big changes," Delde Sota said, more quietly still. Gabrid was
rather astonished by the look of concernin her eyes. Delde Sota was avery managing type, both of her
own emotions and of Stuationsin generd. It was not usud to see her seeming out of depth.

"How?' Gabrid said. "l haven't started to sprout toadstools yet. Or horns and batwings, either.”

"Might be preferable,” said the doctor. " Could suggest interventions for those." She breathed out, a
concerned hiss of sound. " Systemic changes, shiftsin microchemistry, endocrind balances,
neurochemidtry... here amolecule, there amolecule; abond breaks, another one fusesin anew way ...
theimplicationsare disquieting.”

"We both know I've been changing,” Gabrid said, "but you said there was no physical enginefor the
changes. It'snot asif I'd been hardwired or anything.”

"Hardwiring too could be dealt with," Delde Sota said. "At least some chance of selectivity there, of
persond choice, or of putting it back the way you found it if you don't like the way things have turned

out. But who chooses what happens to you now? Where are these decisions being made, and by what
ingrumentality? Interna ? External ? Combination of both by way of implanted suggestion?* She shook her
head. "Diagnods. no gn of such, and hard enough to get you to take a suggestion anyway, even not
implanted. Molecular engine? No sign of such. Reprogramming of DNA? No sign of that either. Changes
are coming out of nowhere. Going—"

"Nowhere, maybe," Gabrid sad.

She looked at him with the expression of someone willing to humor acrazy person, but only so far.
"Chdlenge: tell me again that changes of such subtlety, so perfectly tailored to you, are happening
accidentaly. Have various bridgesto sdll yovu, if you believe that.”

Gabrid looked at her dightly cockeyed. "Why would you want to sell me bridges?'

Delde Sota gave him an exasperated |ook. "Waste of good idiom. Gabridl, neurochemica changesaone
suggest purpose. Careful phasing of neuropeptide sequencesinto ancillaria, concedled mydin
restructuring strategies—"

"I can't fed those" Gabrid said. "Evenif | did, I ill wouldn't know what they meant. 1'd sooner know



why my hair's gone so white."

"Assessment: archaeotypicaly hominid-masculine response,” Delde Sotasaid, flipping her braid inthe air
inan I-give-up gesture. "Follicular obsession. Opinion: only fortunate the perseveration does not concern
iphyphallocointrinism.” Sherolled her eyes as she said this, and Gabrid tried hard to fix the last word in
hismind so that he could look it up later. "Warning: more important things to be concerned about.
Idiomatic description: your body is becoming less your own and more something else's.” She paused.
"Incorrect. Someone e se's”

"Aslong asit'sgill mine" Gabriel sad.

"Precisely the problem,” Delde Sotasaid, "since the 'someone el se' in question is you. Alert: mind/body is
agpectrum, not adichotomy! Shift one part, other parts shift aswell. Physica affects menta as
profoundly as menta/physica.” Shelooked at him narrowly. "Example: rather odd events just now on
Danwell. Alien machine acting as mind/body extenson. Conjecture: unaffected?

Gabrie kept quiet for amoment and thought about that. The strange dreams he had started having before
Danwdl had not stopped, though their emphasis had changed. Since then, he had been fedling. .. well,

not exactly tired, not physically anyway, but asif he had overextended himsalf somehow. At least he had
been feding that way for thefirst few days after that |ast battle. The fedling had gone away. Now he was
beginning to wonder whether it had done so too quickly.

"No," Gabrid sad, "l don't think so."

Delde Sotalet out another long bresth and said, " Statement: remiss of meto leave client unsupervised
during period of unpredictable change. Addendum: if toadstools do occur, would not like to lose chance
to publish.”

Gabrie gave her the driest ook he could. " Ambulance chaser.”

Dede Sota gave him that 1ook right back, with interest. "Notification,” she said, "skilled enough
practitioner has no need to chase. Knows where to stand so that vehicle stopsright in front of her."

Gabrid smiled too, though he had to forceit alittle, and closed down the display.

* * % % %

Much later that evening, after they had madetheir first sarfall on their way to Algemron, Gabrie lay in
the dimness of hislittle cabin, under the blanket, with the luckstone in one hand.

He had beguntofed it looking & him.

Thefeding had first crept up on him when they arrived at Danwell, and it had been increasing since. It
was not an unfriendly regard, particularly... just asense of being thoughtfully, carefully watched.

It wanted something.

Y et the wanting was very cool, dispassionate. There were no emotions attached to it that Gabriel could
sense, which wasjust aswell.

He wished he knew what it wanted, so that he could get it out of hislife.

Isthat even possible any more? Gabrid thought. There were the physiologica changes Delde Sota had
spoken of ...



In the dimness, he glanced across the room toward his mirror. He knew that if he got up and looked at
himsdlf, he would only see again what he had been trying not to see every morning: al the hair that was
coming in lvery white, the hair of an old man. Though not entirely white yet, it would be soon.

What esein him was aging in ways he didn't know about? Was he just going to wrinkle up and die
suddenly, without warning? Delde Sotafelt his organs were in good enough order for amanin his
mid-twenties, but would they stay that way for long, and if so, for how long?

He had no choice redlly but to pursue the course he was now committed to follow. The hintsand visons,
the dreams and hunches that were occurring to him now. .. following them had become Gabrid'slife.
Only that way would he be able to come to the end of the path they were drawing for him. Once the
stone had what it wanted—or whatever the unseen power that lay behind it wanted—then he would be
ableto pick up hisown life again, try to knot up the parted threads of it, and find his own way.

Probably into acell, said that chilly voice at the back of hismind.

He lay there amoment more, then put the stone aside and turned over in the bed to try to get to deep. It
would be tomorrow al too soon, and he would have to embark on the one errand that held him to what
now seemed the most distant part of hislife, the part before the Marines. Tomorrow would either see
that particular thread snapped or reinforced. After that, what would happen to him...

Only the stone knew. Asthe room light cycled down to complete darkness, the last thing Gabridl saw
wasthe light dying out of the stone, leaving it black and dead.

* k k k%

After that, for along timein his dream, dark-green thought stroked and tangled in and out through itsdlf,
incomprehens ble, uncomprehending.

In hisdream, Gabrid stirred and moaned.

Chapter Three

In one of the many white-on-white corridors of the Concord Cruiser Schmetterling, Commander Aleen
Deonghi stood outside the closed door and hesitated, not entirely willing to go in. She could hear noises
coming fromingde.

Nonetheless, sheraised her hand to knock. Y ou did not keep a Concord Administrator waiting when he
summoned you.

The door dipped slently open, and the dim dark-visaged young man she had been expecting to see was
ganding justingdeit. "Yes? Oh, it'syou, maam. Comein. The Administrator will seeyou.”

She stepped in, rather out of her depth. She did not normally expect to see Lorand Kharlsin the ship's
gymnasium. He had an office, a perfectly nice one—if somewhat underfurnished for someone of his
station—and she had never seen him out of it. In fact, there were people aboard Schmetterling who
clamed he never Ieft it at dl. Apparently their information wasin—

CRACK!

The sound brought her head around fast. The gym was mostly empty, the mgority of the equipment



folded away into thewadls. The lights were dimmed, glinting somewhet brassily off thewhitewalsand
ceiling since the holography equipment was presently running. Off to one Side, wearing nondescript dark
blue swest gear, Lorand Kharlswas fighting with himsaif.

That would have been most peoplesfirst impression, anyway. Kharlsheld the tri-staff of his office
crosswisein front of him, and hewas circling warily around a holographic smulation of himself, aso
holding aduplicate of the taff. The hologram'simaging field was charged, so that when there was any
physical incursion into it, abig spark and shock-noise was generated. As she watched, Delonghi saw it
happen again, the adminigtrator feinting, feinting once more, afake high, another one low, and then a
change of grip on the tri-staff and abig swinging blow at histwin, who danced back—but not far
enough. CRACK! Kharls danced backward as the other plunged forward, the staff whirling inits hands.
The hologram brought the staff around end-on to Kharls, held it poised just for amoment—

Something that looked entirely too much like lightning lanced from the end of it. Kharls legped to one
sde, il holding the staff, hit the ground and rolled, came up out of the shoulder rall, lifted the staff asif
to parry the other's next attack, and then flung it.

It Ieft hishandslike a spear, spitting lightning asit went, and flew straight through the center of his
adversary's body. The shadowy Kharls dropped its own wesgpon, made asif to clutch at the tri-staff, and
then lost coherence, shivering into interference-pattern insubgtantidity, then into static snow, and then
darkness.

Kharlslet out along breath, went over to pick up his staff, then looked over a Delonghi, leaning on the
wesapon.

"Would you care to dance, Commander?' he asked.

She swdlowed. "1 prefer thewaltz," she said and went over to him, not so dowly asto suggest shewas
afrad.

"It'sbeen avery full day,” Kharlssaid, "and | would hope you would forgive me asking to see you just
now, but there's no other time available for the next twenty-four hours or so, and | didn't want to wait."

"It'snot aproblem, gr," Delonghi replied, privately considering that no Concord Administrator did
anything without areason, no matter how random his or her motives might seem to the uneducated
observer.

"Very well," he said. He stood there amoment wiping away sweat and getting his breath back.
"I've never seen one of those used,” Delonghi said.

Kharlslooked momentarily surprised then glanced at the tri-gtaff. "What? Oh, but thiswasn't use."
"Y ou could have fooled me," Delonghi said.

Hethrew her awry look that suggested, without needing so many words, that in fact in the past he had
certainly done so but was too courteous at the moment to pick up on her raight line directly. "No,"
Kharls said after amoment, "believe me, when this gets used, really used, then life and degth are on the
line." Helooked at the staff with a certain amount of pleasure. "Of course you need practice in handling
it... getting the movesright. There's never enough timefor that, but | make what opportunities| can.”

It was entirely too tempting to take him casudly, thislittle bald man. Hewas not at dl plump. Delonghi
sugpected that Concord Administrators livesran at too high a speed for them ever to put on much
weight. The overt effect of the baldness and shortness together somehow suggested ajolly man, a



cheerful soul. Then you saw the eyes and the rest of the face, and that impression went entirely out of
your mind. The cheer wasthere dl right, but there was aferocious, cool intelligence behind it—a sense
that this man might do anything at al in the course of his business, which, asthe motto said, was peace.
Still, Delonghi knew that Kharls was not above producing afair amount of conflict and trouble along the
way if hefet them required to produce the find result for alarge enough group of people. Inthishe
merdy proved himsdlf trueto hiskind, for Concord Administrators were no armchair politicians. They
went where they were needed, from the inner worlds to the emptiest and most dangerous spaces of the
Verge They took action—sometimes quite brutal action—and took the responsibility without shirking it.
The tri-gaff was symbolic of their need to handleit personadly, "getting their hands dirty,” which, asjudge,
jury, and executioner, they often enough did.

"Meanwhile" Kharlssaid, "I've been waiting for some mattersto cometo ahead, and they'vefindly
done so0, which iswhy I've sent for you." Helifted the staff again, executed anest if large reverse
moulinet with it. "Gabriel Connor.”

Deonghi had expected as much and restrained hersdlf from letting so much as aflicker of expression
show. "Whereis he now?'

"Surely you know," Kharls said, "being Intel and having something of an interest in the man'scase.”

| won't swear in front of him, Delonghi thought, | won't! "Aegis, a the moment,” shesaid. "1 think he's
planning to change equipment. It'sa good place to buy anew ship.”

Kharls nodded dowly and for afew moments|ooked up into the ar asif examining adistant landscape.
"Other things he can be doing thereaswell,” Kharlssaid. "'l wonder..."

Hefdl slent.
"l don't ssewhy you won't let ustake him," Delonghi said. " The new identity—"

"Please," Kharlssad, lifting ahand. "Commander, you must understand that | know there's some animus
inIntel regarding this particular case. It's dways annoying when someone produces results so
wide-ranging without either funding or the appropriate clearances. Worse yet when they appear to beon
the wrong side of thelaw.”

"He is on the wrong side of the law," Delonghi said, "and when the Marines catch up with him—"

"Y ou have been talking to Captain Dareyev, | see,” Kharls said and smiled dightly. "Well, why wouldn't
you? Cross-discipline messes are wel come enough on these long hauls away from home.”

Once again, the thought struck Delonghi that there might be other reasons why the various forces aboard
Star Force ships were encouraged to mingle so freely in their off-duty hours. Star Force had itsown
Intel, but so did the Marines, and—

She choked off that thought for the moment, for Kharlswas|ooking at her thoughtfully.

"Y ou know of course that there is some animus between her and Connor aswell,” Kharls said, more
quietly. "More than usud, under the circumstances. Not particularly surprisng, snce they were such good
friends before, and when a death comes between friends thisway, the results can be unexpectedly bitter.
And there are other considerationsaswell."

Hewaslooking, it seemed to Delonghi, straight through her. The expression made her want to shiver.
"Y ou wouldn't know about those, would you," said Kharls, "or have any little suspicionsthat the captain
had more ironsin the fire concerning Connor than she'sentirely willing to let on?”



Deonghi was only ableto shake her head numbly.

"Well," Kharlssighed. "I suspect some, but then | suspect so many things, and thisisn't any more or less
likely than therest of them." Again that very disturbing look, asif he could seeright into the bottom of
her. "Wdl," Kharlssaid, "Aegis. What would you do, if you had your druthers?'

Delonghi swallowed, for thiswas exactly what she had been afraid he would ask her. "Whileit would
make the Marines happy to send someone straight there and arrest him—"

"Doubtlessit would. | takeit they don't yet have Star Force Intel'sinformation about his present dias?’

Delonghi shook her head again, hoping desperately that what she presently knew about this Situation
would not show.

"Well, if they ask, obvioudy interservice courtesy will have to be done, and the information shared.”
"Will it?'Obvioudy'?' Delonghi asked.

Thistime, when helooked at her, hiseyesflashed. It was an entirely approving expression, and Delonghi
was not sure that being on the receiving end of it was any more comfortable than receiving one of his
more censoriouslooks. "If they ask," said Kharls, "of course. Meantime, though, you had afurther

thought.”

Ddonghi swallowed and spoke. ""Connor has been dlowed to run for the value of what he's been turning
up. Obvioudy Danwell and the eventsthere are an example of the kind of thing he turnsup. Not just
Danwell itsdlf, ether.”

"No, indeed,” said Kharls. "Some odd things began happening in that system a short time after Connor
arrived. Of course, you arrived then, too, and so did that VVoidCorp security operative. There might be
some who would find the waters muddied by the additional personnd. So much the better. Now he's of f
again looking for another ship, you say."

"Wethink he wantsto extend hisrange so that helll have less trouble hunting down whatever he's after

"Andyou think thisis...?"

Deonghi paused and shook her head. "Werenot sure," she said. "It'sunlikely to be anything having
directly to do with the warrant out on him. If he were hunting evidence to back his claim that he's been
framed or duped, he'd be looking toward more populated areas, not into the back end of the Verge.
Weve been able to track some of his Grid usage, and he's been paying alot of attention to placeslike
Mantebron and High Mojave. Nothing back thisway."

Kharls nodded and turned away. "Well, that matches my thinking somewhat. Now, the crunch.
Doubtless you would like to look further into this matter. Why should | send you?"

The next few moments stretched out unnaturally long for Delonghi, for she had not expected to be asked
this question. She had botched her last mission involving Connor—botched it spectacularly. She had
returned to her posting on Schmetterling, and to her continuing shock, for the next couple of months,
nothing had happened. No review board, no loss of grade and pay. The uneventful quality of those
months had been horrifying—all of them spent in the same job, al of them spent waiting for the axeto
fal. Each time she had started to become alittle numb, thinking that perhaps she would be let off the
hook and alowed to continue her career from the point just before she screwed it up, there would come
some small reminder that thiswas not to be the case. Kharls had not forgotten. Always, when her pay



chip camein, there was alarge number down at the bottom of the readout, the cost of the Star Force
ship that Delonghi had signed for and (because of Gabrid Connor) had not returned. The number had
many zeroes after it, too many zeroes ever to be paid for out of her pay in her lifetime, but aso, there
was aways the note that appeared beside that awful number: DEFERRED.

Deferred for what? she would think. For how long? Until now?
Her mouth was very dry.

"Sir," she said, "you should send me because Connor knows me and knows me to be connected with
you. Heistherefore lesslikely to kill me than anyone ese you might send.”

Kharls stared at her and then burst out laughing. It went on for an embarrassingly long time, and he
actualy had to wipe hisface a the end of it.

"Delonghi," hesad, "oh my..." Hewastill chuckling. ™Y ou're worried about Connor killing you? |
wouldn't waste too much concern over that. He has his own agendas that would militate againgt it.
Besides, if atool islikely to be dl that deadly, | don't throw it out into the dark. | keep it in my hand,
where | know what it'sdoing.”

Thelook he gave her was openly merry now, and Delonghi did not care to read too much into it.

"Indeed,” Kharls continued, "you are known to him, and that's an advantage. Connor has severa things
on hismind which he did not confide in me, and one matter that isfairly mgor, about which | have some
curiogity. Oh, redlly, Delonghi, do you think | can't tell when people aren't telling me things?' That look
was even more amused. "Y ou think it'sal about holding your face ill? Y oure Intel, didn't your kinesics
ingtructor tell you that the shoulders are—" He stopped himsdlf. "Well, you'll find out. Anyway, Connor
wouldn't have been such afool asto go straight off after whatever it is he wants and about which he
hasn't told me—not without taking alittle time to recover from the Danwell experiencefird. I'd say he's
about ready now, though. So get yoursalf another ship, and go after him. Find out where he's headed.

Y ou may need help to stop him from getting whatever he's after. .. or to dow him down until we can get
there”

"What if hetriesto make contact with other intelligence forces?' Delonghi asked, for thiswas one of the
rocks on which her last mission had foundered, and she wanted to be very clear about her options.

"Yes, thereisawaysthat, isn't there?' Kharlsreplied. For severd moments he was slent, gazing & the
floor and turning the tri-staff gently around and around as heleaned on it again.

Helooked up again. "How would you handleit?

"I would watch," she said, "and see who made the first approach. If they were the ones who came after
him..." She breathed in, breathed out, not sureif thiswasthe right answer. "1 might be concerned for his

sHety.”

"After past experience, I'd say you would probably be right there," said Kharls. There was adight soft
edgein hisvoice dl of asudden, which made Delonghi even more nervous than she had been. "There
may be others besidesintelligence assets who come looking for him aswell: otherswho are as
determined not to have him find things aswe are to let him get out there and turn over the rocks. If they
come aong, you'll do well to be more than concerned. Protect him and yourself. Make sure your
armament is more than adequate.” Kharls glanced at the tri-staff, fitted one thumbnail into ahardly visble
recess at about the five foot level, and concentrated on the spot for amoment, tapping in some coded

message.



"And when hefinds... whatever itis?'

Kharlslaughed softly. ™Y ou'll have to send word back with someone else or bring it yoursdf. | wouldn't
guote you odds on there being a drivesat anywhere nearby, not in the spaces he'slikely to be
investigating. Be prepared for a speedy return to hislocation after that, snceif I know Connor, he will be
up to his neck in something unpleasant. Whether helll be able to handleit or not..."

He shook his head, wearing that cool expression again, aman willing to throw the dice and wait to see
how they fall, and not at all concerned about any opinions the dice might have on the matter.

"Go on, then," he said. "Well be at your dropoff point five days from now. So good luck to you. Better
luck than lagt time."

"Thank you, sir," she said, saluted him, and turned to go out.

Hafway to the door he spoke again. " One thing, Delonghi.”

She paused, turned.

"Don't wait for himto buy aship,” Kharls said. "He won't bother. Not now."
"But hiscommstraffic—"

"Yes, I'm sure. Whatever he may have been doing, | think now he's sensing that one of thetrails he's
following may be going cold. He waited aslong as he could, partly for tactical reasons, | fed, but he
plays his hunches, too. Don't dawdle. Get after him."

"YS, s‘ r_"

"And if you'd be so kind, when you go back updecks, ask Captain Dareyev to call on me at her earliest
convenience."

Deonghi nodded and went out. Not that it would normaly be my business to pass on such messages, she
thought, but he wants her to know that I've seen him, and—since he knows she'd ask, and I'd tell
her—he wants her to know something about what he'stold me. Not all of it, of course.

Why?

For the time being, though, Delonghi knew there were likely to be no answers. All she could do wastry
to carry out this misson more effectively than she had carried out the last one. It was tough enough to
come out of asession with Lorand Kharlswith a sense that your head was il fastened on. Rather to her
surprise, herswas.

He sees some usein me dtill, shethought. | wish | were entirdly sure that thisisagood thing.

* *x % % %

Light-years away, adark ship moved in the outer reaches of the Coulomb system. No one was
positioned to be able to detect its presence, which was just aswell, for if anyone had come acrossit,
they might not have escaped again to tell the story.

Deep ingde the ship, in the adminigtrative center, atal dender man in adark coverdl sat, looking &t the
little viewer built into the big shining desk before him and reading afile. Hewasin no hurry, for he had
read thefile before and was merdly refreshing himsalf on some of the pertinent details.



WEéll, the last operative would make no more mistakes. The next one, though... what she would do was
another question entirely.

Findly, the cal he waswaiting for came through.

"RS201 67LEK here," said the man at the other end of the connection. He looked paer than usud,
which was an interesting effect in someone so blond to start with. Like the man hewas caling, hewore a
very plain dark one-piece suit, though in gray rather than black. Probably wise, for black would have
made him look positively undead.

The man at the desk looked thoughtfully a the message herald showing across the bottom of the screen.
"Took you awhileto get here.”

"Couldn't be helped. | had other business that kept me closer to home, and I've already been away from
Main Office alot longer than planned. As soon as we recharge, we're off again.”

"I must admit, | wasn't expecting to see you. | thought it would be SL223 98MFT."
"He couldn't makeit," replied RS201 67LEK.

The man in the dark coverdl said nothing. There had been many detentions recently, and the lateness
implied by anumber of them was more permanent than usud. Company politics was hegating up
somewhat.

"S0," the man at the desk asked, "you'll be heading straight out again?!
"A few garfals. No more, I'm glad to say. Have you heard anything to the point from Upstairs?'
"No morethan | need to. Asusud, they're being circumspect and covering their fundaments.”

RS201 67LEK sghed in frugtration. The man at the desk shared his frustration but was not going to
expressit, not in front of someone so closeto his own grade. Be polite to your underlings on the way up,
the saying went. Y ou want to be sure they underestimate you if they meet you again on the way down.
Hewas sure that RS201 67LEK had his own ideas of which each of them was. It was not his businessto
disabuse the other of those ideas, especidly since they were erroneous.

"So what happened to RS881 34PRM?" asked the dark man before the other could bring the matter up
and wring even that smal satisfaction out of it.

"What do you think?' RS201 67LEK replied. "The Concord wrung her dry and chucked her out. We
picked her up afterward, and..."

"Contract terminated, then?'

RS201 67LEK shrugged. "It's not like she didn't know it was going to happen. Apparently, they refused
her request for asylum, though. That was something of apuzzle.

"They preferred her out of theway," said the man at the desk. "Unusudly sensible of them. I'd half
thought they'd lock her up to keep us from doing the merciful thing. Never mind. Did the pre-termination
debriefing turn up anything interesting?"

"No. Whatever happened on Dan well, she was out of commission for theinteresting parts.”

"And that's the hot question of the moment, of course,” said the dark man. "What did happen at
Danwd|?'



RS201 67LEK shook his head. The upper reaches of VoidCorp were still buzzing with the strange
occurrence that had terminated there. Three VoidCorp vessels had been en route to that planet to teke
pre-emptive possession of certain alien technology discovered there, but something odd had happened in
drivespace. Everybody knew that a starfal/starrise cycle lasted exactly a hundred and twenty-one hours,
but those vessal's had come out of such acycle only to find that a Concord cruiser that had |eft at least
two hours after they did had nonetheless arrived at Danwell before them and was now gtting there with
itsguns hot, spoiling what would otherwise have been a very advantageous and lucrative day.

When it suddenly appeared that natural laws were breaking themsdavesin favor of one sidein apolitica
dispute, naturally agreat deal of interest was created, but there was more to thisinterest than the
suspicion that somehow the Concord had found away to bend the rules of physicsin its own favor.
Other business had been scheduled to happen near Danwell, and the Concord's presence had disrupted
it. A favor in the act of being done for apotential business partner had been derailed, and the upper
reaches of the company were now in aturmoail trying to put the Situation right.

"Well," said the man at the desk. "Well find out oneway or the other. Meanwhile, theinvestigeation is
moving on, Since the main suspect has moved on aswell.”

"Where now?"
"Probably High Mojave.”
"Oh?' RS201 67LEK said. "Where does that intelligence come from?"

"You'd be surprised.” The dark man laughed. " There's been a change in tactics. No more squabbling
between factions, no more Intel against Operations. This comes from way up in the Vs somewhere, up in
the rarified airswhere they've decided that were al supposed to be one big happy family.” Hemade a
face meant to suggest that this prospect was aless than rapturous one. "The target isto be picked up and
'made safe’ by someone senior. No more minor ops are to be involved. People with more seniority, al up
and down theline, are taking charge now."

"Oh?" asked RS201 67LEK. "Peoplelike you?'

The man inthe dark coverdl didn't quitelaugh. "Asif | wouldn't go, if | had time. Thewhole businessis
fascinating, but | have my own firesto put out back at the important end of things. The damned
adminigtrator has been turning the heat up, and I'm busy keeping the immediate superiors from panicking
and turning everything over to Intel. They've been the source of our present troubles asitis. Divisonin
the company isn't agood thing."

"I would have thought they'd be suggesting that the representative you sent wasto blame," said RS201
67LEK.

"Spare me your helpful ideas. Asfor Intel, my branch has seen little enough useful product from any of
them, high or low, inthe last few months. Thought higher up is shifting in regard to their genera
usefulness. I'd keep well away from them. Anyone seen to be taking their part islikely to get splashed
when the big reorgani zation happens.”

RS201 67LEK laughed. " That's supposed to happen now, isit? What alaugh.”

Theman in the dark coveral didn't respond to that. Let poor RS201 think it's not going to happen, he
thought. Getting splashed will bethe least of hisworries, and if he can't keep away from the splash, that'll
be one less thing for me to worry about. "The company has businessto tend to,” he said, "and it'sgoing
to betending to it with somevigor. In particular, we have word that the target is after something very



vauableindeed, something we want firs.."
"For development purposes, | would suppose.”

Y ou just go on thinking that, thought the dark man. " Stars only know what the policy people will make of
itoncewevegot it," hesad. "All we haveto do iskeep out of Sght and stay with the target until he leads
usto what we're after.”

"Sounds amost too easy.”

It was another nasty little jab, for that was what RS881 34PRM was supposed to have been doing on
Danwell, and it had dl gone wrong. " Confirmation that the target's genuine came dong from our big
Concord contact. He's not as careful about who sees his communiques as he might be.”

"Redly?' RS201 67LEK looked genuindly interested for the first time. "How did you manageto—" He
stopped himsdf, and the man in the dark coveral was amused for asecond or s0, though carefully he did
not smile. Even RS201 67LEK knew that it was unwise to ask your superiors how they had managed to
get ahead in their work. Too much curiosity could lead to you having the techniques demongtrated to you
persondly, and your career could suffer.

"So wefollow thisguy?' RS201 67LEK asked.

"It won't be difficult. He's picked up another set of friends. They're acozy little threesome of ships now.
Some interesting possibilities there for a creative agent, should it be possible to split them up somehow.”

RS201 67LEK waved ahand dismissively and said, "Adminigtrivia. Fascinaing inits place, I'm sure, but
| prefer results. Wefollow him to High Mojave and then evauate what he finds. Possibly with help.”

That would be one way to think of it, thought the man in the dark coverall. He nodded and said, "There's
no rush about it. We wait until were sure the materia the upper-ups are looking for is unearthed, then go
in. We get to keep the target and wring him out. Then, if wefed likeit, we can tosswhat's |eft back to
the Concord people asareminder of who'sleading in this particular foxtrot.” He smiled dightly.

"Surprised you plan for there to be anything left to toss,” replied RS201 67LEK. "Don't want them to get
the ideawere going soft.”

"I don't think they'll get that ideg,” said the dark man, "not by the time we're done. In his case, anyway,
hell be done bresthing.”

"Some satisfaction inthat,” said RS201 67LEK, making aface, "after dl the trouble he's caused us. Be a
good thing to make an example of him."

"Oh, I think welll manage that,” said the man in the dark coverdl. "What does your timing look like now?"

"Tempting to do an overshoot and meet him there,” said RS201 67LEK, "but probably it's safer to follow
a asafe digance and give him rope. Amusing if he hanged himsdf with it before we did anything.”

"Follow him by al means. And good hunting."
"Anything ds=?"

"Not athing."

RS201 67LEK nodded, and the viewer went dark.



The man in the dark coverall leaned back in his chair and smiled gently, for RS201 67LEK plainly had no
idea of what the reorganization was going to involve. It was agood question whether he would surviveit.

Theman in the black coveradl had seen some preliminary images. He knew that things were redlly about
to start moving in these spaces. All hell would break loose while his people were seen to be having
nothing to do with it. Until afterwards, he thought, when the situation that remains can be best exploited,
but now there was little more to do than watch it unfold. The Concord and the nonaigned worlds would
be screaming bloody murder within afew months. Let them scresm. The Company had been waiting for
this particular shift in the balance of power for along time—had in fact done agreet dedl to Sart bringing
it about. Now alot of people, shirkers and scoffers, the less-than-fully-committed, were going to get the
shock of their lives—not that those lives were likely to last long. After that, those people would be made
really useful. The technique was enough to make your blood run cold, until you saw the potentia of it.

He hoped to see that potential demonstrated on RS201 67LEK and numerous other people who had
gotten in hisway at onetime or another. It was, after dl, anill wind that blew nobody any good.

Chapter Four

When they made starrise a the end of thefirst of their five jJumpsto Algemron, Gabrid was ill in no
mood for one of the three ships usual get-together dinners. The gathering was postponed, and al three
crewswent about doing what they usudly did while waiting for their drivesto recharge: maintenance,
systems checks, and the hobbies that were the mainstays of private pilots who had |learned the wisdom of
sructuring their idle time while in drivespace or recharge downtime. Gabriel had thought he would take
another look at those ship catalogues, but his heart wasn't in it. He was still too upset by what had
happened back at Bluefal. Now, when Enda had gone off to take anap, Gabrid found himsdlf sitting
adoneinthe pilot's cabin, feding very much at loose ends.

When the comms circuit chirped, it startled him. Gabriel looked at its control in the display, then stuck his
finger in and activated it. " Sunshine.”

"Gabrid." Itwas Angela. "IsEndaavailable?'
"Napping, but I'll get her."

"No, it'snot that important. It'sjust about ashopping list for Algemron." Therewas apause. "Y ou sound
so bored. Why not take a break and come over?"

Bored had nothing to do with it, and normally he would have refused politely and gone to take anap
himsdlf, but Sunshine wasjust too quiet at the moment. If he sat here, he would start hearing that voice
saying, "Whenit'sal over, when our nameiscleared..." Also, there was apeculiar twanging noisein the
background, and he wondered if something on Angelas ship was acting up again.

"Sure," Gabrid said. "Why not?'
"I'll put out thetube,” Angelasaid.

A few minutes|ater he was climbing through Lalique's airlock. That odd whanging sound was coming
from down the halway. Then it ceased, and Angelawas coming up the hall toward him, carrying alarge
jug of somekind.



"New batch just finished,” she said. "Want some kvass?'

"Uh," he said, glancing around him to get his bearings as Angdawent by him with the jug. He had only
been over here afew times, but every time he came, he more envied Angelathe room she and Grawl had
toroll around ininsde Lalique. We are going to have a ship this Sze, he thought, and sooner rather than
later. | swear we are. "Sorry. What's kvass?!

"It'smild booze."
"I'm up for that."
"Come on down herethen."

Gabrid followed Angeladown the halway. "What the—" he said, suddenly hearing the strange noise
again. "Have you got engine trouble?’

Angelalaughed. "No, it's Grawl."

He stared at her. Angela pointed through a doorway, and Gabriel looked through it as he came up with
her.

Grawl was sitting on alow couch, in what as gpparently her quarters, plucking at a rhin. Suddenly
Gabrid understood. He had heard the instrument in recordings but had never until now seen one. It was
one of the severd different styles of weren lap-harp, haf aframe on which strings were strung for
plucking, and half avoicebox with tuned metal prongs extending partway acrossit. The prongs produced
the bass notes and rhythm, and the strings were for melody. .. if that wasthe word for it. They were
tuned in ascaethat Gabriel had never heard before, and which to his possibly untrained ears sounded
profoundly dissonant, like wild animals having an argument in an enclosed space.

"She doesn't goin for the epic poetry,” Angelasaid. "We should be grateful .
"Should we?!

"Y ou have no idea. It goes on for hours, and the choruses would deafen you. Come on, Gabrid, don't
hang over her," Angelasaid. " She gets sdf-conscious.”

He shook his head and followed her away from the door. "Somehow | can't see her getting all shy and
blushy," Gabrid sad. " She aways seems S0 self-possessed.” As someone might, he thought, who
outmasses nearly everyone else around here by afactor of two.

"Wdl, shesnot."

Angelaled himinto the living space just behind Lalique's piloting compartment. She put down the jug,
took down a couple of glasses from a shelf, blew the dust out of one, filled both from the jug, and handed
oneto Gabridl. He Sipped at the kvass and found that it was tart, fizzy, and not al that acohoalic.

"Thisisgood," he said. "How do you makeit?'

"Just yeast and fruit juice concentrate,” she said. "L ow-grade hooch for when you can't afford the
high-grade stuff.” She sprawled out on the sofa across from him, and Gabriel sat down on the other,
looking around.

"Go on, put your feet up,” Angelasaid. "We're not that houseproud. Besides, it's one of those
smartfabrics. You'd haveto st fireto it to get it to show dirt. Just aswell around here.”



Gabrid hitched hislegs up to sit crosdegged and put his drink off to one side.
"Y ou didn't have much to say about your trip to beautiful Bluefal,” Angeasad.
"No."

"Doubtless an indicator that your vist didn't go quite as planned.”

"Uh, no," Gabriel said. "l guessit didn't."

Then, having said that much, he felt foolish not saying anything more. So he leaned back and dowly
started to tell her about it, as much as he could bear to. The origina pain was wearing off somewhat, but
the memory twinged anew every time he touched it, and in some new place: the bright, brassy way the
day had looked, some aspect of hisfather's expression that he had been too shocked to notice at the
time. At the sametime, hefound himsalf increasingly ableto view it dl asif it had happened to someone
dse

"The strain on him through al this hasto have been horrible," Gabrid said softly when he had finished.
"It'ssuch asmall place, Tisane. The neighbors are watching you al thetime. .. everything you do. You
can't avoid socidizing with them. They'redl thereis, but if something embarrassing happensto someone,
everybody knows about it in seconds.”

He shook his head and turned away. "It has to have been like aprison for him," Gabrid said, "house
arrest. HEll have been lonely, but there wasn't anyone to turn to, anyone to talk to. Even when things
were dl right with the neighbors, he was never the most socia person. When they tried to be with him
after my mother died, he never was ableto take it the way it was meant. He dways drew away."

"Sounds like he may have started doing it now,” Angelasaid. "It'd be convenient, too, for him to blame
you for it so hewouldn't beto blame at al.”

Gabrid blinked at thet.

She shook her head. "I don't know what to tell you," Angela said as she sat up, curling her legs
underneath her and reaching out again for her kvass. ™Y ou're probably just going to haveto let him get
over it. | bet he was more upset than you were, just no good at showing it—not that it would have
helped. Y ou would amost certainly have made each other worse.”

Gabriel nodded dowly, surprised how glad hewasto hear thisjudgment. It made him fed lessasif he
had fled entirely in panic at the end. Y ou sound like you've been through thiskind of thing."

She shook her head. "No. It'sweird, but | had awonderful childhood." Angelalaughed. "1 mean, ‘it's
weird' in the sensethat it seemslike no one ese | know has had one or has agood relationship with their
parents now. We aways got along realy well, our family, even my brother and me. Well, | had to thump
him sometimes, but you assume you're going to have to do that with your brother so that helll at least
come out vaguely human.” Angelagrinned alittle. "Since | went out on my own into the big world, | see
the kind of things other people have gone through..." She shook her head. "I see how they suffer or
suffered, and | say, 'God, | was lucky not to have that happen to me. How did | luck out? What did | do
right? It doesn't seem fair, somehow."

She sighed. "Thislooks like just more of the same, but even now, look at the group of us. Enda... well,
you'd know more about her history than | would. Grawl, though. Chucked out from among her own
people, dmost without athought, for being the runt. Helm..." She paused. "1 get afeding Hm's
childhood wasn't exactly ajoyous romp. Just say the words "parent’ or ‘child' around him and watch him



diffen up. Thedoctor..." She shrugged. "Mechdus are kind of amystery to me. Do they have children or
send away for akit?'

"A little bit of both, | think."

"Well, thereés no telling how Delde Sotatook the process. They keep retrofitting themsalves until they get
it right, the mechadus—isn' that the idea? No telling how much of her ‘origina engineering' isleft then. She
might just have done avave and ring job on hersdf or acomplete rebuild.” Angelashrugged. "Anyway,
interms of human childhoods, | seem to have come off unusudly well. | ook at the people around me
and wish | could patent the process somehow and sdll it."

"You'd berich pretty quick,” Gabrid said.
"That'smy guess.”

They sat there quietly for alittle while, Spping at their kvass. Down the hal, Grawl was twanging away at
the rhin and producing astonishing dissonances that continued to sound more like drive mafunctions than

anythingdse.

"How do you put up with that?' Gabrid said.

"Modtly | dont," Angdlasaid. "Mostly she doesit when I'm adeep.”
"How could you deep with that going on?"

Angdashrugged. "If shedid it while | wasgoing to deep,” shesad, "I'd never get there. Afterwards, you
could detonate aforce grenade in here and I'd just sort of go 'uh’ and turn over.” She smiled, rather
sheepishly. "It's one of the reasons | was glad she agreed to team up with me. Y ou don't want to know
the kind of volumelevels| had to set my ship'salarmsfor when | was alone to wake me up if something
happened during my downtime."

"I'll make anoteto shout at you if you doze off," Gabrid said and fell silent for the moment.

You'd know more about her history than | would, Angelahad said. Gabriel could have laughed at that
but wasin no mood. He still knew so little about Enda. She had her own privacies, which even after dl
thiswhile he was unwilling to probe.

All thiswhile, Gabriel thought. How long have | known her now? A year?

It'sjust been such a busy year... but once again Gabriel was left thinking of how many questions he had
to ask her and wouldn't but still wished he had answersto.

He and Angelatalked agood while more, mostly about inconsequentia things, but Gabriel came back
again, eventudly, to hisfather. "The onething | should have said to him," Gabrid said with something of
an effort, "isthat | loved him, and | didn't want him to worry, but | didn't say that. And | think he meant
to say it tome, despiteit dl... and hedidn't say it either.”

"That's hardly your fault,” said Angela. She shook her head and sighed. " Anyway, you can gill drop hima
note next time you shift some data.”

Gabriel shook hishead. "Anything | send himisgoing to be intercepted,” he said. "He might never seeit.
He doesn't seem to have seen messages | sent him very early on.”

"Wel, what if it isintercepted?' Angdasaid. " So the snoopies discover that you secretly love your dad.



If that information confuses them, so much the better. The hdll with them, anyway.”

Her belligerence surprised Gabrid alittle. "They've been putting you through al kinds of grief,” Angela
said, seeming annoyed. "No harm for you to annoy them back alittle. Maybe they need to bejolted into
thinking of you as something bes des some kind of inhuman murderer.”

Gabriel thought about that. "1'd be more worried that they might try to use the information against me
somehow, or againg him."

"Sounds like they've dready tried everything they could in that regard,” Angdlasaid. ""From what you say
your old man said, it didn't take. Look, it's your choice, Gabridl, but whatever happens, someday thisis
all going to be over, and you'll be able to come back again. Y ou want to make sure you have someone to
come back to." She stretched.

Gabriel nodded. "Y our weaponsin order?' he said.

"Grawl's checked everything out,” Angdlasaid. "I'm going to double-check in awhile. We don't have
anything that could remotely be considered contraband, and everything but persona armsis going to be
locked up while we trangit the system—except the ship's armament, of course, but it soundslike we
won't be there that long."

"l want to do some provisioning there,” Gabrid said, "thingsthat could attract attention if | picked them
up here. Long-life supplies, some exploration gear... we may be gone for awhile.

Shegrinned alittle. "Y ou've caught the bug," she said. "Just aswell | sold you that contract, | guess. You
sure madeit pay alot better than | did.”

Down the hdll, a soft chirping noise began and started to escalate. "Comms," Angdlasaid, and then
raising her voice, sad, "Communications, reroute to Sitting room. Y es?

"Angela, itisEnda | waswondering if Gabriel was over with you."

"Hi, Enda. Y eah, he'shere. Hey, | havethat list for you. I'll send it back with Gabriel when he heads
home"

"I'll beright back, Enda,” Gabrid said to the air.

"All right.”

Gabrid finished hisdrink then stood up and stretched. "Maybe | will," he said.
Angdablinked. "Will what?'

"Send that message." Helooked thoughtfully at her. "Asfor the snoopies... maybe alittle confusion will
be ahedthy thing."

Angelasmiled dightly as heturned away. "Maybe 0. Seeyou later.”

* k k % %

They lay bathed in light, and al the voices sang in the stillness there, and never an unharmonious note was
heard.

They do not know.



They do not know, chorused the others.

It was not redlly asong, at least in terms of sound being involved, but sound was just another form of
interaction which they understood well enough to use when the need arose. They preferred their own
methods: silence and the interweave of thought and long lithe movement, however confined. All lifewas
movement insde confinement, until that frightening time came when thewalls of the world broke, and
they went hunting another world to livein. Fortunatdly, such timesrardly lasted long. The universe wasfull
of worldsin which to live. Sometimes they resisted, but the resistance was never ableto last long.

Right now, the warm light of this particular world bathed them dl, and they lay luxuriating in it while they
conddered their business. It wasleisurdy work at the moment, though the wisest of them knew that soon
there would be need to speed the pace alittle. Things were changing outside. The plan was moving
forward by indirect means, asthey themsalves moved—Iong dow strokings of body against body in the
tangle, while thoughts wove and curled about one another, while ramifications did forward through time
and became manifes.

"Outsde" wasther greet problem now.
They do not know.
They still do not know.

In that regard at least they were safe. The hosts who carried them about, the mobile worlds, were
blissfully ignorant of what they carried. Oh, when they first took possession there might be some small
difficulty, somelittle straggling of the stubborn parasitic "intelligence” that clung inside these creatures, but
old habits were soon enough unlearned, and things settled down. The tangle grew in the glow of warmth,
and the hogt discovered how not to struggle, discovered that everything was so much essier if it just gave
up the troublesome habit of thought and will. There was so much other thought, so much other will,
waiting to rdlieveit of the difficulty. Sooner or later, it dways gavein.

There was dways the hope that things could become simpler. There were those far away, great minds,
huge knots and matrices of thought native to other tangles on the outside. They looked forward to the
day when ahost would be perfected that did not straggle at dl, alittle world even more perfect, one
capable of swift movement, far travel outside, which did not put up the tiresome battle for itsown
autonomy. Asif therewas any such thing. Asif any one creature by itself could lay any kind of claimto
intelligence. Mind came in numbers, and the proof of it was the way that the poor pitiful spasms of
thinking that the present "outside” worlds manifested were unable to resist the presence of genuine
thought, genuinewill, for very long.

They do not know...

It wasthe tangle's eterna consolation. Their way of life, if anything, brought intelligence to those
unfortunate wandering spasmodic shells, poor purposd ess things lurching and staggering about the
outsdeworld in thelr little bodies and ships. Once atangle took hold in one of those smal worlds,
brought it direction and purpose, then were they intelligent, then would they know. Someday they would
al know. Someday the stroke and curl of thirty or fifty or a hundred bodies would enlighten them all, the
twining of useful and purposeful thought asit bred insde them.

The Others, one thought came from some distance, from another tangle, they come closer now to
finding the way to bring that time when worlds no longer resist us...

The time comes.



It comes. They have found the place where the secret is hidden.
They have found the one who will find the place.

Soon now.

Soon...

Thoughts stroked and writhed against one another in luxuriant pleasure. Soon the enablers, the ancient
devices, would be found. For so long they had been thought to be only myth, random thought, erroneous
imagination. Then an image had come drifting aong the thoughtways, leaked from somewhere perhaps,
cast away by some being that had seen such athing and not recognized it for what it was, but the Others
recognized it, the one true group intelligence that did live outside. They searched in that grest dubious
emptiness of "physica redity" and found what they sought: the truth of the image, the source of the
enablers, the devices that would make dl the outside safe for their kind, would turn al of it into an
endlessinfinity of unresisting worlds, hosts that did not have to be subdued.

But the Others were delayed.
They were delayed.

Sorrowful commiseration that such adelay should have to happen. Thefirst place that had held the
enabling devices had been inadequate. Not as expected, not as predicted. The devices had been
interfered with. The Others had not been able to make use of them. Many of the wild host-creatures,
willful, destructive, uncooperative, had come to that place and madeit impossible for the Othersto be
there, to take what they desired.

Agitation. Thought curled and writhed againgt itself, frustrated. From somewhere came afaint sound,
unpleasant.

The sound repeated.
The tangle asserted itsdlf.
The sound choked off.

They had dl been angry, but the anger was unnecessary. There was another source for the enablers, the
Otherssaid.

Soon they would come there, be brought there. Soon the source would be reved ed, and al would once
againgoto plan.

The thought came curling into their own, colder and clearer than one of the voices of their own tangle.
Wewill know soon where that placeis. Prepare your hosts to set about our business.

A dirring, asense of amusement. They are always about your business, for we are always about
your business. All are the same.

Seeto it that what you say istrue. Put your hosts to following these, to watching for them. Come
to grips with them. Make hosts of them if you can, but be ever with them once you have found
them.

Images: Three ships, and the wild hosts associated with the ships. A woman, aweren, a human mutant,
and amechdus. A fraal ... and ahuman of sorts, though that was changing.



The tangle writhed and squirmed even at the distant thought-image-of-an-image. There was something
about the last one, thelight, unlike their light—but a sengitivity aswell, amind that was dmost amind like
theirs, even though he was only one.

Impossibility.

Thetangle writhed more violently. Agitation. From outside again came the unpleasant sound, the scream.
The tangle asserted itsdlf.

Silencefdl again, and dl bathed in the warmth, the light, once more uninterrupted.

Find them, said the voice of the Other. Follow them. Call us when you do. Tell us where they go,
what they do. Make hosts of them, if you can. Great will be your reward, for what they seek and
what you can force them to find will make our world what we wish it to be at last.

And they will not know.
They will not know...

Satisfied, eager, thoughtful, ready, the tangle smoothed and preened and stroked againgt itsdlf, bodies
writhing among bodiesin the warmth, thought knotting through thought.

Outside, unregarded, water ran down the face of the world, and grest sobs shook it until the tangle finaly
asserted itself again and choked the air away.

Chapter Five

Severa weekslater they prepared for their final starfdl into Algemron. Everyone's nerves were on edge.

Thefirgt problem with this system was exactly whereto arrive. Much of it wastheoretically neutral
territory, but there was alot of that to police and only one force doing the policing: alittle Concord task
force based on Palshizon at the edge of the system. Gabriel and everyone el se discussed this viacomms
beforetheir find sarfal.

"If we go in under escort from the Concord shipsthere, we won't have this problem,” Angelasaid.
"We could," Endareplied and glanced at Gabriel.
Gabrid said nothing for the moment.

The problem wasthewar. In away, it was an offshoot of the Second Galactic War, continuing even
though the Thuldans and Austrins had long since ceased that particular conflict. Some of their client
worlds, however, had been dower to give up the war, and the inhabitants of Galvin and Alitar had been
dowest of dl. Only the Monitor Mandate, some years back, had prevented the two planets "parent”
gelar nations from becoming directly involved in the conflict, but even the Mandate had not been ableto
stop the "children” quarrding and killing large numbers of one another at every possble turn. Whilethe
Concord might not approve of this, there was nothing it could do about it at the moment. It kept a
Concord Administrator permanently in the system, awoman named Mara DeVrona, which to Gabridl's
mind was aclear indication of how desperately intractable it considered the Situation there. They kept the
little base at Palshizon, which conducted an escort system for ships passing through the system, trying to



bolster the economy and local stability by keeping trade moving. Still, there were problems with their
presence aswell.

"If we do report there," Enda offered, "and they decide to query Gabrid'srecords... Wedl, that would be

"Y ou have atdent for undersatement,” Gabriel said gently.

"I don't want them escorting mein any case,” Hm said. "It gives people the wrong idea. Anyway, al our
roles are straightforward enough. Y ou two have businessthere. Y ou'reinfotraders. We're your escort.
The Concord force there has enough problems taking care of people who do need escort. We won't
bother with them.”

Gabrid'sfedings about thiswere mixed. On one hand, he dill felt loyalty to the Concord and felt like a
Marine, like one of the good guys, despite the way he had been treated. He hated having to avoid them.
On the other hand, he was in no mood to have the Concord grab him at this moment in time. The
luckstone was increasingly on hismind, and not just in terms of certain odd dreams he had been having.
Lately, he could fed the stone "leaning” away from him toward the more distant areas of the Verge. Inits
wordlessway, it was becoming most insstent that it wasimportant, very important, to get there soon.

"If we stay close together," Gabriel said, "and we're polite to the ingpection ships when they come out to
meet us, well be dl right. I've had alook at the reports on the Grid for the past few months. There don't
seem to have been any incidents.”

"That got reported, you mean,” Angelaremarked.

Gabrid sighed. "Sowe go in, get searched if we haveto, and land at Fort Drum. The shopping's pretty
good there, to judge from the ads on the Grid."

It dso wasjust about the only city into which the Federd State of Algemron waslikely to alow an
offworlder without going too deeply into his records—something Gabriel was as nervous about from the
Algemron side as from the Concord. The Concord at least had due process and believed in the
assumption of the innocence of the accused and hisright to prove himself guiltless. Gabriel was unsure of
any desire on either the Galivinite or Alitarin Sde to do anything but prove their enemies dead, and they
seemed alittle hasty about deciding who their enemies were. Someone discovered by either sdeto be
running under afase identity would probably not be assumed to be very innocent at al.

Helm folded hisarms. "All right for you, but | don't particularly love theidea of landing mysdlf inan
armed camp.”

"Y ou mean one where they are better armed than you are,” said Grawl.

He grunted. Theimplication that anyone could be better armed than Helm was never likely to sweeten his
dispostion.

"I would have thought you would have sdected Alitar for our business," Endasaid. "It is somewhat less
repressvein its philosophy.”

"I'd have preferred to go there mysdlf," Gabrid said, "but the suppliers don't have the equipment I'm
after, andif I'mright in my andysis'—he looked at Helm—"the Galvinites have the edge on the Alitarins
at the moment, especidly in terms of patrol ships. If wefiled aplan for Alitar, the Galviniteswould come
down on usin ahurry, possbly impound the ships..."

Helm nodded and let out another grunt. "How long you think it'll take you to do your business?!



Gabriel had been studying their starfall schedule and the system times. "1t'll be loca morning when we
land," he said, "assuming werre not delayed too much on our way in. Most of the day for the shopping,
and then the end of the day for the export formdities"” The Gavinites believed in stringently checking
outgoing cargos to make sure that nothing left their planet that might be of any useto Alitar.

"Overnight there, since the port curfew meansthey won't et us move between end-of-business and locdl
morning, then straight out and on to our next destination.”

"Whichis?' asked Enda
"No system,” Gabriel sad. "Starfal in space, possibly severd of them, one after another.”
"You are hunting adirectiond trace, then?' Grawl asked.

Gabrid shook hishead and said, "I don't know if it'sdirectional in the norma sense, but what I'm after is
severd dafdlsawvay, a least.”

"Okay," Helm said. " Off we go, then."

So they made starfdl together, in aflare of what Gabriel considered avery noisy pink. Five dayslater, in
what for Sunshine was aferocious bloom of white fire—much brighter than usua, Gabriel thought—they
made garrisein the Algemron system and began broadcasting their flight and landing plans on the
properly allotted frequencies. They had been concerned that they might come out too closeto Galvin and
Alitar, abad ideaat thistime of year when the two planets were drawing into the annua close-approach
configuration that usually meant an escaation of hodtilities. Both sides tended to get trigger-happy during
such periods.

Sitting in the pilots compartment, strapped in next to Endaand with the weapons on standby, Gabriel
found himsdlf wishing heartily that the Algemron system had adrive-sat relay. It would have been niceto
be able to file adestination plan early so that people wouldn't be surprised when you turned up.

Though it might not make a difference with these people, he thought.

He shrugged the JustWadel n fighting field around him and looked around. In the darkness of thefield,
schematic indicators relayed the system even though the actua bodies weren't visble. The brassy
G5-gold of Algemron itsdf dominated thefield. All its satdllite bodies—the barren inner worlds Calderon
and limater, and beyond Galvin and Alitar, the uninhabitable planets, the gas giant Ddlius, the small
worlds Wreathe and Argolos, the ice-and-methane world Reliance, two more gas giants, Havryn and
Hao—dll of them did their dow dance around the star. Away back there in the darkness of thefield was
the little flashing point of light that marked Pariah Station on Palshizon. The whole system, if history had
gonealittle differently, could have been abusy, friendly place, full of gas minersand with two lively,
well-settled Class 1 worlds at its heart, but the great powers had begun quarreling with ever-increasing
intengty after only afew decades, making it highly unlikely that peace would ever bresk out here again
short of everyone dropping dead.

"Any answer yet?' Gabriel asked Enda, kegping an eye out around him.
Shetilted her head "no" and then went back to looking around in the field.

He peered into the darkness. Close asthey were to Alitar, there was no seeing the planet asa disk yet,
no glimpse of the hole in the ground marking where hdf of the city of Beronin had been once upon atime.
Even when they got in Sight of Galvin, there would probably be no clear sign of wherethe Red Rain had
oncefalen, killing athird of the planet's population at that point. All very nasty, Gabriel thought. Y ou



don't want to spend too much time where people have been fighting so hard that the conflict leaves marks
on the planet that can be seen from space. ..

In the middle of Gabrid's head, something began to itch dightly. Oh, not now, he thought. Thiswasa
sensation he had begun experiencing since Danwell, since the time histelepathic contactswith his
"counterpart” Tlelai started to become both frequent and easy. Theitch, the twitch, usualy meant that the
power trapped in the luckstone was becoming active. Gabriel was often unclear about the reasonsit did
this. Sometimesit seemed to react to his stresslevels—and they're fairly high at the moment, he thought.

At other times the itch happened for no reason whatever, or none that he could detect. Delde Sota had
been able to cast no light on the sensation, except to suggest that it was something Smilar to the "phantom
pain” suffered by amputees, except in reverse; asign of new neural connections being forged, rather than
old destroyed ones till thinking they were active. It might be areflection of one of the physical changes
of which she had spoken. A molecule here, amoleculethere... leading to what?

Gabrid wrinkled his nose acouple of times, but it made no difference to the feding. Enda shifted alittlein
her seat and glanced at him.

"Y ou fed anything?* Gabrid sad.
She shook her head. ™Y our stone—"
"It'suptoitstricks” Gabrie muttered, "but don't ask me why."

She turned her attention back to thefield, and so did Gabridl, ignoring the itch aswell as he could, while
they madetheir way in closer to Galvin. Therewas no sign of anyone or anything in the neighborhood, no
telltaes of gpproaching vessds, no nothing. If you ssumbled in here by accident—fortunately an unlikely
occurrence—you would probably not realize that thiswas one of the most heavily militarized systemsin
theVerge.

"Quiet around he—" Gabrid sad.
WHAM!

Sunshine pitched violently to one side, thrown that way by Endato avoid the energy bolt that had just
torn through the vacuum past them. Little aurora rainbows of ionized particles writhed and danced where
the beam had passed, like dust in a sunbeam, but with much more energy. Back in Sunshine's body,
thingsfinished falling off shelves, banging onto the floor, and rolling around.

"Y ou never do put everything away before one of these exercises," Enda said, ""'no matter how many
times| adviseyouto."

"Invading vessals" said an angry voice down comms, “thisis FSA interdiction control. Cut power and
prepare to be boarded. If you power up again, we will firewith intent.”

"What was that supposed to be," Helm muttered down private comms, "an accident? Assholes.”
"Undergtood, interdiction control,” Endasaid camly. "Complying.”

Gabrid was aready reaching into the drive-control display, and hekilled Sunshine's driveimmediaely.
Lalique and Longshot did the same, and the three of them drifted dong in careful formation while the
other ships swooped out of the darkness and formed up around them.

Therewere six of them, dl long smooth ovalsin shape, and dl of them had what Helm liked to call



"chunky and exciting detail"—meaning guns and wegpon ports made as obvious and nasty-looking as
possible. Gabriel was aware that there was a science to it—the business of making aweapon look so
aggressive and unfriendly that the person on the wrong end of it would never do anything to provoke you
to use it—but he was not happy to see how very highly that particular science seemed to be esteemed in
this part of the Verge. These ships looked even more aggressive than Longshot, which until now Gabrid
wouldn't have thought was possible. They were positively warty with weapons; plasma cannons were
glued dl over them like growths.

The comms receiver bank of controlsin the centra display tank between Gabriel and Endacame dive.
Before Gabrid could reach out to activate it, aface gppeared there: a shining black helmet with the
goggles pushed up, partly hiding the Galvinite emblem, and under the helmet aface with narrowed eyes, a
long thin nose, and a mean thin mouth.

Gabriel opened his mouth to say hello.

"If you make any movement toward wegpons, we will fireingantly," said the officer. "Identify
yoursaves”

Weve been doing that for the past twenty minutes, Gabrid fdt like growling, but instead he said,
"Infotrading vessd Sunshine, registered out of Phorcys.”

"Longshot," Hem growled, " Grith registry.”
"Lalique," said Angdla, "out of Richards."
"ID confirmsthat," said avoice from behind the officer.

"Oh, doesit?" hesaid. "Well, infotraders we don't mind." He sounded somewhat asif he personally
preferred they didn't come anywhere near him. "What are you two herefor?'

"Armed escort,” Hem said.
"Samehere" said Angda
The officer glanced dightly to one side and guffawed. "Him, maybe, or so scan indicates, but you? "

"I carry amodicum of useful wegpons,” Angdasaid. "Look, if it makes you more comfortable, just
consider meto be socid services." Her voice curled in anaughty way around the last two words.

Oh wonderful! Gabrid thought, and began to swest.
The officer snickered. "WEell see about that. Two, threeg, five, board 'em.”

Gabriel tried not to swallow. If they boarded Sunshine and nosed around sufficiently, they would be
likely to find that her gunports concealed weaponry rather larger and deadlier than they seemed to. That
might lead them to other searches—

"Don't much carefor boarders,” Helm said, sounding unusudly casud.

"| don't care what you carefor," said the officer, starting to sound rather nastier than he had to begin
with. "I don't care much for your tone, either, now that you mention it. Maybe boarding isn't caled for.
Impoundment and ground search might be more to the point.”

Endalooked thoughtfully at Gabriel and the control panel. He could not precisely hear her thinking, but
he knew that there was astarfdl setting laid into the panel, and he strongly suspected that she wished she



could activateit.

Fraal could be mindwalkers, and Enda had said often enough that she had some dight talent that way but
no training. | wish we could starfall too, but we're not charged and we won't budge. Anyway, evenif we
could, I wouldn't want to leave the other two here. | got them into this, | have to get them out—

"I have little experience of being boarded,” Endasaid mildly. "Do we send the tube out to you, or does
your vessd cdl it?"!

"What the—? Sir!"

It was a shout from one of the other ships, which had been holding comm silence until now. Gabridl
looked up in thefield, which was till around him, trying to see what had made the other Galvinite officer
react.

The new ship was coming in at considerable speed. It was arather smdl ship, but not the kind that
Gabrid would normaly have thought of under that title. It wasin fact bigger than Lalique, which was
saying something. It looked like along stun-baton, dender, with flaring fins at the end, jutting out of a
broader areathat apparently held the drive. It was armed, as discreetly and handsomely asthe Gavinite
shipswere armed noisily and tastelesdy. There was money in that ship, and better—or worse—access to
very expensgve weaponry, the kind of thing that only the Concord military could get its hands on.

Inthefidd, Gabrid could see severd of the ships surrounding them turn to angle themsal ves better
toward theincoming vessd.

"Ready tofire," someone said from one of the ships.
"Belay that!"

It was the officer in the display tank, presently looking off to one Sde asif seeing something that serioudy
upset him.

"Commander Aronsen,” said afemae voice, "thank you kindly for delaying.”
Gabrid garted. That voice wasfamiliar.

Endaglanced at him. "It would appear that more interesting things are to happen to us than mere
boarding today."

Gabrid gulped.

Another face appeared in the tank, which subdivided itsdlf to handle the image and Gabrid found himsalf
looking at Aleen Delonghi. "Isthere a problem with these vessals?' she asked.

He cursed softly under his breath. After what | did to her last ship, he thought, she getsthis one instead.
Is she related to somebody?

"They're unauthorized," said the officer leading the interdiction control. "Didn't come in with escort—"

"Whilel will grant you that vessels doing so enter these spaces at their own risk,” Delonghi said,
"registered and recognized infotraders with escort might be allowed to do their business without undue
interference, | would think."

Gabriel watched the officer bristle. Amazing how it managed to show even though he had ahelmet on.



"Your ID says Concord, lady, but |—"

"It saysmore than just that," Delonghi said. "I'm attached to the Neutrdity Petrol, just in with the new
cruiser doing relief duty for Pariah Station. | sent my 1Ds and clearances ahead of me. They should bein
front of you at the moment.”

A few seconds slence followed. "They're genuine,” said someone from out of range of the pickup.

"They look genuine, but I've never seen this ship before,” growled the commander of the holding force.
"Get it confirmed from the base a Pashizon."

Another few moments dlence. "They confirm.”

"This ship and her crew, and the companion ships and crews, are known to the Concord," Delonghi said,
"and are cleared to go about their business asfar as we're concerned.”

Gabridl wondered if it was accidental that she did not say that they had a clean crimina record.

"Why would they be so dl-fired interesting to you, Commander?" asked the holding force commander.
Helooked like histeeth hurt, and Delonghi'stitle came out as reluctantly asif he had to push it out.

"I'm afraid | couldn't discussthat with you, Sir,” Delonghi replied. She actudly smiled asshesadit, a
pitying sort of smile, one suggesting that she didn't usualy talk about such matters with mere
system-based smdll fry. "We would appreciate them being given your full cooperation whilethey're
discharging their business here.”

The holding force's commander was quiet for along, furious moment. He turned back to pickup again
and glowered at Gabrid. "Lucky they camein and pulled you out of thefire," he muttered. "I'd prefer to
have toasted you mysdlf. Too many smart boys like you wandering in here, little space lawyers with too
many friends..." Hetrailed off, looking at adisplay off to one side. "Proceed to the port clearance facility
at Erhardt Field. Do not delay. Y ou're expected.”

The display went blank. Gabriel had rarely been more glad to see anyone's ugly face disappesr.
Unfortunatdly, his tone had suggested that their clearance procedure through Fort Drum was going to be
less than pleasant. Just what we needed. There was il one face left in the display tank: Delonghi's.

"What are you doing here?' Gabridl asked.
"Jugt passing through, Connor,” Delonghi replied.
"Oh, pleas!”

Shegrinned. It wasthefirst time he had seen her produce such an expression without it looking actively
nagty. "All right. Obvioudy I'm keeping an eye on you."

"| bet," Gabrid said.

Thelast time he had seen Aleen Delonghi, he had not felt terribly well disposed toward her. She had
been prepared to blow up Sunshine with very little reason and had been doing other unsociable things as
well. Now here she was, apparently expecting to see him, and worse, Gabriel was beholden to her for
the moment. He didiked that intensdly.

"| suppose you expect meto be grateful for this," he said.

"Gratitude?' she said, and the grin scaled back to amore familiar wicked expression. "From you?'



That stung, but he wasn't going to let her seeit. ™Y ou won't be surprised, then,” he said, "when | vanish
suddenly.”

"It seemsto be your speciaty,” she said. "Y ou won't be surprised, then, when | find you regardless. This
time I'm better equipped. Y ou will not be shoving me into any more teddy bears mest lockers.”

He glanced out the front viewports a her new ship and thought that perhaps she was speaking of more
than just persona preparedness. That new ship of hers could be equipped with anything.

"Delonghi," hesaid, "'l wouldn't do athing like that to you twice." I'd find something else. Possibly more
permanent, if you get between me and—

No.

He pushed theimage aside, satisfying asit was at the moment. She was only doing her job, no matter
how energeticaly shegot in hisway. All | have to do now, Gabriel thought, islose her and go about my
business.

"Niceto hear it,"” Delonghi said. "Meanwhile, you people had better get going. | don't think your escort
will takeit kindly if you make them wait for you too long."

Indeed the Galvinite shipswere dl finishing turnsthat oriented them toward home, plainly waiting to kick
inther system drives.

"Wewill no doubt find you waiting here for uswhen we leave," Gabrid said.
Deonghi looked at him with amusement. *I could be useful to you, Connor.”
"Only asadoorstop,” Gabrid said gently and shut comms down.

Endawas dready swinging Sunshine's nosein the direction of Galvin. Very negtly she maneuvered the
ship into the center of the formation of Galvinite vessdls, leaving alittle way on her at the end of the
maneuver so that she drifted gently forward.

The Galviniteskicked in their system drives, and Sunshine went after them.

* k * % %

Gabrid followed them down in an oddly reflective mood. It would not be thefirst time he had had the
feding that the one was not just aive, but sentient and capable of somehow managing affairs—not just
itsown affairs, but his and those of anyone who got in the way. He had occasiondly sat with it in hishand
and felt an odd sort of vertigo sourced in theidea or sensation that only the stonewas actudly ill, and
that everything e se around it—him, Sunshine, sometimes even the planet on which he might be
gtting—dl of it was being invisibly moved by the stone, moved around it into some pattern that suited its
needs. Whatever those might be...

Now he was wondering about the stone again and wondering exactly how the hell Aleen Delonghi had
found him here. Had shefigured Gabrid's path out by hersdlf, or had someonetold her?

He bet someone had.
He bet he knew who.

Delonghi's Concord Intel, Gabrid thought, but hardly an experienced old hand. Why did Lorand Kharls
keep sending her after him? Was he trying to give Gabrid afighting chance to get awvay, or washetrying



to train his new young officer in the art of chasing rogues?

Gabrid sghed. Working out what was going on in Lorand Kharlss head was afull timejob, and right
now he had severd of those.

All thistime he was aware of the stonein his pocket, moving thingsto its own preference, cdling the tune.
Gabriel wished he could hear the tune. Hard to know how to dance, under these circumstances.

The contral shipspulledin alittle tighter asthey came closer to Galvin. Off to one side Gabrid caught a
gleam of light, apoint of it, moving: red sunlight on metd, not an indicator inthefighting fied.

"The Defense Net, | would imagine," Endasaid, looking out the viewport on her side.

Gabrid nodded asthey dropped farther toward the planet and the fringes of atmosphere. There were
severd hundred satellitesin orbit around the planet—that was the published number, though Gabrid
wouldn't have been surprised if there were more, the Galvinites being masters of disinformation when it
suited them—and three big orbitd facilities running the whole show. Nothing came or went through that
net unnoticed. Nothing unwel come got through. The satellites themsel ves were armed with missilestipped
with nukes and other hardware, including anti-radiation devices. Every bit of the loca space was covered
by &t least three of them. If the other two were occupied with something e se, that third one would still get
youl.

Gabrid looked grimly at the closest of the satdllites they passed and could understand the Galvinites

need for such things. One bright and sunny day the FSA ship Ajax had landed in the middle of the city of
Beronin on Alitar and detonated afusion bomb that leveled half the place. The Galviniteswere very eager
not to have the same kind of tactic used on them, and it was likely enough that someone might try it. The
attack had been one more reason for the Alitarins to scream "Never forget! Never forgivel™ The
Gavinites knew their enemy well enough to know that they weren't merely grandstanding. The war had
been going on "quietly” for along time, too long. Each side had begun to believe that the other one was
due to do something spectacular in vengeance for old wrongs. It was one of the reasons why this system
was no longer the hub of commerce it had started to be in more controlled times. No one wanted to be
here when the shin-kicking started in earnest, and it might Start again at any time...

They dropped past the gleaming satellites and into atmosphere. Gabriel looked down and was dightly
surprised by what agreen world Galvin was. It was actually rather attractive, with numerousinland seas
trapped in anet of green that varied from the tropical swamps of the equatoria areato the drier, paer
greens of the steppes and plains near each of the polar caps. All thetime he looked at it, al the whilethey
descended, Gabriel could not shake the fedling of guns being pointed at them, guns with the safeties off.

Control, Gabrid thought.

They landed at Erhardt Field in the port clearance facility. The port proper was situated about twenty
kilometers from Fort Drum in abowl-shaped valley of the Verdant Mountains. Gabriel was used to
seeing spaceports with moderate security around them, but this one looked, well, like an armed camp.
Therim of the "bowl" was an dmost solid line of air defense batteries. As Sunshine, Lalique, and
Longshot camein over them with their escort al around, the mobile launchers whipped around to target
them, locked on, and followed them longingly down toward the ground. It was not, Gabriel thought, a
place to surrender to asudden urge to perform aerobatics. Y ou would be dust afew moments later.

He cut the system drive back hard and let Sunshine come down dow behind the lead ships, which
dtarted to drift off to one side of the scattering of buildings and hangars. Around the designated landing
areaitsdf, high blast fences were erected in ahuge oval. At intervals around the oval and at the foci of
the ova were watchtowers bristling with weapons. Thiswas just another smaler example of the mindset



displayed by the presence of the Defense Net. The whole world was, as Helm had said, an armed
camp—and better armed than they were.

They landed the ships on three parking pads that had plainly been left empty for them. Thelittle oblong
gunshipsthat had escorted them in now hovered overhead to make sure they went where they weretold.
Gabriel was obscurely relieved when he felt the small bump and settle of Sunshine's landing skids coming
down on the ground. He killed the system drive and looked over at Enda.

She was looking out the front ports at the armed men who were hurrying out of the nearest building, a
long low dingy-looking structure that was probably the "arrivals-security” facility.

"There must be twenty of them," she said in mild interest. "What kind of dangerous characters do they
think we are?"

"I wouldn't answer that question until we are safely out of the system,” Gabrid replied. They unstrapped
themselves, got up, and went to thelift door. "What'sit like out there?*

"Twenty C, give or take adegree," Enda said asthey stepped into the lift and the door closed on them.
"Nice"

When the door opened, the bottom of the lift column was entirely surrounded by men in dark uniforms
pointing guns at them.

"Thisisadefinition of 'nice | haven't encountered before,” Gabrid said softly, as the security people
closed in around them. They were Galvinite Army troops, asfar as he could tell from theinsignia, and
two of them stepped forward and searched him and Endaroughly before signding to the othersto take
them into the arriva s facility. Gabridl glanced around asthey were taken away. Hewas only ableto get a
quick glimpse of Lalique and Longshot, which were now parked not far from Sunshine. They were so
surrounded with Galvinite Army peoplethat it was impossible to see anything at the moment of Helm and
Dede Sota, or of Grawl and Angda—if they were even out of their shipsyet, not that Gabriel was going
to be given leisure for much looking. A weapon's muzzle poked him pointedly in the back as he paused.
He sighed and walked toward the arrivasfacility.

The place was built in astyle of architecture that Gabriel was beginning to recognize as"generic
government”: very plain, alittle worn a the edges, not dways as clean asit might be, the walsinevitably
finished in ashade of pae beige calculated to show aslittle dirt as possible with aslittle care as possible.
He and Endawere hauled off down along hallway studded with doors, but no other features, and then
one of their escort went alittle ahead of them and opened one of the doors.

"No," cameavoicefromindde, "not in here. Norrik."
"Huh?" said the man who had been leading them down the hall.
"You heard me," said the unseen source of the voice ingde the office. "Norrik wants these two first."

"Typica," said the soldier in front of them. He shut the door and led them farther down the hall, muttering,
"Nobody ever tdlls us anything." At the end of the hallway he turned left and opened another door, then
stood aside and waved them through.

Gabrid went in and paused ins de the doorway, looking around while Enda dipped in and did the same.
The room contained severd tal cabinetsfor solid-data storage and alarge meta desk with several smdll
pilesof carts stacked onit, very neet. A couple of smple chairswere stationed in front of the desk.
Behind it inanidentica chair, another Galvinite Army officer waslooking up at them. His uniform had



that too-pressed look that says officer, and Gabrid straightened alittle, looking at him. Reflex, he thought
amoment later, and considered dumping alittle again, except that there would have been no point. This
man had avery noticing look about him.

"Please sit down," the officer said and reached out a hand to take from the escorting officer thetwo 1D
chipsthat they had taken from Gabriel and Enda during the search. He dropped them on the display
patch on his desk as the escorting officer closed the door behind them. Gabriel got aglimpse of the name
over the man's breast pocket: MAJ. GARTH NORRIK.

The man wastall, good-looking, and keen-eyed, the kind of person who can look at you and
immediately make you fed guilty, whether you have done something wrong or not. For someonein
Gabrid's stuation, with good excuse to fedl guilty about this and that, this seemed likely to prove avery
uncomfortable Situation, but rather to his own surprise, Gabrid was not uncomfortable at dl.

Inside hishead, something itched. He restrained himsdlf from wrinkling his nose up, partly because it
wouldn't do any good and partly to keep himself from looking more foolish than he dready did.

"Thank you for coming to seeme," said themgor, "Miger... Cavin, isit?' That was the name of the
faseidentity on the chip that Delde Sota had crafted for him.

Asif | had the dightest choice, Gabrid fdt like saying, but didn't. For the moment he merely lapsed back
into standard military good behavior and said, "My pleasure, Sir."

"What bringsyou to Galvin?'
"Shopping,” Gabrid replied.

The mgor looked at him and broke into avery unexpected grin. "I've heard alot of funny reasonslatdly,”
he said, "but not that one. Not for too long to remember it, anyway."

Curl, something went in the back of Gabriel's head—so suddenly and so bizarrely that he nearly flinched,
but something el se cautioned him to hold very ill, not to show anything, not to move suddenly. A grest
deal depended onit.

I'vefelt thisbefore, Gabrid thought. On Bluefdl!
"Shopping for what, exactly?'
"Generd supplies.”

Themajor blinked then looked thoughtfully at Gabrid. "An odd place to do your routine shopping,
surely? 1 don't know if you've heard, but thereésawar going on.”

"I had heard,” Gabrid said, "but | hadn't heard that there were unreasonable people involved in it—at
least &t thisend of things. I'm getting into some exploratory work. A member of my party has had some
experience with that in the past. We're looking to get a contract from the CCC and go off into the wild
black for awhile. Well be doing datarunsin between times to make our nut, but meanwhile, we need
long-life victuas, high-reliability outdoor gear, and so on. The suppliers prices here very competitive, and
it was on our way. Well be heading out to Mantebron and then beyond.”

All these things were true. The mgjor nodded, looking over Gabrid'sforged 1D chip.

"Y ou were vouched for by an unusua source on your way in," said the mgor and looked up, directing a
hard look at Gabridl.



Gabrid swore. "That gods-damned woman has been turning up places where I've been turning up for
months. She'sgot it into her head that I'm some kind of asset. Troubleis, it's not an asset she's efter, it's
my—" He broke off. "She propositioned me once, and | turned her down. Ever since then she's been
following me around and making people suspicious about me. | tell you"—he turned to Enda, not having
to feign hisannoyance—"if 1'd known what kind of a nuisance she was going to be when shefirst asked
me, | would have taken her back to that little cubbyhole of hers on Iphus and—"

"Sparemethe sordid details” said Norrik, "thank you." All the same, hewas smiling dightly, which told
Gabrid that the man didn't know enough about what was redly going on to detect where Gabridl was
bending the truth—at the moment, dmost everywhere. " Sheisindeed new to this system, so for the
moment well let the matter pass, inasmuch as we run things here, not the Concord, no matter how much
it would like to pretend otherwise."

Gabrid alowed himsdlf the dightest twist of smile, though he thought that the behavior of theinterdiction
crews did not exactly bear that statement out. The Monitor Mandate still held here, and it wasthe
Concord'sweight that had imposed it and continued to hold it in place. Doubtless the Galvinites enjoyed
baiting the Concord forces in the system when they thought they could get away with it, but they would
not antagonize them too openly. If the Concord pulled out, there would have to be afull-fledged war
between them and Alitar, and Galvin was not ready to win that war... not just yet.

Norrik looked down again at his data reader and picked up Gabrid's chip. Curl, said that strange
taste/movement/thought in the back of Gabrie's mind. It was not his own thought. It came from
somewhere outside. It was definitely what he had felt about the man hekilled on Bluefal, but aso familiar
in some other way.

Don't explore that too closely, said thefeding insde his head. Gabriel looked casudly at hischipinthe
magjor's hand.

What isthat that I'm hearing? Gabriel thought. Could it be the stone? It's never spoken before. Or isit
something else? Hetried to stay calm, not to break out into asweet at the thought. Life had been strange
enough recently. He wasn't sure he needed the stone itsdlf to start talking to him now.

The mgor handed Gabrid back the chip, looking at him again. "And you, madam?' he said to Enda.

"I would not normally come so far for ashopping trip mysdf,” Endasaid, "but as my companion says, this
fecility ison our way. | much fear heis till young enough to hunt bargains asif he did not know thet,
sooner or later, the universe averages everything out.” She gave Gabriel adightly reproachful 1ook.

"Well," said themgor. "Thistime | aminclined to overlook the fact that you came in without the usud
escort. | understand you might have thought that as infotraders, you didn't need to bother, but | warn you
not to try it again. If you do, | will not be able to avoid arresting and prasecuting you for suspicion of
espionage... and in these parts, we shoot spies.”

About twenty different replies surfaced in Gabrid'sbrain. Don't, said whatever was suddenly so voca
ingde his head.

"Yes, gr," hesad.
The man's eyes dropped again to the display on which Enda's chip still rested. " So where are you
shopping? Hansen's?' As he looked down, there was a change of expression, aflicker, asudden

impression of layer underlying layer of thought and intent—severd layers belonging to the man himsdlf,
and another layer belonging to—



Careful!

—tangle. Things stroked and writhed against one another, warm in the darkness, awarmth that seemed
like light to them. They looked out through eyesthat were being held at the moment but could be very
empty if they let them. For aflash, aterrible second, Gabriel saw what the presence that |ooked through
him saw: the layer that had been aman once, apersondity, and still thought it was. Such was the dreadful
persistence of this particular persondity: salf-assured, fierce, clever—so much so that it could not tell that
it had been gnawed hollow as a bug-ridden tree on the inside, and that there was nothing left insideit but
tinder and air. Below that layer was another, the deeper persondity, the one hidden from most people
and from the man who owned it: quite cold, quitefierce, akiller's heart, an assassin's heart, waiting for
the right moment to belet out and do itswork. But this layer too had been gnawed to amere shell of
itsdlf, fragile, brittle, al too likely to break if any pressure were put on it—not that it would be. The
people around this man feared him.

Under that layer, under the oldest layers of personaity—a furious child, a consoling but despised parent,
achilly adult that spent itslife reckoning the odds and balancing politics and violence againgt eech
other—should have been theinsde.

But there was no inside, or no human one.

Tangle. The gtroking, dithering warmth in the darkness—eyd ess, soundless, mouthless, voiceless...
except that Gabriel could hear their voices speaking to one another, looking at him through the mgjor's
eyes. Themgor did not know they were there. They found thisamusing. They looked at Gabrid and saw
nothing but another human, not athreat. They did not fed the presence that rode inside Gabriel, but that
presence recogni zed them, knew them from some way's back.

Gabriel held very till and did not stare or shudder or get up and run screaming out of the room or do any
of various other thingsthat he would have liked to.

Something else, said the advising voice ingde hishead, silently, so as not to be overheard—for the
creatures writhing in the darkness were sharp at thiskind of hearing, thisinner kind. Not anything
human. .. something much older.

Gabrid very carefully did not look at the man's chest, haf expecting to see some sign of squirm or writhe
through skin and bone.

It al happened so fast. He had had experiences like this on Danwell, where hdf alife went by in asplit
second, the way it was supposed to when you were about to die. To have it happen thisway inthe
middle of life had been very unsettling at first. Now he was beginning to get used to it, but for that first
second or o after the return to "red time" Gabriel dways blinked and found the resumption of life a
one-second-per-second very bemusing. Now he blinked and didn't try to hide it. He rubbed his eyes and
sad, "Sorry. | had alate night.”

"Starrise syndrome?”

It was common enough, the inability to get to deep the night before an arrival . Gabriel shook hishead
and laughed alittle ruefully. "No, just too much chai, I'm afraid That last cup before bed isadways o
tempting. | never learn. But no, not Hansen's. | didn't care much for their stock, and their priceslooked
inflated. Laan's Sundrieswasthe store | had in mind."

The mgor laughed. "Y es, | see you've done your research. After that you'll be moving right long again.”
It was not asuggestion.



"WEell be dumping our datato the local Grid &fter | finish with you, Sr," Gabriel said, "and then doing our
shopping. After that, on to the next destination. If we can find aload to take with us, so much the better."

"Youll haveto help yoursdf there, I'm afraid,” the mgor said. "Unfortunately government contracts are
something I'm not allowed to get involved with. Thank you, Mr. Calvin, Madam Enda."

They were escorted into a holding areawith some plain chairs but nothing to read or do. Gabriel, quite
certain that they were being observed there, talked absently to Enda about the difference between the
prices at Hansen's and Laain's establishments, wondered out |oud when the others would clear customs,
and then trailed off. He was dtill trying hard to make sense of what he had experienced.

It occurred to Gabrid that since Danwell, he had come by some form of protection—or rather, a
protector. He thought of the little edanweir child that he had picked up so casudly, in big-friendly-uncle
mode—only to find that the child was the one who wasin charge, the conduit or perhaps the hiding place
of some old power that had been waiting insgde one or another of the edanwe people for along time,
waiting for the right combination of circumstances and people. Had she passed something or someoneto
Gabrid in turn? For amonth or so after leaving Danwell, after the strangeness of his experiencesthere
had alittle time to wear off, Gabrid had fdt that he had |ft the influence or atention of that power
behind. 1t had, he thought, only been interested in the stone. Now, though, he wondered if it wasthe
other way around? Was it the stone that was interested in that ancient intelligence on Danwell? Did | just
stumble into some old association that had been broken for awhile—afew tens of millenniaor so—and
was now reforging itself?

He had no answers. | need to talk to Enda about this, Gabrid thought, but definitely not right this minute.
Thiswas not a place to discuss your troubles. It had a pressured fedling, like a cooker with the top
bolted on, dowly getting ready to blow.

After awhile Hdm camein, looking very sour indeed, along with Delde Sota. Helm sat down and folded
his arms and would not say aword. Doctor Sota sat down beside him, leaning back in one of the
much-used chairs with as much gpparent ease asif shewere stting in her own lounge.

She amiled at Gabrid and said, "Assessment: our party most interesting thing to pass through these parts
inawhile”

Then Angelaand Grawl camein. Angelalooked pae and annoyed. Grawl was narrow-eyed with anger
and growling after every breath.

"Y ou okay?' Gabrid asked Angelaunder his breath.
She gave him asiddong look and replied, ™Y eah." Shewould say nothing else.

A few moments|later a Gavinite soldier camein and said, "All right, you people can go. Y our shipsarein
impound until you're reedy to leave."

"But we have datato dump—" said Enda.

"Guess you won't be lingering in town, then," said the soldier and grinned amost unsympathetic grin.
"Y ou said you were going shopping?'
"Ldan's" Gabrid sad.

"Go out the front door here and pick up atransport. They'll drop you at the access/exit facility in Fort
Drum. Wak west haf akilometer—you can't missthe place. They'll ship the stuff back here for you, so it
can be searched and packed.”



A few minuteslater they had been bundled into asmall trangport flyer and were taken to the exit facility in
town, ablockhouse-like building also surrounded by high blast walls and weapons emplacements. Here
each of the six travelers was given a chip embedded with hisor her picture and ID details, each one
covered with the repetitive stlatement PROPERTY OF FSA.

"Show that to anyone who requires you to," said the bored officer who made the IDs. Do not attempt to
purchase anything without showing thisID. Do not discuss locd palitics. Do not enter any premisesthat
show arepresentative of thisID with anegation Sgn over it. Do not attempt to |leave the city without
authorization. Be back by 1700 local timeif you wish access to your vessdl before tomorrow at 0800.
Enjoy your stay in Fort Drum."

They went out into the sireet, along stretch of concrete with mostly military traffic parked dong it.
"Y ou know," Enda said softly, "1 think that the tourist board here hasitsjob cut out for it.”
"Y ou don't know the hdf of it," Helm growled. "Did you know what that—"

"Advisory," said Delde Sota. She paused. They al looked at her, for such pauseswere unusud. "Canit.
Invitation: go shopping.”

They went.

Chapter Six

It was without question the single most unpleasant city Gabriel had ever beenin, and asaMarine, he had
seen alot of unpleasant cities.

It was not that the place was physicaly unaitractive. Fort Drum was actually extremely handsome. Wide
swathes of parkland and arboretum, patches of what looked like native forest, and pools and grassands
aternated with broad avenues and clusters of handsome buildings. The place looked much less popul ated
than it was.

But Gabrid knew what the field Sites concealed: vast hardened bunkers containing power plants and
hospitals, comms facilities and computer centers, transport junctions, storage cavernsand armories, dl
built to the orders of Galvin's Supreme Commanders. Down those wide airy avenues, Gabriel kept
hearing the menacing rumble of armored wegpons carriers. Uniformed and helmeted men came out of
every dreet, sopping them and asking for their identification and looking a them asif they were dmost
certainly an enemy in disguise. For Gabrid, who for the moment felt like no more than an innocent
shopper with Concord dollarsto spend, it was al extremely wearing.

The thing that made it most annoying was not the soldiers and the weapons—he had dealt with enough of
those in histime—but people'sfaces, just the ordinary faces of citizensin the street. There was a peculiar
look to them, not the "planetary look," famous among Marines and other service people, who claim they
can tell the inhabitants of a given world from some attribute particular to that planet among all others. No,
the faces of people here had a pinched quality, ahard look. Peopl€'s eyes were narrowed, and their
faces seemed very congtrained. They aways seemed to be looking sidelong at things and at each other,
asif afraid to be caught looking. .. asif afraid of something they might see. The hard look was set degpin
everyone over the age of fifteen, asif long years of never letting it go, even during deep, had slamped it
thereinddibly.



Gabrid found himself wondering what you had to do to people to make them look this way. Numerous
possibilities suggested themsalves to him, and he liked none of them. The most likely onewas, "Have a
hundred-odd years of war." Another was, "Make sure that no one knows whether or not the person
walking down the street behind himisin the secret police.” Gabrid knew that the Galvinite Interna
Security Directorate had thousands of uniformed and plainclothes officers watching and listening to their
people, making sure that they adequately supported the war effort—meaning that they never spoke
againg it. For his own part, he was determined to keep his mouth very shut indeed until it wastimefor
themto go.

The store they were hunting was close to the access/exit facility. Laain's caled itsdlf, perhaps dueto
some obscure family tradition, a"Sundries Supplier.” It wasin fact ahardware store and ship's chandlery
of magnificent, even florid proportions. Nearly two acres of space wasfilled with every kind of supply for
people who lived and worked in space. Gabrid could have happily spent their entire day—hell, he
thought, two or three or four'—ranging around and examining the merchandise: the mining and
exploration gear, the beautiful range of pressure suits, the ships equipment and ancillary vehicles, the
clothes, the furnishings, the accessories, but every time he turned into anew and interesting aide, he came
up againgt someone wearing that same guarded, hard, uneasy face. After awhileit took al the enjoyment
out of what he had come to do.

Gabrid sghed and got on with putting together his order. By the time an hour had passed, he had two
large induction palettes and the better part of athird packed with low volume staples and avery mixed
assortment of "speciaty” single-pack foods, the kind of thing that would serve to break the monotony if
they were out for an unusudly long time.

Enda, waking aong with him, looked at the big pile of staples and sighed, rather ruefully. "I remember
telling you that you were going to have to stop edting likeaMarine," shesaid. "I did not expect you ever
to take my advice quite so much to heart.”

"Y ou never do anyway," Gabriel said, dightly amused.

Enda clucked her tongue in mild annoyance and looked ruefully at the industrial-si zed vacuum bricks of
garch staples. "I am going to have to start exercising more,” she said and strolled alittle ways off.

They met Hm and Delde Sota by the checkouts with asmall fleet of supplies, and Angelaand Grawl
with two palettes of their own.

"Better go to separate staff for this," Gabriel said. "Last thing we need isto have someone mix the orders
up.”

Grawl grinned at that. Angelalooked amused, for severd of the larger packages on their float were entire
irradiated carcasses of gurnet and whilom, two quadripeda herbivores gpparently much favored by
weren when they could get them.

"Sure you don't want these, Gabriel?' Angelaasked.

"Please, don't tempt me," he said. He headed over to one of the checkout podiums, and the pal ettes
came after him, Endabringing up the rear to make sure nothing fell off.

It took another half hour or so to see the purchases paid for, wrapped, and |abeled, then the whole
massive lot was trundled away out into the back areato be loaded on the trangport for Erhardt Field.
Gabrid sighed to seeit go, partly because of the money he had just dropped. The others gathered
around.



"Now what?' Helm asked, glancing around him.
"We could go find somewhereto et,” said Angdla
"Opinion: welcome change of pace," Delde Sota said. "Query: any good restaurantsin this city?"

"There are supposed to be severd," Enda said, "but we are on the wrong side of town for them, |
believe. If we can find a public transport, we might head over that way."

They waved good-bye to the Lalain's front-of-house clerks and headed out into the sireet. A large
convoy of armored personnd carriers was presently making its way down the avenue. Gabrid paused to
watch it go by. From the tops of the carriers, an assortment of hard, frowning stares lingered on him.

Angdasad softly, "Is'looking hard at the hardware' an offense here?’

"Let'sgo get lunch before we find out the hard way," Hem said. It was so unusudly pacific asuggestion
from him that everyone immediately began looking for atransport stop.

"Uh-oh," said Angdaafter amoment. Down the street, they could see ayoung woman in Galvinite Army
uniform coming in their direction and making straight for them.

"Do wetry to escape," Helm muttered, "or flip acoin to see who getsto take her?"
"Hem, hush," Endasaid.

The young woman came up and greeted them courteoudy enough. "What's your destination in the city
today?' sheinquired.

"Y ou might tell us how you know we're not heading back to Erhardt Field," said Helm.

The young officer smiled. "Because you can't get there from here," she said, "but more to the point, you
didn't tell the peoplein Laain'sthat that was where you wanted to go. When you went out the way you
came in, the assumption was that you'd be going into the city. For that, you need an escort. RinaWelsh,

Department of Hospitdlity.”
Whether you likeit or not, Gabriel thought. "We didn't have an escort getting here," he said.

She grinned at him. "Maybe not one that you saw, Mr. Calvin, but you werein ahurry, and you were on
your way to take care of specified business. The staff in there said you had been mentioning lunch.
Anything specificin mind?'

"Therewas arestaurant called EImo's,” said Enda, "over by the big hotel, | believe.”

"The Interstellar Arms," said Welsh. "It's about ablock away. I'll take you there. Come on. The tram
stop isdown here.”

Sheled them about haf ablock down the avenue from Lalain's, and as they came up to the stop, a
transport came aong, aroofed-over floater with poles to hang onto, presently inhabited by about ten of
the hard-faced city people.

Welsh invited Gabrid and the rest of the group aboard and said to the driver, "Near Sde of Centrd
Square”

Asthey went, Welsh pointed out various parks and lakes to them, a handsome building here, aspire
there. Enda, Angela, Delde Sota, and even Helm and Grawl al nodded and made various vaguely



complimentary noises. Gabriel had to smile dightly. He had never seen such aplanet for making people
ether very polite conversationaists or shutting them up entirely. When they finaly pulled up in Centrd
Square among thetal clean-lined buildings, dl done in white stone, Gabrid found himsalf wishing that
someone would do something unusua here, shout, Swear, scream or collapse—except that the police
would aimost certainly come dong in short order and throw everyoneinvolved injail. No, he thought,
save the noise and collapsing for later.

They al got off the tram and made their way around the green expanse of the Square.
"No waking on the grass,” Welsh said cheerfully. "The Supreme Commander wouldnt likeit!"

Past theimposing facade of the Interstellar Arms, dl gleaming in white marble, she turned the corner after
the hotel and led them down alittle Street.

"Elmo'sisdown thisway afew hundred meters" she said.

The group followed, looking into shop windows as they went. Next to Gabriel, Endamade asmall weary
sound as they walked.

"Long day?' Gabrid said.

Endatilted her head to one side. "If it were only that," she said, "I would not be so troubled.”
"What, then?"

"| didiketo spesk of it here," she said.

Unusua asthat was for Enda, who was nearly always talkative, Gabriel understood. No question, he
thought, that this planet definitely makes you want to whisper. He sensed that everyone was listening and
that any innocent word could be misunderstood and probably would be. Some uneasy shopkeeper
would get on the comm to the authorities, and seconds later he would bein front of afiring squad for
some unsuspected but deadly infringement of thelocal laws.

Certainly the shop peoplein Laain's had been listening. It probably would have been as much astheir
jobswereworth to let us out of there without calling the Hospitality Department. Who'll belistening in the
restaurant? It was an annoyance, for Gabriel had about twenty things he wanted to discuss with Enda.
Now he wasn't about to broach any of them until they were somewhere sasfe—meaning off planet and
possibly entirely out of this system. The whatever-it-wasinsgde Mgor Norrik completely horrified
Gabridl. He had never heard of such athing before, yet whatever had briefly spoken up insde him plainly
knew something about what it was.

Gabrid looked in astore window a some cool westher clothes draped over aclutch of stylishly minimal
mannequins and suddenly remembered a dream he had had not too long ago, one which had been gone
upon waking. That same perception of heet aslight, that same sense of things writhing, wresthing,
groking... He shuddered. It was awful but familiar, especidly after that terrible morning on Tisane.

Dreaming it only makes thingsworse, he thought. That particular kind of dream had a habit of coming
true. Thelast time something smilar had happened, in those dreams of flinging light into darkness, the
redlity had cometo find him within amatter of months. He was still having those dreams, too, but they
were more definite than they had been.

It wasdl disturbing, but not disturbing enough for Gabrid to lose his gppetite. They came up to EImo's
within afew more steps.



"I hope you weren't expecting it to be pricey,” Welsh said. "It isn't.”

"That isaways good newsin astrange city,” Enda said, pausing outside the restaurant's smoked glass
and chrome facade to study the menu display. "Hmm. Not abad sdection. Thereis caulia, prassth,
and... goodness, look &t the mixed grill."

Gabrid had to admit there was nothing wrong with the choice of food, which was considerable. His
stomach was growling, but he was as eager to lose Welsh asto have something to eat. "Thislooks
good," hesad. "Hem?'

"They have stesk," Helm said. "No indication what kind of animal or vegetable it comesfrom, but | don't
care. If it won't run off the plate screaming when | ftick it, it'smine.”

"Rrrr," said Grawl and smply smiled.
Angelaand Delde Sotalooked at each other. "It'll do,” Angelasaid.

Delde Sotas braid reached out from behind her, wrapped itself around the restaurant door's handle, and
tugged at it suggestively.

Welsh laughed and pulled the door open. They went in. A small dark-haired woman with big dark eyes
and asmple black dress greeted them effusvely and took them to atable. Asthe hostess made her way
back up to the bar at the front, Gabriel saw Welsh have afew smiling words with her before turning,
waving, and heading out the door again.

"Shelll be back to pick usup,” Gabrid said softly, "about the time we're having our chai. Bets?"
"The Department of Hospitdity," said Helm, "isadivison of the Interna Security Directorate.

"The snoopies," said Grawl. She had picked up the word recently from Helm and had been using it on
every kind of bureaucratic officid.

"True" Angelasaid, "and the hell with them. Let'sorder.”

"Won't be any problem with service," Hlm said, looking around at the place. Itsinterior was ornatein
contrast to the plain exterior, but it was a so nearly empty.

"So much the better," Grawl said. She was|ooking around in such away asto suggest that she might eat
the table covering if something better didn't come along soon.

Fortunately it did. The menus, when they arrived, had three times as many dishes on them asthe one
outside had. Findly everyone managed to pick something, and within about twenty minutes—during
which the better part of abottle of kalwine had aready been killed—the food started arriving. Chandni
steek in red sauce, awarathein mince with sweet green cabbage on a coulis of sharp Grith broadbean
purée, an entire haunch of whilom for Grawl—the range of dishes and the expertise with which they had
been prepared was astonishing.

Gabrid ate about haf hiswhitemeat in vanillaeau-de-vie sauce before having time even to whisper to
Enda, "Thismay be atotditarian dictatorship, but they know how to eat."

They must have been there for nearly three hours. Afternoon was going brassy and the shadows were
gtarting to lengthen on the far side of the smoked-glass window.

"If we don't get out of here soon,” Angelasaid, "we're not going to get back to



that—whatchamacallit?—exit facility in time to get back to our shipstoday.”
Gabrid agreed, but at the sametime, something in his head was saying, Don't leave just yet.

That made him start to worry. On one hand, he had been starting to discover that these hunches could
eventudly be useful. On the other hand, he had noted that they tended to get him in troublefirst. He had
just had anice med and some nice kalwine, and hisinsdes were saying to him, Trouble? Are you
kidding? Why would you want to spoil this? Additionaly, theideaof getting in trouble on this planet,
abovedl others, didn't attract him.

At the sametime, theinsde of hishead kept itching...
"Let'spay our scot,” Gabrid sad, "and walk around alittle. We can make up our mindsthen.”

Helm, who was closest to the hostess's station, gestured her over, and everyone produced their credit
chips. The hostess took them away to feed dl their respective mea chargesinto them.

"How long, do you figure?' Helm asked softly, leaning across the table toward Gabrid.
"| think about three minutes,” Gabrid whispered back.

Despite the fact that the hostess did not make a move toward any form of comms apparatus, asthe party
had their chips returned to them and the hostess was thanking them and telling them how glad shewas
that they had enjoyed the medl, the front door siwung open. RinaWelsh dipped in.

"Four,"” Hem muttered.
"So | oweyou afiver,"” Gabriel muttered back.

They dl greeted Welsh with abonhomme that was not entirely faked. It was hard to fed hogtileevento a
sort of junior secret policeman after amed like that.

"So," Welsh said as she came over to them, "what's the story? Will you be heading back to your ships
now?'

Inside Gabrid's head, something went itch again, more urgently.

"Well, we were hoping to walk around and window-shop awhile," Gabriel sad, "if it'sal right with you.”
Helooked at her intently and tried very hard to have her get the ideathat awhile spent in his company
would be pleasant.

The genuineness of her amilerather surprised him and made himfed guilty. "Certainly,” Welsh said, "why
shouldn't you? There's some spare time. Come on. I'll show you around the main shopping digtrict. It's
not far."

The company got up, said good-bye to their hostess, and then headed out after Welsh. Asthey went out,
Helm nudged Gabriel with one massive ebow and grinned hdf of one of hisface-splitting grins on the
sde of hisface that was away from Angela

"Pushing your luck alittle, aren't you?' he said.
Gabrid looked sdeways at Helm, uncertain what he meant.

Helm just chuckled and went after Welsh.



A dight cool edge was coming into the air as the afternoon wore on, and the short walk to the shopping
precinct was pleasant. For thefirgt part of it, Gabriel walked with Welsh, chatting about inconsequentia
with her and trying to seem fairly casud about it. When they got to the precinct, alarge pedestrians-only
areaarranged on either side of an avenue of tall evergreen trees and dotted with little mini-parks, Gabriel
let others take on the business of keeping Welsh busy. Delde Sotaimmediately moved into thisrole, with
the merest glance at Gabridl, and started looking in store windows.

There were plenty of them, with a considerable spread of imported goods. Gabriel had not seen such a
comprehensive shopping area since Diamond Point on Grith. There was aso more to the area than just
this one avenue. Other smaller streets crisscrossed it at hundred-meter intervals.

Asthe group scattered around her, looking in the windows of various stores, Welsh called to them,
"Dont get lost now!"

Gabrid smiled dightly, knowing that if any of them did, thisareawould very likely be crawling with police
in not much more than afew minutes. Indeed Welsh was sarting to look just alittle worried, but the
others kept coming back to touch base with her, and eventualy the worried expression began to fade.

The six of them wandered gently down the shopping precinct, calling each other over to look at
something: jewery, more exploratory or outdoor supplies, and after that came agourmet foodshop, a
data-and-book store...

Gabriel waslooking in the window of thislast when hefdt thetickle again, so hard that he wanted to
sneeze, more emphatic than the itch, more specific. He strolled on to look at the next window, that of a
wineshop, while trying to work out the source of the sensation. What isit? he said to theinside of his
mind. Come on, give me some help here!

Nothing.

With the others alittle behind him, he wandered on with hishandsin his pockets, passing by the sore
windows and crossing one of the small streets and |ooking again, sorrowfully, at the passersby. Even
those who were fairly young, barely out of their childhoods, had that uncomfortable, watchful, hard look
to their faces. There were afew children being pushed dong in hoverprams or being led by the hand, and
some of them smiled. But Gabriel looked at those faces, too, and saw the shadows of where that hard
look would eventualy engraveitsef. It was profoundly saddening.

He sighed and looked in the window of the next shop. More clothes. | have enough clothes, he thought,
not sharing Delde Sotaand Helm's fondness for such things. They were stuck severa shops ahead of
him, exclaming over more of the same while Welsh watched. Gabriel smiled dightly. Helm bought al
kinds of good planetside wear, but you hardly ever saw him in anything but a smartsuit or armor. Habit is
ateriblething, Gabrid thought.

He glanced toward the end of the window and caught a reflection of someone approaching close, asif to
pass between him and the window, then angling away again. Gabriel turned to move out of the way and
got aglimpse of aface even more pinched than many he had seen so far today, very tired, very clenched,
afaceholding itsdf like afist. Feding absently sorry for the man, Gabrid turned his attention away and
looked up the street toward where Welsh and the others were continuing on—

—and recognition went right up his spinelike ahot wire.
Jacob Ricdl!

He turned.



The man was gone.

A moment'sincredul ous uncertainty went through Gabriel. Did | halucinate? he thought. Did | just see
someone who looked like him?

Itch. From the luckstonein his pocket, a sudden twinge of heat and power surged that he felt right
through hishand.

No, dammit! Gabriel thought. Just afew doors behind him was the cross street, and he had glimpsed an
aleyway leading from it between two buildings on the nearer side. Probably a service or delivery access.
If he had gonethat way ...

RinaWe sh was maybe ten meters ahead, waking between Helm and Angelaand talking animatedly to
them. Grawl's broad back was briefly between her and Gabrid.

Heimmediatdly turned in histracks, and trying not to hurry in thiscity full of armed people, thiscity
where every move you made was noticed, he headed back the way he had come, fedling in his pocket
and looking down at the ground like someone who had lost something. Gabrid retraced his
steps—keeping them small steps, resisting the urge to let them lengthen into strides.

At the corner he paused, looked down the cross street along the ground. Two doors down he saw a
shadow dip hurriedly into the aleyway.

Gabrid turned the corner and made for the aleyway. Behind him, in the main street, he could suddenly
fedl Endalook up in confusion and not see him there. Looking around for him—

Hetried to draw in his attention like atortoise hiding its heed, tried to keep her from feding where he had
gone. At thismoment of all moments, he did not want her to get involved. Gabriel walked casudly and
quietly into the dleyway, whileinsde hetried hard to bring to bear the half-unwanted taent that had been
creeping up on him since Danwell and was getting stronger adl thetime. Come on, he said to that silent
presence that was more or lessingde him. | help you do what you're trying to. You help me, now.

A pause. A wash of sudden confusion from that interior core of thought and fegling that was not his own.

Come on, hethought again as he went quietly down the aley. It ssemed blind, but there was no telling
whether there were survelllance devices of some kind down here. Hetried hard to look like a briefly
confused tourist. Where's he gone? | need him. | need him alive. I've got questions for him, and |
must have answers. Whereis he?

Possibly confused by the sudden intensity, that interior presence gave no answer.
Then out of alittle doorway thet at first glance had seemed empty, Ricd jumped him.

Gabrid grappled with the man, intent on not hurting him and not alowing Ricel to hurt him back. They
lurched back and forth in the dleyway.

That Ricd seemed unarmed heartened Gabriel. Then again, no one was dlowed to go armed on Galvin.
Where's his escort? Gabriel wondered. He must have dipped them somehow. There wasllittletimeto
spend wondering how Ricel had managed to fool the Galvinite authoritiesinto | etting him pass.

What's he doing here?

Sily question. I'm here.



Whether I'm going to be able to find anything out from him...

They struggled, both hampered by their need not to be noticed and by the tight quartersin which they
werefighting. Ricd was more interested in getting away, as he had been on the Lighthouse, but Gabrid
was not going to alow that, not thistime. He blocked Ricdl's hands asthey clawed at hisface and tried
to hammer into his head. Then he did aleg sweep and took one of Ricd'slegs out from under him. Ricel
went down. Gabrid threw himsalf on top of him, and thistime, unlike at the Lighthouse, he did not miss.

They wrestled futilely on the ground for afew moments. Gabriel had aready had thiskind of encounter
with the man once and had come off the worse. Thistime, though, he was not going to let that happen.
Herolled, got agood grip on Ricdl, turned over, came down on top—

"Gotcha" he ssid softly.

Hereit was, the moment he had been looking for, waiting for, for the better part of ayear and ahdlf...
no, more like two years. Here under his hands was the man who had tricked him into killing one of his
best friends and an ambassador he served with pleasure, awoman he respected above amost everyone
else he had met in the service. Thiswas not just someone who looked like him or was disguised ashim
ether. Thiswasthe man himsdf, with theright wrinklesin the right places, the man he had served with
on Falada. Here was the man who had destroyed his friendship with Elinke Dareyev—aloss he il felt
profoundly, partly because he wasn't sure what might have come of it some day, partly because heaso
missed Elinke's friend and lover who died in the same accident, that mad spirit Lem, one of lifésnice
people who did not deserve such asudden and terrible end. Theterrible urgeto kill Ricdl, just kill him
and be done with it came up, but Gabrid instantly crushed it down and away. Dead men make poor
witnesses.

If I can ever get him off this planet to aproper trial, Gabrid thought desperately. He could just hear
Norrik saying, "We shoot spies.” Whatever else he might be, Ricel was certainly aspy. Gabriel could see
himsdlf in the weird postion of trying to save Ricd'slife... and failing. It would be too damned much
irony for one day.

He didn't even have the freedom to smply best the man into a pulp. Gabridl was getting into avery bad
mood.

"l want some answers out of you right now," he said softly to Ricdl. "They'll be herein afew moments.
Why did you do what you did to me?'

Ricd'seyesfocused briefly on him.
Gabrid shook him. "Comeon, talk," he hissed. "Why did you do it? Why did you set me up?"

Rice struggled onelast time. Gabrid's hand clamped on histhroat. Ricdl tried to resist, but Gabrie
sueezed harder and did something that had worked with the V oidCorp agent on Danwell: he "bore
down" with hismind, trying to creste asense of pressure and inevitability. All hisanger weighed in behind
it, making the pressure redl.

Ricd's head twisted from side to side, asif he wastrying to avoid a gaze he couldn't escape. "Y ou had
to," Ricel gasped, "they said you had to be split away. Discredited. She—"

Hefdl slent. That listening presenceingde Gabrid "heard” something ese: asudden internd cry,
desperate and horrified, as some kind of trigger snapped. ..

... and the body struggling with Gabriel began to spasm.



Gabrid gulped. Suddenly he knew what the trouble was. No, it'snot fair!

Implanted suggestion. What it had been implanted to do was hard to tell. Gabriel suspected that
somewhereinsde Ricd, ablood vessel had just blown itsdf out. The brain was beginning to die. ..

Not fast enough, Gabriel thought.

He pushed himsdlf upright and closed his eyes. He had done this once with a hedlthy brain, and with help,
on Danwell. Now there was no help, but he had no choice. He remembered how it was done. No
nonsense about "reading”’ amind asif it weretext, but more abusiness of listening, seding everything dse
away, listening for the whisper in the darkness, and looking for the light that the buzz and business of your
own mind would drown out otherwise. Four minutesto work in, no more. So make it happen. Darkness,
dlence, ligten...

Dying. Not dead yet, but soon. Last time, on Lighthouse, the danger had not been equivalent. Thistime
his masters could not afford to let him be captured and questioned. Thistime...

Gabrid brushed past the narration for the moment. It would wait. He concentrated on the small flegting
images, burning bright up out of the darkness and fading again. One of them was central.

Adide...

* * % % %

He had been one of six. One had died when they were "young"—if that was the word you used when all
of you were cloned to become conscious for the first time when the body they had grown was aready
the equivaent of twenty-five standard years old.

Their childhood had lasted about three years. The people who took care of them made sureit wasa
good one, not for any concern about the individua "children” involved, but because the psychologists
among them knew that this was the best way to produce a stable and reliable product. This one had
various vague happy memories of that time, including adide that he was particularly fond of. Hewould
climb up itsladder and hurtle down it again and again, while behind the glasswall of their playroom he
could hear, clearly enough, the amused laughter. The watchers had liked it, too. That made Jake happy.

They all had longer names—Jake's was DW003 43FER—but they didn't use those with each other. He
was smply Jake Three, or Threefer for short. Those, the psychestold them, were their grown-up names,
the names they would bear proudly when they went out to work for the Company, but meantime they
had to earn them. Right now they had to do that by studying hard. Later, there would be other ways.

Their adolescence—wheat they were alowed to have of one—lasted about three years. They were only
alowed to leave the growth facility under carefully controlled conditions, which meant with about ten staff
members around them. There was sex, but only with other clones, and that was dso carefully supervised.
The figures behind the glass walls might have been absolutdly silent and the far side soundproofed, but
you knew they were there, because after all, it was sex, wasnt it?

There was a certain amount of rebellion, but it was carefully channded into their training. Their training
was the most important thing in their lives: the game that kept them together, that made them something
important, the purpose for which they had been bred (as they were constantly reminded).

They weretrained in wegponsfirgt, which ddighted them. They became expert with everything from
chainswordsto laser rifles, and they continued that training right through until their timein the facility was
over and they were adjudged to be adult. They were trained in hand to hand combat, various kinds of
small-craft flight, and checked out on various "positions’ on bigger craft.



They were taught al kinds of waysto conced information, both physicaly and virtudly. They were taught
bare-brain encryption and every known non-machine cipher. They learned quick recognition, "fast
memory," brain printing, and many of the other techniques that turn ahuman brain into arecording device
for audio or visua input without needing any kind of hardwiring. There had been severa sessons—none
of them knew how many—of deep deep work and hypnotherapy to help them cope. All of them
suspected that they were having deep triggersimplanted, including the one which would make sure that if
they fdl into the hands of a sufficiently competent enemy, they would never reved the secrets of the force
that had trained them. They even joked abot it.

"Now that were ready to die," Jacob One said one night, "they'll let usout to live..."

They knew that they had been bred and trained for the really dangerous work, missionstoo perilousto
send lesstalented or committed Employees on. They were eager to get on withit.

At last had come the time when they al graduated. The cloneswere split up. They had al gone through
counseling to help them handle that, the usua conditioning to help them seeit asagraduation exercise
rather than atragedy, but it was ill awrench, and it took some months before any of them wereredly
able to do anything without looking over their shoulders to see what the others thought. Nonetheless,
proud to be Employees at last of the greatest force in the known worlds, they went out to do their jobs
and repay the kindness of the Company that had raised them.

They had al been put "where they would do the most good,” some of them working for VoidCorp Intdl,
some of them dipped into other Intelligence services among the stellar nations. In the case of Jacob Three
and one of hisbrothers, they had entered Concord Intel, the heart of the Company's deadliest enemy.

It was exciting work, dangerous, uplifting—for Jacob at least—that sense of winning the Game, putting
one over on everybody. That sense of "gotcha' overcame the staggering boredom. In some cases he
might stay in one place, onejob, doing nothing for months, ayear, two years. Then the word would
come through: cause this person to vanish. Stedl this document. Pass on this message. He would do it
and then quietly settle up hisaffairsto leave. It was the Game to do everything so that no one ever
noticed, so that no trail was|eft, no betrayad. It was very important for Jacob and his brothers not to be
noticed, for their work wasincreasingly becoming the remova of other Intel assets, sometimesthe
Company's own, who had become too dangerousto leave running.

But there came atime when someone did notice. After that, everything changed.

Jake Three had been given an assgnment on a Star Force vessdl. "Stay there,” they told him. "Hold
down thisjob. Y ou're going to pretend to be from Star Force Intel. Someone there will approach you, or
well identify him for you to contact. Either way, jolly him along. Once or twice you'll be asked to have
him get you some minor piece of information. Thethird time, it will belessminor. Y ou will usehimto
carry out an intervention, and he will take thefall afterward. He's getting too close to one of our assets
aboard, and we want him away from her. After he goes down, you'll be withdrawn, so just Sit tight.”

It was just one more job, and Jake had carried it out exactly asinstructed, but when he was withdrawn, it
hadn't been VoidCorp that did it. The Company's protection failed him or was somehow subverted. He
refused to believe that they might have abandoned him. He woke up to find himsalf not in a safe house or
protected facility but strapped on afloater with a man's thoughtful face looking down on him.

That face belonged to abald man, small and quiet, who smply said, "I have some questionsfor you. Y ou
will answer them for me now."

That had been alittle more than ayear ago. Jake Three had not believed in hell until then. He believed in
it now and knew for afact that it was run by Lorand Kharls.



He had finally escaped it only by offering the single thing Kharlswanted: that he should change sides. His
body itsdlf rebelled against the idea. No surprise there. His conditioning had been arranged that way, but
there were drugs and more conditioning and much "seep work," after which Jacob would wake up
hardly knowing his own name. The fina solution triggers had been subverted or removed—he didn't
know which. Kharlsfindly offered him the choice to do what Jacob had been ordered to do next
anyway, but to do it for Kharlss sde. Jacob had resisted this aslong as he could, but when it finaly
became plain that Kharlswould smply have him put to deep like somekind of damaged animd if he
didn't cooperate, Jacob agreed.

He went out to space again, feding damaged insde... but alive. He dways hoped against hope that his
own people would find him, rescue him, and put him back the way he had been.

But it never happened. Hewas alone, a"tainted asset.” He knew the phrase dl too well and knew what it
meant. His own people would be far morelikely to kill him than help him. His own clone-brothers; if they
met him, would be bound to do the same.

Findly, theword had come from Kharls's people. He was to come here and investigate certain matters.
One of them would be afamiliar one. When Jacob had heard that, he had gone dong with it al meekly
enough. Concord Intel had its competencies. They had managed to set him up in asolid identity here. But
he waited, and once he was here he made afew other quiet contacts, activating assets he knew were
here—his Company's assets. He had recelved anew set of instructions from a quiet, husky woman's
voice over the commsin his gpartment one night. They would get him out after it wasal over.

He never redized that there might have been a pattern in the words she spoke to him over the comm.
There had been no obvious code words, but there had been one trigger left, one last failsafe, the one
which the Concord people had not found and disabled.

Fool, he thought. | wasafool.
It was going dark quickly now.

Behind him, inthe aley, Gabridl could hear footsteps, heavy ones. Helm, he thought. For dl hisbulk,
Helm moved fagter than any of themin light gravity likethis

"Gabel"
"Not now," Gabrid whispered, keeping his eyes closed, diving into the darkness.

Rice was struggling now, armsflailing asthe seizure locked hislungs and his nervesin spasm. Gabridl
shut his eyes and thought hard. There was something therein the background, lurking.

The conditioning, he thought, from the Concord side. He could seeit, like the insde of one of the
irradiated onions Enda sometimes made him ped, though this structure was not nearly astidy. Here was
layer after layer of quarreling ingtructions and interdictions, big parts of Ricd's mind that other partswere
not permitted to look at, areas fenced off by chemical or attributiona barbed wire, blocked away except
at certain times or under certain circumstances, waiting for key words or triggersto beissued. It wasa
terrible patchwork of amind. It had been awobbly enough place when it started, but now it looked like
abuilding that had experienced an earthquake and been partly rebuilt, then had suffered another, and
another, and had been recongtructed each time by people intent on removing or entirdly subverting earlier
gructures. The origind structure was still in there somewhere, but it had been terribly compromised. The
|oad-bearing members had been cut into, and now, now...

Now it wasdl crumbling. Here on this damned grim world it had al goneto piecesfindly. Solet it end



now. It was going to anyhow...

Gabrid tried to push hisway in, tried to shoulder hisway underneath the collapsing beams asthe dust
and detritus of adigntegrating mind came sfting down dl around him. They came downilluminatedina
growing darkness, asif firelived in the debris, glimmering alittle asit fell and went out. Pieces of
memory, pieces of mind, fell down al around Gabridl, and the observing presence in the back of hismind
warned him, You had better get out of here. It will take you down with it. Unwise to stay in a dying
mind—

They had told him that at Epsedra, too, when he stayed with his buddy, who had been shot, and pulled
himout. Crazy to stay! You can't help him! Leave himwith the medics! Then later on he was shot
himsdlf, but Gabrid couldn't make himself care because he knew he had done the right thing. He would
do it now. He stayed there, stayed while Ricd's mind came fully undone and cast itself loose from the
mooringsthat held it into the body. All over now. All done. Now it began, the long coast down into the
darkness, down onelast time...

The dide, Gabriel thought sadly.

Half lost in terror, the other seized on the image from atime when there was no fear. The dide. Climb the
ladder, laughing. Pause at the top, teetering. Look down to the bottom, but there the bottom was only
darkness, and there was no telling what was down there or who might be there to catch him.

Sorrow. A pause. It wasdl over.
Bye, Threefer, Gabrid said.
Jake Three jJumped and went down the dide into the darkness...

Gabriel squeezed his eyes shut so as not to see what Threefer saw as he went down, down into the
darkness, out the other side. ..

* k k k %

"Gabrid."
It was too dark to see. There was no telling who was calling him.
"Gabrid."

He could find no voice with which to answer. He could find no direction in which to turn. It was dark.
Light sifted down through the darkness, unperturbed. A gresat distance away, someone sad, the
darkness comprehendeth it not...

"Gebrid!"

His eyes snapped open. His back hurt wretchedly. He was knedling over what he held in hisarms, the
cooling body of aman. Strange how quickly you became aware of the wrongness of the temperature. ..

Therewas aclatter of footsteps at the end of the dley. Gabrid |ooked up after afew moments and found
Welsh and anumber of men in dark uniforms and goggled hdmets staring down at him from al sides.
Helm and Delde Sota and Grawl and Angela crowded against the sides of the aleyway.

"It must have been heart failure," Gabrid said, asif every death was not heart failure to some extent. "l
heard him..." Helooked down at the very still face, the eyes till open and looking up past him, the hands
clutching him so that Gabriel had to pry them away. It took some effort.



"Just likethat," Gabrid sad. "Jus like that. After—"
"Gabrid," Endasad.

The sorrow with which she spoke the word was a so part warning. Gabriel did not need it. He knew
where they were and who surrounded them, but the irony of it, after dl thiswhile, wasterrible. It'sall
over now, Gabrid thought, and who can | tell? What evidence isthere? What evidence will there ever be
that can stand up in acourt?

Helet go of Jacob Ricel and stood up.

* %k * % %

It led to questioning, alot of it, as Gabriel had thought it would. He and the others spent severa long
hoursin the nearest police sation, dl of them being questioned first by the police and then by the army.
Finaly, last in along line of questioners, Gabriel was not at al surprised to see Mgor Norrik turn up.

He sat down across the table from Gabrid, dismissed the guard, and waited for the door to close.
"So tell me what happened,” he said.

Gabrid knew better than to protest that he had aready told about thirty people. "I thought | had lost
something out of my pocket back there at the cross street. This." He brought out the luckstone and put it
onthetable.

Norrik looked at it blankly. "It'sarock.”

"It'ssomekind of slicate mineral, acomposite,”" Gabriel said. "Some planets have beaches full of them. A
friend gaveit to me asasouvenir awhile back. I'm kind of attached toit." He was studiedly telling the
truth, not knowing what kind of voice analyzer they might have working on him right now. "At thetimel
thought maybe it had fallen out and gotten kicked into the dley. | went down there alittle way to look,
and then | heard this noise like something grunting. This man was down there having some kind of fit."
Gabrid shook his head.

"It wasn't anyone you knew or recognized?'
Hereit came. "No," Gabriel said.
Norrik looked at him. "Why did you leave your guide?’

Gabriel shrugged. "1 just wanted to find the stone, that's all. It's akeepsake, aluckpiece." Hemade a
face. "Turnsout I'd forgotten that | put it in one of the top pockets. | didn't redizethat until after dl this
was over, with thispoor guy..."

Norrik smply looked at him for severa moments. Some of these people have implants, Gabriel thought.
Who's he listening to, and what are they reporting on me?

Or isheligtening to something e se entirely? The thought was awful. It reminded him of that sensation that
he did not want to fed at all—

At last Norrik nodded. "Mr. Cavin," he said, "your stay hereis starting to prove inconvenient. Wed
gopreciateit if you'd leave the planet immediately and move on to your next destination without delay."

"QOur driveswon't be charged yet—"



"Y ou will be confined in your ships until they're charged, then you'll depart immediately.”

"Uh, fine," Gabrid said, "no problem with that." He paused a moment then said, "What will happen to
that poor man?'

"Reaction mass," said Norrik. "The paraditic heat from handling hisremainswill go to help our war effort.
Not a hero's death, possbly, but afate that al good Galvinites approve.”

Gabriel nodded.

There followed a prolonged silence, then Mgor Norrik stood up. " The trangport will be waiting to take
you to your ships," he said, "and when your drives are charged, an escort will see you up to space and
out to your starfal point.”

Gabriel nodded to him again, trying to look suitably abashed for having caused trouble. Ingde him, so
many fedingswererailing that he hardly dared try to focus oh any one of them.

"I should mention,” Norrik said as Gabriel turned to the door, "that you should not return to this system.
Y ou are now classified as a person under suspicion to be detained by any of our forcesthat comein
contact with you. Understood?”

"Yes, dgr," Gaorid sad.
"That will bedl."
Gabrid went out of the room.

Insde his head, faintly, he could fed something writhing, stroking againgt itsdlf in the warm green
darkness, watching him in athoughtful way.

* k * % %

The otherswere standing around in awindowless holding area, while two armed Galvinite Army staff
watched them. Gabrid was put into thisroom with them.

Endacameto him, looked a him closdly, and asked, "Areyou dl right?"
Gabrid nodded. "A long day," he replied, knowing she would understand.

After amoment another officer, apoliceman, came through the door and looked around at them. "Alll
right,” he said, "therés a shuttle waiting for you people.” He glanced up briefly at the humming sound of
the covered stretcher with Ricel'sbody on it asit passed the door. He looked over at Gabridl. "Wasiit
quick?" the policeman asked. "Did that guy suffer much?"

"It was pretty quick," Gabriel said softly. Asregarded the suffering, he preferred not to go too deeply
into it. No one here would understand. He barely understood himsdlf.

"Right. Come on. The shuttléswaiting for you."

They were herded out to it and sealed in—the back of the shuttle being awindowless affair of the kind
that the Marines would have used to transport prisoners or corpses. For al of that, the return wasless
stressful for Gabrid than the outward journey, partly due to having other thingsto think about. Once out
on the landing pad again, Gabrid waked toward Sunshine with the greetest relief, practicaly ignoring the
Galvinite soldiersthat flanked him and Enda



A couple of bored soldierswere standing by Sunshine's lift column. They looked at Gabrid and Enda's
ID chips, exchanged afew words with the armed escort, and then nodded unconcernedly asthey
stepped aside for Gabrid to hit thelift control. It came down, and he and Enda stepped in and | et the
door close behind him.

When they were on Sunshine's deck again, Gabriel merely turned to Endaand said, "L et's dump our
data."

Enda got the transfer going, and Gabrid caled Helm.

"Gonna be fun stting here cooling our hedsfor two days," Helm said. "They won't even let us socidize
shipto ship."

"Well cope," Gabrid said. "Doctor Sota around?’
"ldentification: present,” her voice said.
"Handling comms a the moment?"

It was aquiet way of telling Longshot that Gabriel was about to encrypt transmissions at hisend, using
the dgorithmsthat the mechdus had indaled in Sunshine and later in Lalique.

"Affirm," Delde Sotareplied.

Gabrid reached into the display and shifted intership commsinto encrypted mode. "Change of plans,”" he
said. "When we leave, were still headed for Coulomb, but we need to make one stop on the way .
Crow."

"Crow?' Helm said. "What the devil's at Crow that we need to go that far out of our way?"

"Lighthouse," Gabrid answered, "as| see from the schedule we picked up passing through Aegis. It's
getting there next week, and it'll till be there when we turn up in three weeks. We won't be hitching or
staying longer than it takes to recharge our drives, but therell be stuff | very much need to drop off."

Gabrid could hear HElm shrugging. From Lalique, Angelasaid, " Always wanted to see that thing, even if
there's no time to stop and shop. You're on.”

Chapter Seven

Two dayslater, Sunshine, Lalique, and Longshot lifted with ten small FSA ships surrounding them.
Together, the three ships made starfdl, Lalique in ablaze of blue, and Longshot dl flowing with
crimson. Sunshine went into drivespace in arush and flow of adeep purple amost ranging into the
ultraviolet—the fabled lucky "black starfal.”

That firgt night in drivespace, Gabriel was desperately weary, but there was something he felt he had to
do before he dept. He stayed up into the wee hours, making arecording of absolutely everything he
could recdll from his prolonged, fina brush with Ricd's mind. He wasterrified that he would forget it, but
more, he wasterrified thet if he did not immediately report his version of what had happened to someone
in aposition to do something about it, he would belogt. It was dl just too convenient that Ricel should
die here and now before Gabriel was about to embark on business during which Kharls certainly knew
Gabrid wanted no tails or trailson him. If explanations weren't made now, the ones required later might



takeforever... or provefata. Thelast thing Gabriel needed, was another murder rap hung on him by a
Concord Marine prosecutor already suspicious of Gabrid's semi-acquittal on Phorcys and unwilling to
accept the assessment of the police on Galvin.

Gabrid had origindly thought the task would take him only acouple of hours. He was mistaken. Every
time he would gtart unravelling a particular memory of Ricel'sto detail it fully, other buried or unexpected
detail s associated with it would come rushing back. Again and again this startled and frightened him, so
he would have to stop, get his breath back, and start again. If there was one thing he didn't want, it was
Jacob Ricd's memories stuck in his head.

What if they are, now? he wondered. What can | do about it? His memory, he had noticed, was aready
alot better than it used to be—one of those changes Delde Sota had told him about, akind of
sde-present from the stone. Useful enough for everyday things... but this, thiswas another story.

Please let these memories fade, he pleaded insde him, on the off chance that some passing spacer's deity
might belistening. Please et it go away like anorma memory, go vague. ..

About four in the morning, he wasfindly finished—or rather, he couldn't bear to continue—and hisvoice
wasfaint and hoarse.

He canned the message into Sunshine's data tanks as an encrypted mail addressed to Lorand Kharls. It
would go out to the drivesat relay aboard Lighthouse, and once that was done, Gabriel could continue
on hisorigina course out into the dark. A last fling, he thought. For when he next returned to the more
populated parts of the Verge, he was going to haveto face up to the Marines a last.

I'm so tired of running, Gabrid thought.

After alittle while, Enda appeared from her quarters, to which she had retrested after their takeoff and
garfall to have anap. Carrying the little squeeze bottle she used to water her ondothwait plant, she
looked into the living areaand said, "1 would have thought you'd have taken some rest by now."

Gabrid shook hishead dowly and replied, "I won't be able to deep for awhile, but I'm glad you're up. |
haveto tel you what happened down there.”

Endablinked. "But | waswith you, for al but the questioning anyway."

"That'swhat | mean, partly. Y ou were with mefor this part, too, but not the part | sasw—if 'saw' iseven
theword..."

Hetold her about the creatures he had heard inside the major. She listened with the rapt and concerned
look of someone atending to a deeper newly wakened from nightmare. "Horrible," she said at last.
"Where would such athing have come from? Did that man know it was—they were—insde him?"

"l don't think so," Gabrid said. "l got asensethat it was controlling him very ddlicately, but it won't
awaysbe doing that. It will dowly get stronger and stronger, and he will become wesker and wesker
until finaly hewill be no useto what isinside. Then it will—" He rubbed hishead, for it was beginning to
achealittle. "l think it will move on and find another host somehow, or breed, or both."

She shuddered. Gabrid could completely understand the reaction.
"Therewasmoreto it than that," he said.

Gabrid fell dlent for amoment, turning the stonein his pocket over and over. He probed in agingerly
manner a the memory of his encounter with the creature's thoughts—no, their thoughts—asif it had



been Ricd's memoriesthat he had just now been turning over. In away, he was haf afraid to do it, for
the things with which he had been in contact were dtill dive, and Ricel wasdead. That Ricd, anyway ...

"There were many more of them," he said, "many more... tangles, | guessthat would be the word.
Many colonies, living insde various people, various hosts. | don't think the hosts necessarily haveto be
human... It doesn't matter. They can communicate, | think, over long distances—if communicationis
evenredly thewordfor it."

"What arethey doing?' Endawhispered.
"Controlling people,” Gabrid sad. "It'sdl about contral.”
"To what purpose?’

Gabrid probed the memory again but got nothing back. "I'm not sure," he said dowly. "Therewasn't alot
of that, but there does have to be a purpose.”

He closed hiseyes and looked into his mind again, trying to bear more weight on theimages. Very
dowly, with difficulty, they began to resolve in places. The paradigm seemed to be hologrammatic. Even
the most fragmented part of one thought or image-in-thought seemed to preserve parts of others, many
others.

What Gabrid got thistime was not so much an image as a concept. Others. There are more like us, not
like usinterms of species, but in motivations, intentions. They want what we want. We want what they
want, what they will have.

More. Morelike us.

He opened his eyes, shook his head, then decided not to do that again, for the headache was becoming
blinding.

"There are alot more of them," he said softly, "abig group of some kind"—he searched for the proper
word—"an association. Different crestures meeting for acommon purpose.”

"What purpose?’

He held hishead quite till. "1 didn't get enough,” he said, "or | can't get more now. For al | know, they
get together to play cards.”

"Gabrid," Endasaid, "thisis most terrible. Someone must be told about these creatures.”
"Who?' Gabrid said.
"Your friend Lorand Kharls at least," Endasad.

Gabriel had been thinking about that. "1 don't know," he said. "I have afew days to decide about that yet.
Jugt..." Heleaned forward, rubbing his head. "It's hard to interfere with communicationsin trangt, |

know that once a message goesinto arelay, those conduits are pretty much watertight, yet at the same
time I'm not sure that they're completely safe from tampering. | would redlly hate for someone to decrypt
thisinformation and start spreading it around. People are paranoid enough asit is, but more to the point,
if it got out, and someone or something associated with these things worked out that the information had
comefrom me..." He shook his head. "Lifefor the two of usis dangerous enough at the moment. | don't
want it getting more so. If | become atarget for some secret society of unknown aiens, then so do al of
you."



"If you do not pass thisinformation on to someone able to make the most of it, and quickly,” Endasaid,
"you put more people than just usin danger aswell. What if something should happen to us after we
leave Crow? It would be unethica to leave this plane of existence without having passed on this
informetion.”

Something about the turn of phrase was amusing, and Gabriel cracked just adight smile. "I'll endeavor
not to do that," he said.

"If you are going to play the Stuationa ethics game at thiselevated aleve, Gabrid," Endasaid, "you must
play it fairly and from both sides a once, whichiis, at any rate, the requirement for any truly talented
player. Weare dl in aposition to make our own choices about how to face this new danger, but you, |
think, have arespongbility to protect those who are not able to make the choice for themselves by
making sure the data that defines the necessary choicesisin the hands of those who must haveit. If you
are uncertain about passing thisinformation to Lorand Kharls viatranamisson, you must consider
whether it is now timefor you to do soin person.”

"The only way | could do that,” Gabrid said, "would be if Concord forcestook meto him, and you know
what that would mean."

"Of coursel do," Endasaid. "l did not say the consideration would be a smple matter or necessarily
pleasant, except insofar as any ethical act is pleasant in and of itself.”

Rather to Gabrid's horror, he could see her point. "No," he said, "pleasant probably wouldn't be the
word | would choose, especidly not after Ricdl..." He shuddered.

"What did happen to him?' Endasaid.

Gabrid let out along angry bresth. "There are two possibilities,” he said, "and both of them might be true.
Oneisthat coming face to face with me and having that little contretemyps so compromised what he was
doing there that he had to suicide immediately, knowing that the Galvinite police would be on him withina
few minutes. The other isthat somehow | killed him."

Endalooked a him in shock. "Gabrid, you would never—"

"Oh, wouldn't 17" Gabriel said. Hewas angry at himsdlf, partly because until yesterday he would have
agreed with her. "Did | set off one of his conditioning triggers by being in his mind and wanting to kill him?
Did hisown mind misread that as an instruction to die, right then because that waswhat | wanted himto
do?'

Enda opened her mouth and closed it again.

"I don't know," Gabrid sad. "I might havekilled him." Heturned away. "I told Kharlsasmuchin my
report. That will go out viathe drivespace relay at the Lighthouse.”

"| takeit you did not careto return to Aegisto use the relay there?"

"No," Gabrid sad. "l want alittle while to recover from what happened, and when | finaly go back into
Concord space again, | might aswell surrender mysdlf because there's no chance of finding any further
evidenceto clear me. The one man who might have donethat is dead.”

"Delde Sotawondered,” Enda said, "whether you were being made over in some other image.” A harder
one, Gabriel suddenly "heard" her think. There were no words as such, but he got a quick image of
reactions, emotions, edges being sharpened, tempered. To hone, Endathought, or to shatter against
therocks...?



Gabrid blinked and said, "Maybe." He was unwilling to respond in speech to the intercepted thought, not
being surewhat kind of protocol there might be among fraal for such things. "Whether | am or not,
they'rewaiting for me, and it might look better if | go to meet them willingly rather than having to be
dragged.”

Endanodded. "Y our choice."
"What will you do?' Gabriel asked.

Endagave him athoughtful look. "If you have awhile to make your larger choices,” shesaid, "sodo |,
but | think it is safe to say that you will not be done to make them. Meanwhile, there areless fraught
choices before us. Sugar in your chai or black?!

"Black," Gabrid replied.
Endaheaded off to the galley.

Gabrid sat and looked at the image on the Sitting room display of the great blocks of text that he had
dictated for Lorand Kharls, and then he shifted the view back to Enda's green fields. There would be
time enough for the dry words and what would come of them in the weeksto come. All the same. ..

He reached into his pocket and fingered the luckstone there. When luck won't assist you outright, Gabriel
thought, you do your best to make your own.

* k k k %

Three more starfals and twenty-five days later they arrived at Crow. The primary itself wasaweary little
orange K-class gtar with only afew planets—all rocky airless globes except for the middle one, smply
caled Crow I1. That world was mostly steppe and sand with a sparsely settled colony in its northern
temperate region, built around an old terraforming project that, though much scaled back in recent years,
had still met with some success. Breather gear was necessary for those who went out of the colony
domes under the dark violet sky, but it was thought that in perhaps another fifty yearsthere might be
enough oxygen in the amosphere to start active addition of the nitrogen necessary to make the mixture
safely breathable. The popul ation was tiny—maybe ten or twelve thousand humans and fradl.

"Whichiswhy | don't understand what that's doing here," Helm muttered to Gabrid over comms, when
they came out of drivespace.

It was aconvenient starfdl, for the Lighthouse hung there gleaming in orange light from Crow. Gabridl
looked at it alittle longingly from the pilot's compartment where he was watching the data heralds come
up on the main digplay astheinfotrading system synched with the Lighthouse's drivesat relay.

"l did some research," he said. "They had some kind of attack here thirteen years ago. Nearly wiped out
thewhole colony.”

" 'Some kind of attack'?"

Gabrid looked idly toward Longshot and Lalique, which had come out of drivespace dightly before
Sunshine had. "A pattern you might recognize,” Gabrid sad, rather grimly. "Little round ships came out
of nowhere and killed haf the population apparently. Then they just vanished. So did alot of therest of
the population. The place has been building itself back up, but only very dowly. The Concord, neediess
to say, isinand out of heredl thetime. | had alook at the Lighthouse's schedule for the past couple of
years. For aplace with no huge palitical importance, it comesto Crow an awful lot..."



"Huh," Hdm said from Longshot. " Someone thinks it's agood idea to have adrivesat relay here pretty
regularly, evenif it'sonly atemporary one."

Gabriel nodded.
Angelasvoice camein over comms. "Y our offloading going dl right, Gabriel ?'

"No complaints,” Gabridl said. They hadn't had that much to offload in any case, and that one message
was away now. No recaling it. He Sighed. "We've applied to see what they've got for usthat'sgoing in
the direction of Coulomb."

Angdalaughed. "Oh, no, another 'Will we ever get to Coulomb after dl? run.”

"Don't tease," Gabrid said. "It'sabig responshility, infotrading. People depend on you to get their data
whereit'sgoing ontime."

"Which, as| remember, iswhy you went for the dow stuff, last time," Helm said.
"Wl yes"

"Gabriel just likesto worry out loud,” said Angela

He had to laugh at that. "Asfor you, Miss Socid Services... don't push your luck.”

She laughed. "Y ou don't scare me. Besides, it's Grawl's turn to cook tonight, and if you're not nice to me,
I'll bribe her to burniit.”

There was arumbling sound somewhere in the background of the pickup from Lalique.
"What?' Angelayeled over her shoulder.

A confused noise echoed in Lalique's background.

"Uh-oh," Hem said.

Gabrie chuckled and watched the infotrading system finish passing itsinformation to the Lighthouse's
drivesat relay. Astheinbound part of the cycle started, he found his hands clenching on the arms of the
pilot's couch. Nothing camein but the usud infotrading system maintenance information, news of new
node-assignments, changes of system addresses, addition of new tradersin the network, deletion of old
or defunct ones...

Nothing from my father.

The expectation that there would be something so soon was unredistic anyway. Gabrid berated himsdlf
for having willingly opened that wound of uncertainty again. Y ou brought it on yoursdlf, he thought.

A moment later he could hear the shouting again from Lalique.

"What's going on over there?' he called.

Grawl's voice came on, snarling with annoyance. "They havelost my whilom!™
"What?"

"Half our big stuff isn't in the cargo hold," Angdasaid from the background.



"Those miscreantd” Grawl shouted, "1 shal make such a satire on them that they will al break out in
blotches and their mates will snatch them bald! Their young will grow no claws and their friends will see
the error of their waysl Their—"

" She has broken meter," Enda said from the doorway of the cabin. "I missed the beginning of that. What
isthisabout?'

Gabrid shook hishead and said, "I have ahunch, Angela. Just hang on and keep her from cursing
anyone dsefor afew minutes. Y ou wouldn't want her to waste the energy.”

He got up and made hisway back to Sunshine's cargo hold. A glanceinside told him what he needed to
know. He went back uplevel and paused in the living area, waking up the display there and tapping it into
comms, showing both Lalique and Longshot's pilot cabins.

"Grawl, relax," he said. "Stand down the heavy weaponry. Weve got it over here. Two whilom
carcassss, it lookslike."

"What's haf our meat doing in Sunshine, for pity's sske?' Angelasaid.

"They must have midoaded it at Erhardt Field," Gabrie said. "Possibly agenuine clericd error. We knew
they were going to take the shipments apart and look for—oh, whatever Galvinite security people look
for when they're being congenitally nosey. So they did it, and then they repacked it incorrectly.”

Coming toward him from the pilot's cabin, Enda sniffed. "Fraal eat mest,” she said, "but we are not quite
that carnivorous. | do not know if | like the statement implicit in their redistribution of the cargo.”

Helm laughed. "That's the crankiest I've ever heard you," he said. "They even got under your skin, huh,
Enda?'

Shelooked at himin mild shock. "It is something of an overreaction, isit not?' she said. "My apologies.”

"Oh, no, Enda, it wasfunny!" Helm said. Then he realized he wastaking to the air. Enda had gone past
Gabrid back to her quarters, and the door gently shut behind her.

"What did | say?' Hdm said. "I didn't mean to make her mad.”

"l don't think sheis," Gabrid said. "Helm, don't worry about it. Suit up and come over to help me get this
meat sorted out."

All the same, while he was suiting up himsdlf, Gabrid wondered about the little incident. Endawas
normaly the most inoffensive of them dl, and Gabrid would have thought, until now, amost impossibleto
offend. It wasalittle strange.

He snorted at himsdf as he donned his helmet and touched the sedl's closed. 1'm complaining about
someone being alittle strange? he thought. After what's been going on with the stone lately?

If I was worried about becoming less human than | used to be, | guess that part of my behavior isill
human enough.

For the moment...

* kx x % %

"Ancther forty-five hoursfor recharge,” Helm said, "then we jump. Coulomb, still?"



"Not for the star itsdlf,” Gabrid said, "but in that genera direction. In terms of exact coordinates, I'm not
sure exactly where we're headed.”

They were hdfway through dinner in Lalique's sitting room—a pleasant place for it. All the space made it
possible to eat without getting your elbowsin your neighbor's plate.

"Wel, fivelight-yearsat atime,” Hem said, "and well bein no danger of overrunning whatever youre
looking for. Now, if you could do ten at atimelikeus..."

"I get the feding you're beginning to enjoy rubbing thisin," Gabrid said. "'I'm beginning to wish wed gone
ahead and bought that new ship or that | could get someone to die and leave me one"

Helm snickered. "Don't get your hopes up.”

Endarolled those expressive eyes of hers and turned away with adight smileto pour hersef somefruit
juice. Grawl had cooked this evening, doing an entire haf-side of whilom. She was expert at the more
carnivorous kind of cooking, and seconds and thirds had been happily dispensed to the participants.

"Itisgood to seeyou frail creatures exhibiting some kind of appetite,” she said, sawing off another rib
steak for hersdf.

"I've got the coordinates sorted out, anyway," Gabriel said and felt around in his pocket for the chipson
which he was carrying the data. ™Y ou can lay them in when you get back.” He handed oneto Angelaand
oneto Helm.

"Query: method of determination?’ asked Delde Sota.

Gabrid looked shegpish. "I hold the stone and turn mysdf until it fedsright,” he said, "then the fighting
field programs an equivaent and isol ates the coordinates.”

Helm guffawed. "Better hope we don't wind up a Aegisagain,” hesaid. "What if that thing'shoming in on
where you were born or something? Maybe it thinks you want to go home to spawn.”

"Spawning isfarly low on my list of thingsto do at the moment,” Gabrid said. He poured another glass
of kawinefor himsalf then handed Enda the bottle. "It's not my home the thing's looking for. Its home,
possibly... or oneplaceit identifiesas such.”

"Y ou hear it thinking?' Grawl said, looking up from the lagt bite of the ribs she was holding daintily in her
claws

Gabrid shook hishead. " Thinking' isn't theword.”
"Feding?' Angelaasked.

"I don't know about that either," Gabrid said, then he laughed. "Sorry. It's frudtrating. There aren't alot of
wordsfor thethingsit does, but when | make theimage in my mind of what I'm after—the big ‘facility’
that the little edanwe on Danwell told me was 'not too far off—the directiona quality in the stone's
responseisredly noticesble. The correlation’s clear in the heads-up display for the navigational system. It
worked well enough at just seat-of-the-pants stuff on Danwell. WEll seeif it works out here.”

Delde Sotalooked somewhat mischievoudy at Gabrid. "Commitment: and if you do spawn, we get to
watch."

Helaughed and said, "No promises... about spawning or otherwise. Y ou want to write that kind of



scientific paper, youre going to have to make the details up.”

Dinner went on aslong and cheerfully as usual, and about the time the cook began to fal adeep, the
Separate ships companies went back to their ships. Their first jJump out into the darknessin search of
Gabrid's unknown "facility” would bein forty-three hours, though there was no need to hasten out of the
Crow system with the Lighthouse hanging there, silently benevolent and extremely well armed.

When they got back to Sunshine, Gabriel was ready to turn inimmediately, but Enda sat down inthe
living areaand stared at her display of the green fidld rippling in thewind. Her expresson wasalittle
troubled.

"Indigestion?' Gabriel asked, knowing thiswas not the case.

She glanced at him with some amusement, but the emotion was edged with discomfort. "Gabrid," she
sad, "l fear | am not mysdf a the moment.”

"What? Because of the way you answered Helm earlier?”
"Not at dl." Shelooked rather guilty. "I believeit isthe stone.”
"What?'

She laced her pale hands together as Gabriel sat down opposite her. "Gabrid," shesad, "I fed it looking
at me, and | am not sure the look isafriendly one. Do you understand what | mean?”

"About the looking," he said, "yes, but not about the unfriendliness.”

"It..." Sheshook her head, gazed at the display, which was showing green fidldswavering in asilken
wind, afavorite display of hers. "It iskeyed to you, that stone, or it is akey, and you are the lock for
which it was made—or which it isremaking tofit it. That iswhat Delde Sotawarned you of, isit not?"

"It wasn't so much awarning,” Gabrid said, "asan advisory."

"Yes. Theproblem, | believe, isthat it iskeying itself to you and to you alone—and becoming less
tolerant of others nearby, especidly lifeformsthat have the ability to mindwalk." She sighed. "If | read the
dtuation aright, it began turning you into amindwalker on Danwell. Y ou had agrest ded of help: agroup
of communal telepaths, and a considerable incentive to communicate with them. Friendship, support,

danger..."
"Y ou had that, too," Gabrid sad.

"Y es, but not the stone. It took you through that particular challenge and out the far Sde. Now it has
another chalengefor you—alarger one. Y ou do not yet know entirely what this one entails, and neither
do . Youwill find out, but the stone does not easily tolerate the presence of otherswhom it fears may
interferewith itsbusness™

"Y ou spesk of it fearing, making things happen... asif it were sentient. ISit?" Gabriel asked, for thiswas
the one question that had been taxing him mogt lately.

Endatilted her head hafway over in agesture of uncertainty. "1 would not know how to say. Sentienceis
such adippery subject to define, even when you haveit... nearly as bad as consciousness. | mean, you
and | know we are conscious, but how do we know?'

Gabrid blinked. That was high on alist of questionsthat had not been bothering him.



"Letitlie" Endasad. "Thepoint of al thisisthat | am not you, and the stone does not entirely trust
anyone or anything that isnot you. It has begun turning its attention to me with increasing intensity more
and more often. | fed it asaphysical discomfort at the moment. | can bear it. The stone has offered me
no violence, mentally or psychicaly speaking. Should it attack me, | do not have the training or the power
to stop it. If it should take adidiketo me... | would haveto leave, Gabridl. | could not bear to stay with
it in such aconfined space.”

Gabrid swallowed. "How long has this been going on?'

"Since Danwdll," Endasaid. "It was dways on the borders of my consciousness before then, but at
Danwell, something happened. | was judged, as you were, by whatever force or presence waslying
hidden in the edanweir group unconscious. Both of us, fortunatdly, were not found wanting—otherwise
we would not now be alive, but the stone itself was dso... perhaps not judged, but... upgraded?
Reprogrammed perhaps? Or maybe it had new programming added. It is becoming increasingly vigilant
about protecting you, | believe, though its definition of protection may look odd to you."

"I think it made Jacob Ricdl turn up,” Gabriel said. Thiswas athought that had been lurking fairly
unformed in the back of hismind and turned up again now.

Endalooked thoughtful at that. "Maybe," she said. "1 do not know how it could do such athing, but |
suspect that it could. It does not seem to hold cause and effect the same way we do, and sometimes |
think | can fed thingstwigting around it."

Gabriel nodded. "'l fedd something like that too," he said. He reached into his pocket.

"No, please," Endasaid, "not right now. Seeing it makes me uncomfortable.” Shesighed. "l just felt | had
to tell you that these fedlings were growing on me, Gabrid. If | do haveto leave you, it will be most
againgt my will. We are good friends, and you have agreat work that you are doing, for which you will
need al possible friends around you, al the help you can get. If it comesto a choice between dying and
leaving in hopesthat the Situation may improve, | think | will choose the second option.”

"Well, of course" Gabrid said. He wastrying hard, though, not to reveal how shaky he felt. The thought
of being without Enda—

"| fear we are both too much mindwalkers now," Enda said, "to be able to concedl such fedingsfrom
each other—not without considerable effort, which you have not yet learned to focus properly. It is
awaysthe danger of that particular art, one of the reasonswhy | put it aside when—" She broke off.
"No, later for that aswell. | think | will have somecha."

"Don't worry about losing your temper," Gabriel said. "Y ouloseit less obvioudy than anyone | know.
Y ou barely register on thetiff scae.”

She amiled a him, the dry look of someone who does not entirely believe a compliment. " Perhaps
someday you will seemeredly angry,” shesaid, "and see how many tiffsit registers. Meanwhile..."

She got up and went down to the gdley.

Chapter Eight

Some forty hours later they set out from Crow. Gabrid checked the Lighthouse one more time for any



messages that might have comefor him. One more time he found nothing and cursed himself quietly. If
Enda noticed this, she said nothing of it.

The next severd garfdls and the days between them wereroutine. .. insofar as any jump made not to a
gpecific star, station, or facility can be considered routine. At the end of it, nearly two months after
leaving Crow, Sunshine, Lalique, and Longshot came out into empty space with all their weapons hot,
looking around with concern. Thiswas by far the most dangerous kind of starrise to make, but there was
no one here asfar asthey could tell. For his own part, Gabriel would have given agreat ded for a
starrise detector, but such equipment was far beyond his means. He also wished that he had some clear
idea of what they were looking for.

"Sowhereisit?' Angdaasked, only partly teasing.
Gabriel sghed. "Not here.”
"You cantel dready?' said Hdm.

"I can tell that the reading is stronger than it was, but not that much stronger,” Gabriel confessed.
"Definitely | know that it's not anywhere nearby, not anywhere we could use system driveto reach
anyway. We need to keep going in the same genera direction asthe last starfall. I'll give you another set
of coordinates when the drives have finished charging.”

They met again for dinner in Longshot thistime. It turned out to be one of HAM's"'l did it witha
handlaser” dinners, aone-pot dish of the kind in which he so excelled.

Gabrid took alot of good-natured chaffing during the mea about his stone not having produced the
goods. "It might take alot more jumps,” Gabrid sad. "I'm warning you."

"That means there might be somewisdom in not eating al the mest right away." Angdathrew Grawl a
look. "Thismeans you."

"I will try some other forms of protein for awhile,” Grawl said, "especiadly if Helmis cooking them with
his handlaser, but | expect to come out a some civilized world within, say, the next month or so..."

"No guarantees,” Gabriel sad.

Angdagave him alook that he had trouble reading, and for the moment, not awhisper could he hear
from theinsde of her head.

That, Gabriel thought later when they had dl parted for the evening, was something that was beginning to
bother him. It was getting to the point where he could habitualy hear not people's thoughts as such, but a
kind of background noise made by their thinking and their emotions. It waslike the faint rumble through a
ship's system drive, except that it camein adightly different flavor and timbre for each person.
Sometimes it went away, but not often. Lately, he had awakened to think that the stardrive was
malfunctioning in some new and interesting way, because he could hear and fed that vibration. .. except
that it was no vibration. It was Enda.

The stone knew about fradl. It had known about them for along time. That familiarity was plain, and
also—strange to Gabriel—it had some obscure trouble with fraal, some problem. It seemed not to like
them very much.

That made Gabriel wonder. Maybe Endais right, he thought, and the stone sees her as some kind of rival
or potentia interference with its business. How do | tell it that it doesn't have anything to worry about? Its
businessismine, for the moment.



Lying in hisbed in the dark with the sonein his hand, he wondered if even that was open to question
occasiondly. There were moments when the fine hairs stcood up al over him at the thought of what he
was becoming. Some of his memories, Gabrid found, were becoming hazy. He had to concentrate to see
them clearly. Some of them, quite old memories from his childhood, were becoming hazy enough that he
had to look hard to remember whether they had redlly happened or whether they were dreams. In some
cases he could no longer tell.

His mind was being dtered. Compressed, Gabrid thought, to make room for something else? What el se?
Therewasnotdling.

Dede Sota's warnings were beginning to seem more urgent to him now. When the changes had been
merely physica and externd—the hair going white, even the beard silvering rapidly now—those had
seemed less threatening, but when things started happening in theingde of hishead...

Stll, Gabrid thought, thisisthe path I've chosen.

Or 01 liketo think. Has there been any choice in this? Has the stone been caling the shots ever since it
got itsdf into my hand? What'sit looking for when | useit to hunt down this old trove of dien science that
the little edanwe—or what was hiding inside her—told me about? Granted, the Concord can use these
things. In fact, he suspected that the Concord was going to need to have these things to protect its
people, the civilization they'd managed to build so far, but that's not the stone's concern. It doesn't mind.

At least he didn't think it minded. He was amost afraid to try to look into that further.
But what doesit redly want?

Long silence. No answers came. In his hand, the stone declined even to glow.

Fine, Gabriel thought and put it off to one Side on the shdlf, turning over to go to deep.

You just be that way, he said to the stone. I'll find out myself, eventually," and when | do, we'll see
which of usis redly running this show.

* k k k%

After recharging their drives, they jJumped again. Again, five days passed during which Gabrid mostly
avoided the stone and went back to studying the starship catalogues. Endateased him mildly about this
and occupied hersdf with her own routine, cooking, reading, listening to the fraal choral music that she
favored, looking at "canned" entertainments and news programs downloaded from the Grid at Aegisor
from the much bigger Grid that the Lighthouse carried withit.

When gtarrise came again, Gabriel had been awake for nearly twelve hours already, unable to bear the
excitement, the thought that there might actually be something there thistime, but they came out againin
empty space, al the stars distant, not even an uninhabited one nearby. Gabriel nearly did not need the
stone, or hisdowly burgeoning ability, to hear Hdm thinking, Now what? There's nothing here...

The three ships drew together in the darkness and linked up by comms.
"Everybody okay over there?' Helm asked.

"No problems," Gabrid said, looking at the mass detector. "Except one.”
"Therésnothing here" said Angdafrom Lalique.

Gabrid sighed and wished she wouldn't belabor the obvious.



"Gabe" Helm said, "thisisredly beginning to seem like awaste of fud."

Gabrie flushed hot with embarrassment. "Look," he said, "I warned you that it might. The Sone—"
"That thing might be wrong, you know," Helm said. "Has that occurred to you?"

"Yes, it has, but—"

"Wdl, when are you going to start acting on the idea?' Hlm growled. "It'sdl very well to blow your own
food and fuel and funds chasing al over the black backend of nowhere, but when you—"

"Hedm, | didnt—"
"Oh, what'sthe use of trying to talk senseto you? The hdl with it." Helm chopped off his comms.

Gabrid sat there torn between frustration and anger, for he could understand Helm's viewpoint al too
well. From Lalique there was nothing but slence.

Gabriel swallowed. "Wdll," he said, "well charge up again and head out. Whao's cooking tonight?”
"Opinion: my turn," Delde Sota said as Longshot's comms crackled to life again.

It meant dinner in Longshot, which right now did not seem to be such agresat idea. "What are you going
to feed me?* Gabriel muttered. "Crow?"

"Assessment: cooking areaherelarge,” said Delde Sotadryly, "but not large enough to take awhole
planet.”

"Huh," Gabriel said, not sure how hard hisleg was being pulled. Still, he reluctantly agreed that he and
Endawould come over.

Normdly, vigting Longshot amused Gabriel somewhat, for Helm's ship reflected arather spartan lifestyle
that was only dowly changing. One whole cabin of that fairly ample space was dlotted to "things| don't
know where to put"—afarrago of packed-up mining equipment, old entertainment chips, and asurprising
amount of souvenirs and clothes, all pushed into that cabin and tied down. Every now and then, having
acquired some new hobby or interest in histravels and then gotten bored with it, Hem would bundle up
everything and stuff it into that cabin. "Adding anew layer," ashe put it. When the three ships connected
their tubes—Longshot having two airlocks made thistheir normal configuration when laying over for a
recharge—Gabriel came over and found Helm engaged in this, while shouting suggestions over his
shoulder at Delde Sota. The doctor wasin the gdley halfway down Longshot's long centrd halway.

Angelaand Grawl looked over his shoulder in amixture of curiosity and bemusement. "Y ou ask me,"
Angelasaid to Helm, who was lashing a plastic box full of chips down onto thetop layer, "you're the one
who should be looking for anew ship, not Gabridl. Y ou're apack rat."

"What'sdl this stuff?' Gabrid said.
"Moremusic,” Hem said. "Delde Sota keeps saying | should broaden my horizons."
"Opinion: only thing about him which is not aready broad enough,” Delde Sota said from the gdley.

"Huh." Helm snorted. "Gabe, you want some new music for your system, take alook through here later.
Lotsof stuff.”

He sounded gruff but no longer actively angry, which relieved Gabrid somewhat. As regarded "looking



through" the cabin, Gabrid had half been hoping Helm would offer. There were dways interesting things
to be found there. Last time, he had been going through asmall box of anonymous looking datacarts and
had found one that was an examination of "The Market's Best Small Arms." The holo showed fine small
weapons of al kinds being test fired by good-looking, scantily clad women of various species. He had
found it fairly educationd, though perhapsless so about the small arms than about the women.

"What exactly isapack rat?' asked Grawl asthey made their way down toward the dining room. "Isit a
cregture of the Stelar Ring?'

"It never occurred to meto ask," Gabriel said. "Though my mother used to talk about them.”

"Mine, too," Angelasaid. "l think | remember her telling methat it'sthiskind of bird that looksfor shiny
thingsand hidesthem away.”

Enda came out of the galley carrying tongs and glasses. "Like a peewit perhgps?’ she said.
"What's a peewit?' Angela asked.

Helm laughed and brought up the display ingtaled on the far wall, and they called up a"bestiary” resource
stored in Longshot's computers, finding neither peewits nor pack rats, but coming across much other
interesting information on creatures such as srens, scraaghek, and Minshore crystals.

"Wouldn't have thought you'd be much interested in xenobiology, Hm," Angelasaid.
"Man's got to know what he's shooting,” Helm said mildly.

"Or shooting at," Enda said, coming in again with the bottles of wine and reconned fruit juice.
"Exactly,” Helm said as Delde Sota brought in the entree, a huge pot of brown wailenta.

They dl picked up their tongs and dug in. The conversation wandered off among the usua wild tangle of
topics, but al the while Gabrid could hear everyone avoiding the one topic that he knew was most on
their minds: yet another starfdl, no results. Thisiswhilewere dill in space that's not too far off the beaten
track, he thought. What happensif we have to go somewhere genuinely out in the middle of nowhere?

| may haveto go done...
Though Endawill come.

» Assuming she can bear it, said the back of Gabriel's mind. If the presence of the stone became too
much for her to bear—and she was aready showing stress from it—she would part company with him.

Dinner went on through dessert. Eventualy Gabrid got up for astretch and to go down to the end of the
hallway to vigt the head. When he came out, Angdlawas halfway down the hal, looking into the "junk”
cabin.

"Uh, sorry, didn't mean to keep you waiting.”
"l wasn't waiting for that," she said quietly.

"Huh? Oh," Gabriel said. While he could hear the faint under-nimble of her mind, on anote that
suggested something out of the ordinary was going on, he didn't have a clue what it might be.

Angelalooked a him. "I haveto ask you," shesaid. "I redlly hateto, but | haveto. Areyou al right?’



"All right how?'

"Inyour head. Y ou know... the stone.”

Gabrid laughed briefly. "I'm sane, if that's what you mean.”
"Areyou sure?!

Thelook she gave him made him plain that she wasn't.

"Look," Gabrid sad, "Delde Sotaseemsto think I'm dl right. She would have said something if she
wasn't certain.”

"She has said thingsto you,” Angdareplied, "severd times.”

"Inagenera way," Gabrid said, "yes. She saysthere are some changes happening indde me, and she's
not sure where they'regoing.”

"That's mostly the problem at the moment,” Angdlasaid, "being sure where we're going. Areyou?"

"If you mean do | know where we're going, no. That's the whole point. If you mean can | fed that there's
somewhere specific that we're going to, then yes. No question.”

Angdaleaned againgt the bulkhead wall, her aramsfolded. "Areyou sure,” she said, "that the goneian't
just making you... | don't know... making you think that, fed that, for some reason of itsown?"

That struck alittle too closeto home. "I don't have any reason to think so,” Gabriel said. "It didn't act that
way a Danwdll."

"It might now."

"Just why exactly would it?' Gabrid said. "Do you know more about it than | do? It sounds like you think
youdo."

Angelas eyes widened for an ingtant then narrowed into the beginnings of genuine anger. "Gabrid, if you
can't get it through your head that we're concerned about you," she said, "that might by itself be an
indicator that something's going onin your head that wantslooking at. We just don't want to see thisthing
dragging you hafway acrossthe gdaxy for no reason.”

"It'snot for no reason, believe me,”" Gabrid said, turning away. " There's something big going on here...
redly big."

"But you would have to believe that, wouldn't you?" Angelasaid. "Haven't you given any consideration at
dl to theideathat—"

"That what? That thiswhole thing is some kind of deluson? Look, Angela, you don't have to come along,
if you're so concerned. | wouldn't want to waste your time and Grawl's."

"That'snot the point! Idiot! Asif weve been doing anything al that important with our time until we sold
you that contract.” She swallowed. "Gabriel, yourejudt... you've just stopped listening to people, to
what other peoplethink. All thetimeit's ‘the sone' thisand ‘the sone' that. Sometimesiit looks like that
thingisdl youreredly concerned about in the world, and if people are going to go dong with you out
into the middle of nowhere because of that..."

Helooked up at her dowly and said, very softly, "Maybethat is dl I'm concerned about these days.



What else havel got?If | go back to Concord space, they'll just ding meinjail. | have no new evidence
to bring to my tria, even though | now know for sure what Ricdl and his buddies were up to—alot of it,
anyway. They'rejust going to chuck meinacdl if I go back. What dseisleft but to go out and go away,
if you can't go back? So I'm going out to seeif | can find what the stone saysis out there, and whatever it
was living inddethat little edanwe back on Danwdll. If people are going to start leaving now—Enda
might have to—then | understand that you might fed you need to aswell. So you go right ahead. Hm's
got business of hisown. Maybe helll take off, too.”

She stared at him. Then she suddenly took afew steps forward and put her face quite closeto his.

"Youjust listen to me," she said, even more quietly. "Y ou are such a stubborn cuss. Y ou just don't know
how to let anyonetell you they're worried about you, do you? Goddamned Marines, all thick skin and
thick heads. | don't know how you ever got ameda for being shot, because | can't imagine how anything
ever got through that hide of yours. It'slike Helm's armor—confused armor, though, because it bounces
the friendly stuff off aswell asthe enemy dugs. | don't know what Endas problemis. Y ou'll have to sort
that out with her, but asfor me and Grawl, do you think we care about being al the way out here,
wherever we are? That's not the issue. It's your big echoing empty head that's the issue, Gabridl! Weve
seen that there are plenty of people after your butt. Y ou serioudy think wed leave you here to cope with
them by yoursdf? We may not have been together long, but you plainly don't know usred well if you
think so. We just want to make sure that you're genuinely running this show, whatever it is, that your
admittedly tiny mind ismore or lessin one piece, though | imagine that just finding it must have been a
redl piece of work for the Marine psychs, and even Delde Sota must have to get out amagnifier.”

Sheglared a him.

Gabrid opened hismouth and closed it again. Then hesaid, "I redlly am running this show, and I'm sure
I'll beableto tell if it topsbeing that way. Satisfied? But why should my telling you that resolve anything?
There's been no change in the Situation between when | first told you so five minutes ago and now, when
you've spent most of the five minutes belittling my mental capacity, except that now | know you think I'm
anidiot.”

The opinion was certainly mutual, which made him grin suddenly and then try to get rid of the grin with
only partia success. What helped the grin loosen and fall off, finaly, was the flash of thought. Maybel
was wrong. Something has changed after al.

Gabrid's only problem wasthat he couldn't tell whether that was her thought or his.

Angelalooked at him with some annoyance. "And aweird one," she said. She paused, asif looking for
something to add to this, and then brushed past him and made for the head.

Gabrie made hisway back down to the dining area. Everyone was talking animatedly about a picture of
an Alitarin drexen on the display, and Helm was making some unlikely suggestions about how it might
have sex. It was dl entirely too casud for Gabriel, who was not fooled. The rumble of mind-noise got
considerably louder as he camein, though as usua he could catch no whiff of content. He sat down and
poured himsdlf aglass of wine and joined the conversation.

Much later, when he and Enda were making their way back to Sunshine to prepare for the next jump,
Gabrid sad, "Wdl?'

Endagave him alarge, blue-eyed, innocent look.

"You must have heard it," he said.



They dipped in through the airlock, and it shut behind them. Enda touched the control to sart the tube
retracting. "A fairly quiet fight assuch things go,” she said. "Surely very low on thetiff scae”

Gabrid had to laugh alittle, even though he was till feding uncomfortable and embarrassed. "1t would
have been niceif it had resolved anything, but you guys knew what it was about.”

"Weknew."
llArﬂ?l
"Wearewith you, Gabrid," Endasaid. "All of us. It isbusnessasusud.”

Heredlly wanted to believe her. He sighed and went to bed.

* k x % %

Their next sarfdl turned out exactly like the last one: empty space, no worlds, no moonlets, nothing but
the usua amount of dust. Gabriel |et Enda make the routine contacts with the other shipsand let her
arrange dinner, but he didn't attend. He just couldn't face the others.

During that quiet time he sat in his cabin with the ssonein his hands, trying to wring some kind of concrete
results out of it, some definite kind of directiona information about what he was hunting... or any
informationa dl.

It was rather like trying to wring blood out of, well, out of astone. There were no results, though Gabrid
sat and listened with dl hismight. He queried the stone in words and images and generally hammered on
it with hismind like someone using asedgehammer on apebble. The pebble ressted him with the
nonchalance of an object on which entirdly the wrong tactics were being used.

He sighed. Maybe they'reright, he thought. Maybe | am crazy. Thiskind of travel's crazy enough,
ayway...

Gabrid had avague memory of reading about some ancient explorer on Earth who sailed west to find
land that was supposed to be in the east, the idea being revolutionary at the time because his people had
lost (in one of those cultura hiccups that happen sometimes) the information that the world was round.
He had sailed to the very edge of his exploration envelope—well beyond it, in fact, o that his crew was
gpparently thinking serioudy of throwing him overboard—when land findly appeared. The Stuation had
exercised itsown ironies, of course. The man had not reached the place to which he had originaly been
heading, but someplace e se entirely, and the journey that had been planned to make him rich and famous
instead wound up bankrupting him. The phrase, "Sail on! And on!" kept recurring in Gabrid's memory.
Now he knew how the poor guy had felt.

He went back to hislabors with the stone. An hour went by, then two, and still nothing happened. Findly
he just lay back, |et out along exasperated breeth, and then shouted silently into that maddening interior
dlence.

COME ON! heydledinsgdehishead. Can't you give me something more concrete than just this
vague "thataway" feeling? Don't you believe in star maps? You may have belonged to some

species umpty-thousand years old, incredibly ancient and advanced and all that crap, but you
must have had maps!

Nothing.

Then came adow sense of something looking a him from agreat depth of time...



The hair stood up al over Gabrid. It wasthat sllent presence that sometimes spoke in the back of his
mind, but he had never had a contact quite like this before. Rather than the stone demanding his attention,
he had summoned it. It was answering. .. dowly, patiently, asif he had awakened it hours earlier than
expected, and it was restraining itsalf from what otherwise could have been avery intemperate response.

Animage of garsdrifting in huge currents washed past his point of view like sand in water—thousands of
years worth of movement in afew seconds, endless eddies and currents of motion, tumbling the stars
and their systems among one another, out again, and onward through this arm of the gaaxy. The
movement was dow and graceful, but Gabriel knew that it had been sped up by afactor of millionsfor
his sake. Millennia of movement were happening every second, as the myriad relationships among the
gtars shifted, shifted, and shifted again by tens and hundreds of light-years...

How much good, the image seemed to say, do you think our maps are going to do you now? You
must go looking. Were we with you, we could not do better ourselves...

Darkness fell—wham!—uwith the contact cut off as suddenly as adoor being shut.

Gabrid sat there and blinked. Suddenly his ssomach turned over, aquessy flip, and he hurried into the
head and had a prolonged discussion with the waste reclamation utensil. Possibly his body was outraged
on some very dementary leve by being forced to experience so much time, even indirectly, and it
retdiated by attempting to throw up everything Gabriel had eaten since he first went on solid food.

When Enda came back afew hourslater, Gabriel wasin the pilots compartment, sorting out the
coordinates for the next jump. "Everybody okay?' he asked.

"They arefine," Endasaid. She dipped out of the big silken shawl she had been wearing over her vest
and kilt and laid it aside over the back of the |eft-side pilot's couch. "Are you dl right? Y ou look pale.”

He nodded, trying not to think about how he had gotten that way lest the recollection trigger a repesat
performance. "As soon as we're recharged, we can go." Gabrid sad.

Endasighed. "Four daysyet. More uncertainty..."

Gabrid glanced back at the console to seeif it had finished digesting the coordinates. It had, and it was
blinking in amanner that &t first scared him, until he suddenly redlized what it was. It had been too long
since he had seen thisreaction. He began to grin.

"What isit?"
Gabrid grinned harder. " Look—!"

Endaleaned in toward the console. Gabriel hit the comms control and said, " Longshot, Lalique, we
have our coordinates for the next jump.”

"What'sthe rush?' Hdm's voice came back, faintly annoyed.

"I just thought you'd like to know," Gabrid said. "The coordinates |'ve worked out from the stone. .. they
match a previous s&t."

llArml
"It's Coulomb."
Helm whooped, and Gabridl felt entirely better, somach or not.
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Four days later, they jumped. Five days after that, they made starrise in an extravagance of whitefire
such as Gabrie had not seen for somewhile. Sitting in the pilots couch with Endaacrossfrom him, he
watched the blazing whiteness wash down the front viewports and caught the first glimpse of thellittle,
wesary, orange-red star about twenty million kilometers away .

In Gabrid's pocket, the stone flared with brief, definite warmth and went quiet again. Endaflinched.

It seems, Gabriel thought, that what we're looking for is here.

Chapter Nine

"| dill can't believeit,” Helm said over visud commsafew minuteslater. "We could have come straight
here weeks ago!"

"If weld known that thiswas where we were coming,” Gabrid said.
Lalique was online aswell, and Angelas face replaced Grawl's broad, striped visage after afew minutes.

"We were here months ago!" Helm said. "Why didn't that thing act up then? Why didn't it lead you here
then?'

"Maybe because | wasn't trying to make it lead me anywhere?' Gabrid said. "We camein after the
craziness a Eldalawith not much on our minds but dumping our data, picking up some more, and going
straight back to Aegis. Frankly, | was so wrecked at that point,” he added, "that thisthing could have
been jumping up and down holding asign, and | wouldn't have noticed.”

Angelasnickered.

Helm gave Gabriel awry look and said, "Okay, | take your point. Y ou had abad time of it. We shouldn't
giveyou abad timetoo." He sighed and looked at the weary red-orange star. "Well, you don't have any
datato dump thisrun, but now what?"

"Opinion: do tourig things" Delde Sotasaid.

Gabrid grinned and said, "I think the doctor'sideais excdlent. Well go see the Glassmaker Sites.”
"Aren't you carrying something alittle unusua in theway of admission tickets?* Angelaasked.
Gabrid nodded to her. "This planet isn't that carefully policed,” he said. "It's nothing like Algemron.”
"Thank God," Angdlamuttered.

"Anyway," Gabrid said, "we shouldn't have any trouble making our way just about anywhere on the
planet we care to go, and then welll see what wefind."

"Query," Delde Sota said: " stone indicating more strongly ?*

Gabrid glanced over at Enda, who was looking rather uncomfortable. For her, the question would have
been unnecessary. He gave Delde Sotaawry look. "It's practically shouting in my ear. The source of
whatever energy it's been tracking—if it even is energy—is definitely Ohmel. Even now, | think | cantell



that the source is on the sde turned away from us. The 'signd’ has oscillated a couple of times now from
loud, to louder, to just loud again.”

"Rotation," Grawl said.
"] think s0, yes."

They made contact with Ohmel control at Charlotte, found out where they could land at the port, and
made their way down into atmosphere. They had spent little time here on the last passage through the
system, Gabriel having been too weary after the events at Danwell to care about staying, but now they
would have alittle while to get more familiar with the place. Last time there had been scant opportunity to
notice much except that the port facilities were in astonishingly good shape for aworld so far out at the
end of things.

Ohmel itsdlf was an old world, cold and dry, with only the occasiond lake here and there to break the
red-brown surface. Coulomb was a very elderly star, perhaps not as far along as Mantebron, but (as
Grawl put it) "wdl stricken in years," with maybe another couple of hundred thousand yearsto run before
it finally died. Meanwhile, itsinhabitants did not seem to be much concerning themsealves with far-future
occurrences. They were getting on with their lives. Lights were twinkling down there as Ohmel's broad
terminator drew itsaf across Charlotte Port and night dipped in behind. The town attached to the port
was small and prosperous and a good place to start abusiness aslong as one of your names was

Ngongwe.

The three ships made for the same landing spots they had used the last time over on the transgent side of
the port. There were agood number of cargo ships on the non-transient side. That came as no surprise,
for the Ngongwe family, one of the ruling houses of the old vanished Leodd stellar nation, had parlayed
their foothold here over anumber of generationsinto asmal but flourishing trading organization, the
proceeds of which had enabled them to essentially buy the planet. Mot of their trade was done around
Aegis, Algemron, and Lucullus, but sooner or later most of the ships came back here for service, retrofit,
or (if they had gone that far down the road) breaking. The Ngongwes had not become asrich asthey
were now by |etting anyone e se profit from their salvage.

Sunshine's skids touched down on the cracked concrete of the landing pad, and Gabriel glanced around
inthe dusk at the surrounding low buildings.

"Wheat's the temperature out there now?" he asked.

"Three degrees below zero C," Endasaid and reached into the central holodisplay to wake up the
infotrading system. "A lovely spring evening on Ohme.”

Theinfotrading system automaticaly came online and started hunting in the loca ether for the frequency
that the planet's Grid used. After afew moments, it found the ingress/access nodes, and the Ohmel
system and Sunshine's infotrading system went into synch with one another and began exchanging 1D
and security codes.

From the voice comms, a cheerful rich voice belonging to aman named Tabin Ngongwe, the port
infotrading officer, said, " Sunshine, you back again so soon? We don't normally see atrader twicein the
samesx months

Gabrie was dightly surprised at being remembered. "We came back for the tourist season.”

Tabin laughed. "What you got for us?Y ou hauling inbound or just passing through?'



"We're empty a the moment; the sysems are just gossiping to confirm status,” Gabrid sad. "Anything
outbound?"

"Depends, Sunshine. Where you headed?"

Gabrid suddenly found himsdlf feding cautious, but he couldn't say why. "Not clear about that just yet,”
he replied. "We thought wed just stay afew days and seethe sghts.”

Therewas aroar of laughter at the other end. "Here? There's nothing herel”

It was acomment that Gabriel had heard before from natives of other planets, sometimes with even less
reason than someone on Ohmel.

"Well take alook at the outbound list early next week," Gabrid said.
"I'll haveit ready for you."

He closed down comms as the infotrading system finished its business and displayed the NO DATA
TRANSFER... BEGINNING PURGE CYCLE herads.

"It iskind of funny," Gabrid said, "to come straight back here."

"Maybe," Endasaid. After amoment she added, "Y ou are thinking that you know perfectly well why the
stone did not bring you herethe last time?"

"Mmm, partly, | wastoo tired, and I think | was gill in shock. Can you go into shock after being
telepathicaly wrung out?!

"You saw medoit on Danwdl," Endasad. "For a human new to mindwalking, it strikes me as entirely
likely." Shelooked out the front ports at the dark. "For my own part it was such a strange experience,
that contact, and then the interfacing with the great machine down therein the old facility... | am not sure
that | came away from it entirely unchanged, either.”

"It wasn't so much that | wasthinking of," Gabriel said. "After the little edanweir looked into me..."

"If "after' istheword we are seeking,” Enda said. "' Causality took some bending that morning, asdid my
perception of the flow of time—yours, too, | think. We were both sifted, both examined, by whatever
that presence was that looked at you through the child." She got up, stretched, and looked at Gabriel
speculaively. "Otherwise | am not surethat | could have done what | did with the device that spoke so
forcefully to me regarding its use. What it was bending—time or space or both—I am not sure, but | was
permitted its use because we two were linked. Or rather"—she headed down the hall—"because | was
linked to you and therefore permitted access.”

Gabrid turned that over inhismind. "Areyou dl right?' he said. "The sone—"

"Bdieveme," Endasaid, "I know. Its pressure againgt meisincreasing dl thetime. | am maintaining, for
the moment, mostly by trying to be very quiet of mind, but we are moving among uncertainties here. | do
not know what will happen if the stone becomes much more active." Endawent down to her quartersto
change into wanner clothes. "'l would say this. Y ou should be careful with yoursdlf, for any attempt by the
rest of usto investigate these places without you and the stone islikely to be disastrous. Just afeding |
have. The excitement of exploration is heady stuff, and | would not attempt to deprive you of it, but do
not get yourself killed in the exploration we are about to undertake. If you do, we are dl likely to
experience something smilar.”



Gabriel swallowed hard and went for his coat and breather gear.

* k k k%

They met up with the other four, al of them wearing heavy coats and the bresthers, which were sufficient
for Ohmd's springtime. Together, they al went out to dinner at aplace not nearly as good or asfancy as
the one on Algemron—rough stone walls, atextured composite sone floor, rustic chairsand tablesand a
limited menu—but the atmaosphere was much better.

"Actudly," said Helm, "if you came here in the winter, you could say that it didn't have any atmosphere.”
Therewere groans. "Terrible," Endasaid. "Helm, you should be ashamed.”

"Factua correction,” Delde Sotasaid: "does have atmosphere in winter, but mostly lying on the ground.”
More groans. "Better poor medl in comfort than stalled ox in military dictatorship,” Delde Sotasaid.

"Sssh," said Enda, for "dictatorship” was not aword one used too loudly on Ohmed. There were many
who would take offense at its use Since it was an accurate description of the present regime. Lady Kfira
Ngongwe was atrue daughter of her house, meaning that as far as she was concerned she owned Ohmel
and had no intention of amply letting the Concord waltz in here and liberate the place.

"Why isthe ox stdled?' Grawl said. "'l thought it was an animdl. Isit asome kind of biomachine?"

Thisdevolved into along discussion of Standard idiom and many more bad puns, which Hedm and Enda
both considered a high form of humor. When the meal was done and they were nursing the last of their
drinks, they began making quiet plansfor the next day.

"It isgood to have aguide with a'detector’ of sorts," Endasaid. "At least we will not be going into this
blindly, not knowing what trouble to expect.”

"No," Gabriel muttered. "Were going to get into trouble right away, which will beworse."
Helm looked at him sharply. "Y ou didn't mention trouble.”

Gabrid laughed. "I didn't think I'd haveto. Y ou've got the bestiary. Y ou know what kinds of thingslive
here

They had al spent sometime after that dinner at Helm's running copies of the bestiary through its paces.
There were numerous lifeforms known to be associated with Glassmaker sites, some of them believed to
be directly associated with the Glassmakers themsel ves—crestures they either created or atered from
others extant elsewhere.

The arachnons were the ones Helm had been most concerned about. Anything that could either rip you
gpart with synthodiamond claws or spit nitric acid at you if it couldn't reach you was worth taking more
than passing note of.

"Yeah, wdl, I'll bewearing my armor,” Hem said, "and | suggest everyone e se does the same. Those of
uswho don't have any, we're going to have to fake something up. Meantime, that's just generdized
trouble. Anybody could have that. Anybody sent you any postcards about what to expect?' He glanced
at the stone.

Gabrid let out along breath and replied, "Nothing specific, but Hlm, this placeisdive. It'slike the place
on Danwell but bigger. | can tell that from even here, and it's more dangerous. The Danwell Stewasan
untended facility.”



"Opinion: could have fooled me," Delde Sotasaid.

"The machines were somewhat aive, aswe reckon things," Gabrid said, "but there was no one there to
tend them, no caretakers. This place has those—the stone can tell—and we're going to have to ded with
them.”

"Will not the stone make that road open to you?' Grawl asked. "What use giving it to you, otherwise?"

"l don't know," Gabrid said. "It worked that way at Danwell." He glanced at Angela. "Notdlingif it's
going to do any such thing here.

She gave him alook.
"Doesthe stone give any indication of exactly what those caretekers are?' Enda asked.

"If it does," Gabrid said, "it doesn't know how to tell me." Or, he thought, it's refusing to. He shook his
head. "1 may have to improvise when we get there. Meantime, the best we can do isarm ourselves
sensbly, goin carefully, and have the ships handy so we can make aquick getaway if we haveto." He
looked over at Delde Sota. "' One thing, though: the werewisps. | don't think the westher here gets quite
asbad asit does on High Mojave, but the nights are still going to get very cold. Arethey going to get
cold enough to bring the werewisps out in strength? Those things could suck all the power out of ashipin
ahurry."

"Assessment: even one or two are strength enough for me," Delde Sotasaid. "Initid response: borderline
gtuation, asplanet ison inward swing, gpproaching perihelion four months twenty-nine days
gpproximately. Orbita 'spring’ indicates nighttime temperatures plus-minus negative thirty degrees C, but
no colder.”

Hdm shivered. "Remind meto get out the woolies.”
Grawl looked a him. "What isa‘'woolie?"
"They'reinthe Awful Cabin, | bet,” Angdlasaid.
Helm threw her alook. "Asamatter of fact—"

"Ahem," said Delde Sota. "' Assessment continues. Temperature may be rather milder in central areas, but
worgt-case suggests no lower than negative thirty. More redistic suggestion negative fifteen degrees C."

"Y ou won't even notice," Angdasaid to Grawl.
"I would prefer not to spend nights on the planet surface anyway," Endasaid, "if that can be avoided.”

"Well, let's see how it goes," Helm said. "No use tying oursalves into arrangements that may seem
unnecessary. If the temperature starts dropping suddenly, though. .. we're out of there.”

"No problem with that,” Gabriel said. "Tomorrow morning?"

"Sounds good. After we find unbearable amounts of the unknown riches of the ages, we can come back
and do thetown again.”

It seemed like agood plan. They finished their dinner and paid the bill, then walked back aong the cold,
quiet, narrow streets to the port parking area. Charlotte was more atown than a planetary capita, home
to no more than fifteen thousand souls, and "downtown" was no more than a square mile of shops,

retailers and restaurants—amogt al of which had "Ngongwe" somewherein their names. It was not very



long before they cameto aplacelow inasmal dipinthelocal landscape of gentle hills. Here nestled an
areaof lights, service buildings, and landing lights now down to haf-illumination for the evening.

Gabrid was gtrolling dong looking at the lights and noticed Angdawaking dong besde him, giving hima
thoughtful look. "Mmm?* hesad.

"Was that an apology back there?' she said very quietly.

Gabrie thought about that and then said, "maybe.”

She amiled dightly. "W, then this might have been onetoo.”

They nodded at one another in agreement.

"l wasworriedisdl,” Angdasad.

"Oh?" Gabriel said. "l thought it was mostly Grawl who wasworried.”

"Absolutely," said Angdla "Infact, inthefuture I'll let her do al my worrying for me." She glanced up
ahead of them where Grawl and Hem were walking side by side and discussing the virtues and vices of
flechettes.

"Seemswise," Gabrid said. "She'sbuilt for it."

"Serioudy—"

"Don't mention it,” Gabrid interrupted. "Y ou had your reasons. Can't blame you for that.”
"Even the part about your tiny brain?' Her voice sounded smaler.

"I haven't had it weighed recently,” Gabriel said. "There might be sometruth init, who knows?' He
grinned & her.

Angelanodded and wandered adong to gradualy catch up with Grawl. Gabrid went after, his hands deep
in his coat pockets, fingering the stone.

Hafway down that dark road, alittle ahead of Gabriel, Delde Sota suddenly stopped and looked up into
the night, which was cold, but not yet serioudy so, now no more than negative ten C or so.

"What?" Gabrid asked, looking up, and then saw what she saw.

Stretched right across the starry sky was a huge black splotch. Only avery few stars were sprinkled
acrossit, compared with the more normal starfield scattered across the rest of the heavens.

"Identification: the Great Dark," Delde Sotareplied.

"Thegdacticrift, ian't it?" Gabrid said.

Delde Sota nodded, and together they stood for amoment while the others walked on.
"It cdls" Delde Sotasaid.

Gabriel looked at her in dight surprise. It was not often that she broke into sheerly human speech or
forgot her initid modifier, and she never did so by accident.

"Yes" Gabrid said. "It does.”



The more he looked up into that darkness, the more true he found the statement. He was briefly
transfixed, and the sonein his pocket, which he had been turning over habitualy in hisfingers,
reacted—not in the usua way, but by going cool, then cooler, and finaly actudly cold.

Gone, something insde him said, looking up at that great darkness. In hishead, hispoint of view swung
bizarrely so that he was not looking up into the sky but sideways or down over the edge of agreat
chasm, ahuge gap in things. It was more than amerely physical emptiness. It sesemed more the symbol of
agreater one, alack, aloss, adefeat. Long ago, said that silent presencein his head, somehow sad, and
that sorrow awakened and stung briefly. Long gone...

Then the world resumed itsrightful position, and Gabrid was standing on the ground again, not clinging
likeafly on awadl to aprecarious foothold with millennia of darknesslying beneath him, waiting for him
tofdl inslently and belost. A long way down, said the human side of him, trying to make light of the
image or impression he had just recaived. Irremediable loss, ages old. Something had happened,
something that had not worked. Defest, retregt, an ending. .. and the answer or solution or end of it all,
far away into that seemingly bottomless darkness, far away on the other side of the night that never
ends...

"What're you two looking at?" Helm's shout came back.

Gabrid glanced over at Delde Sota, who gazed back, uncommunicative for the moment, and that, too,
was strange for her. For amoment the soft amber light from the landing areareflected in her eyes, making
her seem strange and otherworldly.

Helm came dlong and looked up at the ky. "What wasit? A ship?'
Gabrid wondered how he could explain, and finally shrugged and said, "L ook &t it up there. No stars.”

Helm glanced up and said, "Y eah, just the good clean darkness, something that our kind can't messup.”
He elbowed Gabriel genidly and went after the others.

Gabriel followed, wondering how true that waslikely to remain.

Chapter Ten

He went to deep more quickly than he had in along time. It seemed to have something to do with being
on aplanet and the perceived sability of such aplace. However, he got little rest, for immediately he
began to dream—something else that had been happening al too frequently of late.

The dreams wereinnocuous &t first, and even in the midst of them he began to relax. Stars made up the
background at first, great panoramas of them, dowly changing—not the kind of thing you would normaly
see from adriveship, where the stars stayed the same, dternating with the dead black of drivespace.

Then hisviewpoint drew back somewhat, and another shape got between Gabrid and the sars: agreat
darkness. It took him awhileto redlize that this was not some natural phenomenon like the darkness of
the rift beyond Coulomb but something made, aship—if ship was even the right word for it. There was
what seemed alarge base, under which huge structures had been built—the stardrives, Gabriel guessed.
Aboveit dl wasamighty complex of supports and some clear building materid. Ingde, dl thelights
twinkled, and Gabrid redized that he was|ooking at one of the great traveling city ships of the fraal.
Inside that clear structure—a huge €longated dome—he could see what |ooked like buildings, tall spires



with arched pathways between them. Tiny lights, smal and faint as sars, glittered in them everywhere. A
city of hundreds of thousands, al caught in glass like some rare plant, protected from the cold and dark
outsde...

In space there should have been no sound, and there was none, but he heard it nonethel ess, the soft
buzzing susurrus of many minds—thousands of them, tens of thousands—passing by in thisempty place
inthe night. Fradl, he thought, coming from where? Going where?

Away, heredlized, away from humanity and the human worlds, leaving it al behind and heading out into
the darknessto try to find their homeworld. Strange that any species should be ableto travel so far and
for solong that it could no longer remember for sure where it came from. Many of those minds |looked
into the darkness and inwardly cried, How long must we travel? How may we ever we come home
when we have lost the way? Where is home? Are we the ones who left, or have we become so
different that there is no home for us any more?

We have wandered too long. We are not what we were. Take us back!

But one voice among the many cried out, No! | will not be what we were. | cannot be what is gone
and well gone, and | would not have the rest of us be so, either. We must be what these present
times allow us to be, what our own selves make us.

Animage of some great meeting, under that domed sky. The fraal made no attempt to light that sky to
look like day under some atmosphere, under some sun. The oldest night shone down through the dome,
and outsde it the dow stars went by. Here that single voice had been lifted and was heard without much
concern by the others gathered in their thousands and tens of thousands. They had heard her voice
before, and nothing had come of it.

You may go your way, if you fedl so, the answer camein chorus, the many agreeing, al speaking
together in the favorite way of fradl, dmost in song. Many others have done so, gone the way you
wish. You will be happy among those others, the humans and their like, but when you have been
there a while, young as you are, having lived among them and learned their ways, will you be
fraal any more?

Fear gtirred insde her, but she said to them regardiess, | would sooner not be fraal than | would go
through this life always saying, Thisisnot what | am looking for, or That is not what we once had!
None of us have ever lived in this ancient past we seek so fruitlessly, and it keeps us from living
here and now the only lives we have!

They laughed at her. It was not unkindly laughter, but it was infuriating, and Gabriel had heard itslike
before: from hisfather occasiondly, or from others who knew that eventually you would get over this
craziness of yours, that eventualy you would see reason and come around to their way of thinking. It was
the kind of laughter that made you, perhapsirrationdly, turn your back on what you had and strike out
into the darkness, though you shook with fear asyou did it.

She faced them down, that great assembly that she had caled, as any onefrad may. The singlevoice,
though valued among fraal, was a so feared as something that might be used as aweapon. Safe speech,
among thefrad, lay in numbers, and "the lone voice in the dark” was how they characterized madness.

You, she cried, you all have heard the voice whose words | speak now, the one that does not |ook
back with joy on the old world but fears it and what it will make of usif we return. Does an adult
climb back into its cradle or the sling in which its mother carried it? Is that the best thing to do
with the rest of our lives? The uneasy dreams that make us all stir and cry out once or twicein a
life are there for a purpose. They warn us of what happens if we succeed in returning to our



childhood. It was in search of adulthood as a species that we went out into the night. Will we
reject it now, when it isjust beginning to come within our grasp?

The violences and strifes of the humans and the weren, the sesheyans and the t'sa and all the
others, said the chief of the voicesthat strove againgt her, these are nothing to do with us. Their
passions are not ours. Their fears, their hatreds are not ours. By drawing too close to them, by
remaining among them and sharing in their wars and migrations and seeking after power, we
endanger ourselves.

Islife merely about being safe, then? she cried. It was not for safety that we undertook this long
journey, but for difficulty, heroism, pain, and passing through pain into triumph, for courage,
danger and deliverance from danger! All of them seek these same things, though the details may
vary. They hunt truth and justice as we do. They seek meaning, and where they do not find it, they
seek to make it and so become godlike, for meaning, like matter, is made out of nothing! If you
will leave them now to their fates, having judged them too dangerous, too untidy, then when the
equal and opposite reaction occurs, and the universe judges you in your turn, you will beright to
be afraid! No other voice will speak for you then. No one will say, Evil beset me, and you did not
stand by idle but were our help. We were trapped, and you helped usfind away out. We were done
and hungry, and you fed us and bore us company!

Itiseasy, said severd of the chief voicestogether then, to speak ancient sentiments in meeting and
seem bold and compassionate, but it is harder to enact them without consensus. You have had
none before, and you have none now. Perhapsit is time that there should be an end to your
incitements.

Shewas slent then for severd breaths. All that great assembly grew silent aswell to see whether she
would join her voiceto theirsagain.

Findly she spoke. We shall see how easy it is, she said, to act instead of merely speaking, and to act
by commission instead of omission. You shall see me no more. You may hear of me and may speak
of mein chorusif you like, but at the last, each of you will have to think of me alone and hear me,
alone, in your minds. Will you dare?

Sheleft them.

Astonished, they watched her go. She took with her, as was her right, one seed from the city's gardens.
No one understood why she took that particular one, the dowest growing plant of al, theleast likely to
cometo flower away from the conditions for which it was desgned. Some saw it as a challenge, as her
words had been, and they were glad to see her go. All around her, afterward, the silence fdll, the sllence
that she had been trying to break ever since, with what success they would never know.

In the dream, Gabriel could hear the chorus of fraal voicesraised to drown her and her memory out. He
could seethelittleidand of light and minds and voices drift away into the darkness, hunting an old
dream...

... and that was when it began to shift. The voices dl changed, grew ragged around the edges, and the
light and the colors died, and that black blotch where there were no stars started dowly to creep across
the sky, edting the stars that were there, blotting them out. The dream started to become nightmare as
Gabrid darted to fed, much too clearly, the many formsthat nightmare was now learning to take. The
writhing, stroking, strangling curl of the cresturesliving insde those like Mgor Norrik, and the acid pain
and fury trapped inside the bioengineered skin of the kroath. Other anguishes, some that cut and some
that burned, but al together, al working for the one cause now, not to conjoin voices, but to blot out and



grangle dl voicesthat were not theirs. A terrible low roar of hating mind out of the night, and the
darkness ate dl the stars, and asthe last star went out, it screamed—
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Gabrid jerked upright in bed, swesting. The stone, across from himin its customary place on the shelf,
was glowing softly, pulsng intimewith hisheart.

Gabriel wiped his head and grabbed the stone asiif it was some kind of anchor or lifeline. It was
somehow causeto al these effects. Hewasterrified of it, but avoiding the fear would get him nowhere
now. He waited until his breathing camed and the stone's pulsing dowed, and then he lay down again,
but it was along while before he could get to deep. He did findly manageit; and he dreamed again, but
thistime he was less frightened to see the darkness come creeping againgt the stars. In the dream, he
stood watching and said, irrationaly, Now we begin to be warned against you. Now we are prepared.
Come do your worst.

Silent, the dark tide washed over him, but thistime Gabrie laughed.

Chapter Eleven

The next morning Gabriel wasthefirst one up. He got dressed in adightly heavier than usua singlesuit
and boots and made chai, drinking it black. Hem called from Longshot to discuss a schedule for the
day'sflying, and then Angelacdled to seeif Gabriel wanted anything from the provisionersin town. They
were assembling a shopping list when he heard the door open down the hallway and saw Endain one of
her long silky morning robes with al her long silver hair down her back come out to see about some chal
hersdf.

The shopping list took afew more minutes, and Gabriel did not rush Angela When Grawl'sroars of
"Hurry up!" from behind her findly encouraged her to finish, Gabriel got up from his seet at the dining
table and went across to the galley for more chai. Enda dipped away as he came out, but by her door,
she paused and looked at him.

Gabriel was il very uncertain about the protocol for thesethings. Findly, he smply said, "1 had adream
last night.”

"Sodidl," Endasaid. Shelooked abashed and distressed. "It isone | have not had for along time. | am
sorry to have troubled you with it."

Gabrid shook hishead. "I'm sorrier to have seeniit.”

Shesighed. "Wdll, | wasangry at first. We dl have our privacies, and that was mine, but then | redized
that it was not your fault. It comes, perhaps, from deeping on aplanet again. The mind relaxes, lets
barriersdip. | would have told you eventudly anyway, and—" She broke off. "Wdll..."

Gabrid shook hishead. " 'They asked meto leave,' you said. You didn't tell methat it wasa City
Administrator that they asked to leavel”

She sipped at her chal and made aface. "Gabrid, how in the name of physics can this till be so hot after
you made it such awhile ago?Y ou missed your career. Y ou should have been an engineer of some kind.
The heavens only know how far astarfall would take us now, the way you bend the rules.”



He sat down with his cup. "I'm not going to bother you about this," Gabriel said. "I'm sorry | trespassed.
| wouldn't have known how to stop, though. | get into one of these and it just sort of carriesme dong.”

"Never try to direct vison," Endasaid. "If you do so, it stops being avision and starts being about
control. Thereis enough of that about."

She sat down and pulled her hair back, starting to braid it. "A long life," she said softly, "but still that
moment comes back to haunt me, every now and then.”

"How old were you?' Gabrid sad.

Endasighed, pulling the braid around to watch what she was doing. "Just past a hundred, ayoungster
telling my elderswhat to do. | had worked my way up to the posts just below that position, and the
council of elders and speakers dected me to the administration. They merely got what they had asked
for."

"So did you, though," Gabrid said, and the suddenness with which this thought occurred to him surprised
him.

Shelooked at him alittle sharply, then leaned back with that smdl curl of rueful smilethat he had seen
often enough before. "To have the gauntlet thrown down before me, to be forced to take up the
challenge, yes, perhaps| did. So | went out into the night and started to become someone else, a Builder
rather than aWanderer. The city went on without me, asit knew well how to do, being thousands of
yearsolder than I, but it caused talk. No fraal quite so high in Wanderer society had defected before or
has done since. Asfor me, | only spoke what others were thinking but mostly had not yet dared to do. It
IS S0 often thus with the universe. A hundred peopl e think something, and as the pressure of the thought
grows, one of them, standing at a convenient moment in space and time, suddenly uttersit. Months later,
yearsmaybe, it isasif everyone had the sameideaat once, and no one can remember that first
voice—except the one who stood up and said it and then afterward thinks, "What made me do that? for
the next two hundred years.”

"Well," Gabrid said, "anyway, I'll try not to do that again.”
"Serioudy, Gabriel," Endasaid, "do not push your vision around. It has reasons for where it wantsto go.”

He got up. Whatever her cha might be like, hiswas now cold, and he needed arefill. "All right," he said,
"but now | seethat you do, too."

Sheglanced a him as shefinished her braiding, uncertain what he meant.

" 'We were trapped, and you helped usfind away out,' " Gabriel said quietly, hisback to her: " 'We
were done and hungry, and you fed us and bore us company.” He reached up for the sugar bowl.

Enda chuckled and said, "Y es, wdll, an old sentiment, much quoted, though sometimes the universe will
quote you back at yourself with particular force. So what if it did, one day when | was on Phorcysand
heard a story of ayoung Concord Marinewho, it seemed, had agreat deal more hidden in his depths?
What if it did occur to methat such 'quotations are never without purpose and that sometimestiming is
crucia? It became obviousto me that | had been purposely put in your path to be of help to you. Do not
ask me how. | am ashazy on the details as anyone el'se might be, but if one who clamsto listen to the
universe as alifeguide startsto do so only on certain occasions or when it is convenient, thingswill not
turn out well." She drank her chal. "If | have enjoyed mysdlf since, well, you cannot blame me for that.
Only the powers of evil claim that doing good is boring.”



"Gabrid," Helm's voice suddenly came over comms, "are you guys ready yet? We're hot to trot over
here. The doctor wantsto go sightseeing.”

Gabrid grinned and said, "Ten minutes." He started finishing his chal. Endafinished her braiding and
dipped into the corridor, making for her room.

"Enda..." Gabrid sad. Shelooked a him. "Evenif you did have fun, thanks anyway."

She bowed to him, a degper bow than he had ever seen her use to anyone, and then she went off to get
dressed.

* %k * % %

About hdf an hour later they werein the air, heading in the genera direction of Ohmd's north pole. They
had |eft a sketchy flight plan with the port authorities, because no matter how secret you're trying to be,
it's never wise to head off into mostly unknown territory without leaving at least the newsthat you've
gone. Helm would have preferred to keep it all secret, but Gabrid refused. All of VoidCorp could have
been hot on histrail, and he still would have inssted on what Hlm jovially started referring to as"'the
suicide note." He did, however, |et the port authorities think that the party was only going up to seethe
known, secured Site.

"Asfor that,” Helm had said, "why do we have to wander dl over the landscape in atmosphere? | could
be up in orbit until you find what you need, and then come down again.”

"Helm, | can't get adecent fix from up high. | need to be down low for any kind of precison.”
"Y ou should get a better stone. Somebody stuck you with the monkey modd.”
Gabriel could think of no immediate responseto this, and Helm had gone off chuckling.

Now that they were actudly in the air, Gabrid was paying less attention to Helm's commentary on the
landscape and more to the stone. Since they took to the air it had been warming steadily in his hands, and
Gabrid wasleaving the actua piloting to Endaat the moment. The warmth was not unbearable, but the
stone was beginning to generate a peculiar buzz, avibration that Gabrid was not entirdly sure wasn'tin
his own mind or muscles. He would have liked to check thiswith Enda, but on no account would she
touch the stone, and she seemed at the moment not evento liketo look at it.

Asthey headed north over the red-brown terrain, Gabriel's mind kept harking back to last night's
experience—hewasn't entirdy sureit waswiseto cal these things " dreams'—and thinking there was
more to Enda's departure from her people than merely the old disagreement between Wanderers and
Builders. Maybe, as she had said, she had merdly articulated something that many fraal had been fedling,
yet in her case, as Gabrid remembered it from her "tone of mind" in the dream, something else had been
going on indgde her aswell. She had a sense of something wrong with the way her people had been
conducting their lives, afatd flaw dowly expressng itsdlf. Endatill had no ideawhat that flaw might be,
though plainly the search for it had driven her for thefirst part of her life. Now Gabriel thought Enda
suspected that the force or presence that had |ooked into her soul through the edanwe child had seen
something of what she felt waswrong and could not understand. If it understood, it was not revealing
what it knew.

She might be right about the connection between us, Gabrid thought, and it having something to do with
our judgment on Danwell, but | redlly don't want to push her on this.

He glanced over at her. Endawas looking through the side viewport as she flew, gazing down at the
ground. "The very beginnings of summer,” she said to Gabrid. "Can you seeit? Just the faintest haze of



violet and blue over things—lichens and the smplest of the plants waking up. In amonth this place will be
ablaze with color as everything awakens and makes use of the water and the air while they are available.”
Sheglanced & him. "How isour direction?'

"Weredl right,” said Gabrid. "North ill."

They went on northward in formation with Longshot and Lalique. Only twice did they pass any
settlements. This came as no surprise, for Ohme was gtill very sparsdly settled—maybe forty thousand
people on the whole planet, and fifteen thousand of those were in Charlotte. The rest were divided
among thirty or forty hamlets, villages, or towns, little domed communitiesal of them, for therewasno
use building aplaceto live that was unlivegble for haf the year. In fdl and winter when the amosphere
froze and became snow, and water was just another kind of stone, al human and other life retrested into
the domes and tended the underground hydroponics farms and greenhouses that kept everyone dive.

The secured site was at a place called Boxcar, which was about thirty degrees south of Ohmel'sarctic
circle. It was cold enough that they would al probably add alayer or two under their coats, and one of
those layers would be armor. While Boxcar had long since been scoured by the archaeol ogists and
declared empty of the dangers associated with the Glassmakers or any of the other Precursor races,
Gabriel preferred to be cautious.

If things went well, shortly after that they would come to the unsecured Site, and that would be another
matter entirely. The Ohmel government, insofar asit paid attention to such matters, did not encourage
citizens or visitors to explore unsecured sites. It made sure that such access was expengve and difficult
for anyone who didn't own along range ship or other transport that would make access possible.
Otherwise, it was assumed that you might do as you pleased, and that the reputation of the siteswould
help them to police themsdlves.

There were numerous cases every year, both on Ohmel and on High Mojave, the other best-known
home of Glassmaker sites, of explorers going out and not coming back again. Some of these, admittedly,
were half-witted tourists who inssted on making their way out to the Sites, and their failure to return was
varioudy considered by the locals as merdly the universe "culling the herd.” There were plenty of waysto
cometo grief on Ohme that did not involve anything unusud:: the terrain, the fierce weather—during the
cold season, the most voltile gases had a tendency to freeze and condense out of the air, aparticularly
emphatic kind of snow—and what was |eft of Ohmel's biosphere could a so be deadly enough for the
unprepared or incautious. At the sametime, there were explorers who went out well-equi pped,
well-prepared, people expert in their fields, steady, sensible old hands, who a so did not come back.
About those deaths, the rumors were rampant.

Some of the rumorswere plainly ghost stories, products of an information vacuum. Otherswere possible
enough, if unsubstantiated. The Glassmakers had dabbled in the creation of sentient and semisentient life
with varying levels of success. Some of their creations, like the werewisp, had been possibly too
successful. They had no natural enemies and roamed the empty placesin the long nights, looking for
energy to drain. Explorers, typicdly (and necessarily) well supplied with powered equipment to hold off
the terrible cold and do their other work, might aswell have stood out in the frigid darkness and banged
dinner gongs. Then there were other lifeforms, like the arachnons, less scattershot in their tactics but far
more deadly and much more specificaly associated with the old Glassmaker Sites. They were guardians,
some said. Others said they were Smply engineered creaturesthat had lost their programming. In either
case, they could be deadly. Numerous people had gone out to study them and had sent no data back nor
come back themselves.

Gabridl had no desire to become one of these. Even though Boxcar was supposed to be safe, he would
be wearing hisarmor, and everyone else would too.



"How close arewe?' he asked Helm over comms.
"About fifty kilometers,” Hm said. "Ten minutes at this speed.”

Gabrie sat with the gonein hishands and fdlt the "buzzing” init increase. It wasin atiny way likethe
experience of hearing al those fraal minds had been in the dream, but somehow thiswas more like
hearing arecording of the minds. A sense of immediacy was missing, though the other content and
"meaning” was ill there. Now if only | could figure out exactly what the content meant. ..

"Coming up onit now," Helm said after afew minutes.

Enda, piloting, swooped down lower and dropped much of her speed. The others camein on either Side,
matching Endals reduced acceleration. They al looked down.

Therewas very little there. Gabriel had read some time back, while investigating Glassmaker matters, that
the ruins on Ohme had suffered badly and were not nearly as spectacular as those on High Mojave.
"Ruins’ was apoor word for the buildings left on High Mojave. Delicate spires and domes of aglasdike
materia, they were so tough that nothing could break them. Even a subsidence of land under one of the
more spectacular Stes had done nothing but spill the glittering minarets on the ground below the cliff
where they had stood, and now they lay there undamaged but drastically relocated.

Here, though, little or none of the origina glasswork remained above ground. There was gpparently some
of it under the surface ill, but the archaeol ogigts, having found nothing remarkable enough to get their
patron organizations to fund them any further, had left it al mostly buried. Astheir shipscircled thestein
the advancing morning, Gabrid could just make out the occasiond buried glint of "glass,”" low shapes of
opague white or pae tranducent green in the sun.

Enda shook her head, looking down on the Site as she brought the ship around. "Think of how old that
is" shesad. "How many millionsof years..."

"Lots," Gabriel said and concentrated on the stone. He was rather shocked to find that the buzzing was
dying off dightly.

"Where do you want usto land, Gabe?' Helm said.
Gabrie thought about that for amoment. "I don't.”
"What?'

"Thisisntit," Gabriel said, clenching the stonein onefist and trying to maximize the contact. "The stone's
caming down. Swing north again and see what we get."

They turned north and headed dowly away from the Boxcar ruins. Gabriel closed hiseyes.
Stronger, yes. The buzz wasincreasing. A little moreto theleft. ..

"A littlefarther to thewest," Gabrid said.

Endaangled Sunshine alittlethat way. The"sgna™ got stronger.

"Whatever it isthat the stone's been homing on,” Gabriel said, "it'snot that. That site's dead.”
"So we're going unsecured right away?' Hem said. " Joy."

"Oh, comeon, Helm," Gabrid said. "Y ou know you loveit. Think of al the wegponswe can bring long



withus”
"Think how little use they're going to be," Helm muittered, "againgt arachnons, for example.”

"| thought you said you were ready for anything, Helm," said Enda, chuckling softly. "What a bastion of
caution and conservatism you become at times like this.”

"Mmf," Hdm sad.

They made their way northward. Gabriel stopped looking at the scenery, which at this point was pretty
much red-brown rocks, outcroppings, and canyons. Instead he concentrated on the output he was
getting from the stone.

"We're pretty close," he said, with some surprise. "In fact, we're very close.”
"Query: how very 'very'?' Delde Sota asked.
" dmost understood that,” said Angelafrom Lalique.

"Me, too," Gabrid answered. "Delde Sota, 1'd say no more than two or three kilometers. Helm, don't
overshoot it. Slow down!"

Endadowed Sunshine sill more. "Straight on?" she asked.

Gabrid tried to fed what the stone wastrying to show him. "A little moreto the west," he said.
"A canyon here, Gabe," Helm said, watching him from the center display.

"Right," Gabrid said. "Drop down abit."

"Into it?"

" eeh”

"How far?'

"l tel you."

Gabrid cupped the stone in his hands and tried to shut everything ese out. Insde hismind he could just
faintly seeakind of glow, like the glow from the stone, growing dowly stronger.

"Down more," Gabriel said as he watched that faint pearly light. It was hard to keep track of exactly
what it was doing. The effect was like the light insde your own eydids when you've been looking at the
sun—very vague and diffuse.

"Thisis quite adeep canyon, Gabrid," Endasaid. "I am not sure where wewill find aplaceto land,
except at the bottom."

"That might haveto beit," Gabriel muttered. "Farther down.”

Down the three ships dropped on their system drives, very gently, nearly hovering. Gabriel felt the glow
growing stronger and then suddenly paling off again. "No," he said. "Stop and back up alittle.”

Enda coaxed the ship up again. Gabrid was more aware of this by the dight inroads he now had into her
mind than by any feding of the ship's movement. "Right here" he said.



"Gabe," said Hm'svoice, "that's pretty nearly a sheer cliff face. A few little Skinny ledges on it are about
wide enough to take one of you. | might have trouble, and nowhere to land close by but aledge about
ten meters up. | wouldn't be sanguine about the ships ahility to stay there for long without the whole thing
fdling out from under them.”

Gabrid opened his eyes and looked at the cliff face. It was striated beautifully in cream, brown, and red.
It was very wegthered, and with very few exceptions—mosily the little ledges Helm had mentioned—it
was as vertica as anyone could hope. There was no sign of anything in the neighborhood even remotely
glassy. There were, however, some deep cracks, wide enough for even Grawl to get through.

"The whole thing must be buried,” Gabrid said. "Helm, tell me you have agrav bdt or two in the Awful
Room."

"l had one once, but | never used the damned thing. Sold it off. Now | wish | hadn't!"
"Too late. | guessweéll haveto climb. What about ledges underneath us?’
"Thereésacouple,” Helm said. He paused amoment then said, "Follow me."

About another twenty meters down were two separate parts of a big outcropping with room enough for
the three ships. "1 wouldn't go out late at night to take aleak," Helm said as he landed, and the others
came down on ether sde of him.

Gabrid could see hispoint. Longshot was sitting right by the edge of the outcropping, and therewasa
thirty-meter drop directly beside her.

"Surely if you did that," Grawl said, "it would freezein midair."
"For apoet,” Helm said, "you can sure be pragmeatic sometimes.”
"What's the temperature now?"' Gabriel asked.

"About three degrees C," replied Helm. "Hest getting trapped down here alittle, seemslike. It might stay
warmer a nights, too."

"Or it might get colder,” Angdasaid. "Y ou'll want to keep an eye on that."
Gabriel looked out the front viewports at the canyon wall. The stone twinged and Sizzled in his hand.
"Thisisit,” hesaid. "Let's get out there and look around.”

* k k k %

It took perhaps haf an hour for everyone else to get kitted out—cold wesather gear, breathers, armor,
weapons. They met at the edge of the outcropping and looked over the terrain.

It was avery confined, restricted kind of place. The canyon walls seemed amost to lean in over the
viewer, aclaustrophobic and unsettling effect. Beyond that, there was nothing overtly threatening about
the place. Chilly wind whined down the canyon, making it seem more like negetive ten C or so. Hereand
there a pebble tinkled downd ope when someone put hisfoot down incautioudy. There was no other
sound.

Helm was|ooking down from the outcropping. "Actualy,” he said, "thisisn't too bad. We climb down
there then climb up thefar Sde.”



"One of us could dways hover and drop the others on one of those little ledges,” said Angela.

Helm snorted genidly. "Not to run down your piloting, Ange, but you want to try that with that big barge
of yours here? In thiswind?Y ou're braver than me. Then the one doing the flying getsto stay behind.”

"No chance," Angelasaid hadtily.

Gabrid looked up at the diff onthefar sde. "It'salittlelessvertical than it looks," Gabrid said, "and it
looks like there's plenty of handholds.”

Helm grunted. "Good thing," he said. "Wdll, | have climbing gear and a couple of harnesses. We can go
up two a atime."

"Where exactly are we going?' asked Grawl.

Gabrid was still gazing at the cliff face. "Seethat big crack there," he said, "whereit lookslike the strata
shifted? That's big enough for usto squeeze through.”

"Better hope there's something on thefar sde," Helm said.
"Oh, there's something there dl right," Gabriel said. "If wecanonly getatit..."

Helm went to fetch the climbing gear. These, too, Gabrid redized, had been packed away in the Awful
Cabin, and once more he became determined to find time to go through that place from top to bottom
and see what dse Helm might have stuffed in there.

It took another twenty minutes or so to get thefirst two, Angelaand Enda, into the harnesses. Endawas
quickest. "I have used these before," she said as she was buckled into the harness.

Helm looked & her curioudy. "Didn't know you went in for climbing.”

"I do not," Endareplied, "but in the Wanderers cities, there is so much to be serviced, and not al of it
can be handled by machines."

Gabrid laughed inwardly at theimage of Endaas awindow washer, but he remembered that she had
worked her way up through alot of jobsto city manager. Maybe it's like hotel work. They say the best
way to become amanager isto learn al the jobs from the bottom up.

"All right,” Hdm said. "Y ou're on belay now. Down you go."

Down the two of them went, dternately clinging to handholds and footholds or spinning like spiders
briefly when no holds were available. At the bottom, Enda dipped out of the harness and caled up to
Helm, "It will not be hard coming up. The diff does not shelve significantly, and thereis plenty of support
for an upward climb.”

"Right," Helm said. He and Grawl started pulling the harnesses up, and Grawl finished making fast to
Lalique's skidsthe rope that would remain in place for access when they climbed back up again. Hem
came over to check the knots, while Gabriel and Grawl harnessed themsalves.

"Looking thoughtful," Gabridl said to Grawl as she gazed acrossthe way &t the cavern wall.
"l am making notes,” Grawl said. "Thiswill make afine song some day."

"Assuming wefind something.”



"We have dready found something,” Grawl said, "or so you say."
Gabriel nodded. "That's not it, though.”
Grawl glanced at him, an odd expression. ™Y our meaning isdark to me."

Hetried not to smile, mostly because he could fed the tension in her gut and recognized it. He had it, too.
"You dont like heightseither.”

Grawl bared her fangs... then let the look relax into asmile. Gabriel would not have thought it was
possible for aweren to look sheepish.

"l did not careto mention,” she said. "It makes poor reading in the taeslater.”

"I wouldn't have mentioned it either," Gabrid said, "but if | throw up on theway down, | just wanted you
to know that it's nothing persond.”

"Spew," Grawl said, "isnormally about as personal asit is possible to get. Nonetheless, warrior, | take
your meaning."

Together they went on belay and made their way down. Gabriel was much relieved by knowing Helm
and Delde Sotawere up there keeping an eye on the ropes, but the tension remained, and he
concentrated on controlling his ssomach as he descended. It was no more than aminute or so before he
was on the rocks and sand and gravel at the bottom of the canyon, shrugging out of the harness and
fedling profound rdlief. Climbing would not be as bad as descending, but he till wished he could do
without it entirely. The thought of standing on that narrow ledge across the way was making his scomach

flipflop again.

While he was waiting for Helm and Delde Sota to come down, Gabriel took out the stone and walked a
little way up the canyon, trying to seeif he could find any other indication of away in. In hishand, even
through gloves, he could fed the stone buzzing and stinging in agenerdized kind of way.

The going was difficult, strewn with boulders and jagged rocks of every kind, some rounded asif water
had passed there, and some sharp, the cracked remnants of rockfall. Gabriel picked hisfooting carefully,
tried to keep his attention on the stone—

It stung him. At the same moment he tripped and whacked his shin againgt the sharp edge of afdlen shelf
of goneinfront of him.

"Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow," Gabriel said, in too much pain for the moment to even swear properly. When he
had recovered alittle, he looked at the sonein his hand. It was pulsing softly, the light hard to seeinthe
bright day here. He looked around, trying to make out what it might have been reacting to.

Off to hisright on thefar side of the canyon, aglint of light reflected off something polished. Not stone.
Glass?

"Gabrid," Hdm shouted a him, the sound thininthefrigid air, "come on!"”

"No," heyedled back, "over herel"

Gabriel made hisway over to the bright spot through the boul der-tumble and the cracked rocks, and
finally came up toiit. It was about three meters above the lowest level of the canyon and barely visible,
just aragged, partialy obscured patch of glassy stuff about a meter across, more or lessthe shape of an



ovd lad onitssde and palegreenin color. It was perfectly smooth and unscratched, likeamirror.

The others came dong. Helm, fully armored and looking like an aggressive mobile gun rack, brought up
therear. Thebig gunin hishandswasaRic ZI stutter cannon, and Gabriel felt much better and also
gtarted wondering where he had been keeping that one.

"Look at this" Gabrid said.

They gathered around the patch of glass. Thosetall enough to reach it touched it.

"That's something," Helm muttered, "but how did that get insdeadl this?'

Dede Sotalooked around her. "Andysis. dl sedimentary,” she said. "Origina stone. Not later accretion.”

"Y ou mean," Angelasaid, "that someone built thisfacility here, and then the seas rose and deposited Al
thissit here, and the silt settled out into these layers and turned to stone, and then the seadried up, and
al thisgot carved away over time...?"

"Open-ended assessment: fifty or sixty million yearstotd, give or takeamillion,” Delde Sotareplied.

They dl were quiet for amoment or o, thinking about that. "Wdl," Angelasaid at last, "canwe getin
through this?"

"Notelling,” Gabrid said. "Thismight bejust awall. | remember them having to shock the glassat High
Mojave, trying to make it flow or create an opening. Sometimesit took them monthsto find the way in."

He stood up on anearby boulder, took the stone in hishand, and laid it against the glass.

Nothing.

"Well, comeon,” hesad irritably.

Nothing happened.

Gabrid closed his eyes, concentrated on the stone, thinking opening thoughts as hard as he could.
He opened hiseyesagain.

Nothing whatsoever had happened.

"Perhaps el ectricity would work better,” Enda said, "since that was what they were using at High
Mojave...?'

"Or maybe..." Hm said. He started to ding the Stutter rifle over his shoulder and go for the other piece
of heavy armament he was carrying.

"No!" Gabrid shouted. The forcefulness of the objection surprised even him. Isthe stone starting to get
into the act now? he wondered.

"No," Gabrid said, asthe othersall looked a him. "I don't think that'sit. Come on,” he said, "let's ook
up and down the canyon at thislevel. We may find another piece that is an access.”

"Onewedo not haveto climb to,” Grawl said enthusiagtically.

They spent the rest of the morning and dl that afternoon walking up and down the canyon, trying to find
more glass or an access to the northern cliff, but there was none. Gabriel spent the second hdlf of the



afternoon smply stting with the stone, trying to coax some more useful response out of it, but he had no
luck. The canyon had falen entirely into shadow when hefindly looked up & Helm and Enda, who were
coming back up the canyon toward him.

"Getting kind of late, Gabe," Helm said, looking around him. Above the canyon, twilight was beginning to
fdl, and the darkness would follow fast. Hm awayswore adistrustful look at times like this, but with
the evening drawing on, that ook was now more distrustful than usud.

"Yeah," Gabriel said and looked down &t the sone. "Thisthing isn't helping me much at the momen.
Maybe we should cdll it anight.”

Helm looked around. "I'll check the insrumentation when | go back in," he said, "but | don't think
anything dive or mechanica has come near usdl day, and | don't think anything's going to. Enda?'

She paused amoment then shrugged. "We may aswell stay here," she said, "as leave and haveto go
through this whole operation again tomorrow. Additionaly, | would didike to attract too much attention
to our goings and comings."

"Right," Hem said. "We can leave the cliff for tomorrow. Come on, folks, let's get ourselves back up to
the ships and have some dinner.”

Half an hour later, it was dark, and they were dl inside Lalique, having dinner there—nothing fancy, just
hot-packs shoved into the little galley oven. Everyone's appetites were sharp. Whether it was the cold,
the exercise or the excitement that was responsible, they al ate twice what they normally would have, so
that dinner took agood while. Some of them got deepy afterward, out of al proportion to the exertion.

"Gonnago back and have my nap now," Helm said. "I'll take the late watch. Doctor?"
"Status. not weary at the moment," Delde Sotasaid. "Will stand thiswatch until 02007"

"0300 would do better," Helm said. " Gabe, leave your comms on when you go back." He headed off,
taking hisvarious guns, and Delde Sotawent after him.

"I will stand watch over on our side of things," Endasaid. "Thereisno deep in metonight, | am afraid.”

Gabrid nodded, for he knew why. Hewas dl too able to hear how Enda heard the stone's buzzing asa
tiny endless nagging noise, annoying like somelittle Snging night insect Snging anote specificaly desgned
to drive you and no one else crazy.

He went back to Lalique' sgdley and got himsaf another cup of chal, not wanting anything stronger
tonight. Gabridl wanted dl his senses undulled, though he wasn't sure what he hoped would happen.

Angdawas cleaning up the dining areawhen he got back. "Thisis so frudtrating,” Gabrid sad, Stting
down on one of the sofas. "The whole thing was supposed to just pop open and spill itsgutswhen |
arived.”

Shelaughed at that, taking the last of the plates and bowls away. "Might be you have to go up that cliff,
whether you want to or not,” she said from the galley.

"Grawl won't thank you for that assessment.”

"Probably shewon't,” Angelasaid. She came back in and sat down on the lounger that was cattycorner
to Gabrid's. Shelooked at the wall display, which was showing aview of the canyon, centered on the
"glass spot,” and augmented for IR and movement. Nothing was happening out there. Starlight shone.



Thewind blew. Nothing more.

Angelalooked at the uneventful darkness and blew out an annoyed breath.
"Y ou ought to get some deep,” Gabrid said.

"Hah," Angelasaid, "but so should you, if it comesto that."

"No chance," Gabrid said. "Not in thisStuation.”

"Meeither," saidd Angela "It'slike getting shot at.”

"Now when have you ever been shot a?' he said.

"Oh, it'shappened once or twice" Angdasaid. "Modtly | try to avoid it. It has unfortunate Sde effects,
like causing you to develop big holesin your body."

Gabrid's mind, however, was on another unfortunate side effect that mal es sometimes experienced upon
being shot at, and from which he was a so suffering at the moment. Not that anyone had shot a him, but
the excitement of being here on the planet in potentially dangerous circumstances was now producing the
same result. A good med and adight rest, especidly in the presence of Angela, were dl making it worse
rather than better. He was presently thinking hard about how he was going to stand up without one
particular embarrassing symptom of the sde effect showing. The singlesuit tended to rather unfortunately
emphasi ze the presence of the symptom. Now if | can just turn alittle thisway, Gabriel thought, and
started to get up.

Then he stopped himsdlf. Why am | doing this? | don't want to get up. | know perfectly well what | want,
except | must be nuts, and shelll kill meif | ask her.

"Something on your mind?* Angelaasked.

"Uh—" Gabrid swalowed. "Now that you mention—"
"Yes" Angdasad.

"Huh?'

"Me, too," Angelasaid with aknowing smile.

He looked at her.

"It affects me like that, t0o," she said, enunciating clearly, asif for someone who was hard of thinking.
"For cripes sake," she added, "just thisonce... could it hurt?'

Put that way, Gabrid thought, she may have apoint.
"Wd|?' she said oftly.
Hewidened hiseyesalittle. She nodded once, waiting.

Gabrid very dowly pulled her close and kissed her very dowly. It was surprisingly easy. After amoment,
he said so.

Angelalooked a him in heavy-lidded amusement. "Did you think it was going to be hard?"
"l hopeitis" Gabrid sad.



Angdasmacked himin the head, not very emphaticaly.
"I'm sorry," Gabriel said. "Earlier it would never have occurred to me. In fact, exactly the opposite.”

He had an idea that he was possibly making an error. He remembered Hal, along time ago now, saying,
"Never admit to any woman that you would never have consdered degping with her. Thisisasure way
to have someone wind up on chargesfor assault—her, not you. No jury in the military would convict
ether."

But Angelawas decidedly un-military.

"Which just goesto show you," Angelasaid, reaching out, "that brains, too, can grow suddenly and
without >warning."

Sheturned out the light.

* k k k%

Some hours later, Gabrid dipped quietly back into Sunshine. Hisfedings were more than complex at the
moment, especialy since he knew that Endawould be sitting up keeping watch.

She smply looked a him from the pilot's couch and said, "Did you want some chai? | made an extra
supply. Inthe pot.”

He went back to get some. Normally he wouldn't have bothered thislate at night, but he much doubted
at the moment that mere chai would be able to do anything to keep him awake once he lay down again.

With his mug, he leaned over the free pilot's couch and looked out the front ports at the cliff on the other
sde of the canyon, into which alittle starlight filtered. "'If they wanted to hide that,” Gabrid sad, "I'd
guessit worked."

Endanodded. "Iseveryonedl right over there?' she said.
"Morethan dl right," Gabriel sadidly.

Endagave him asddong look. "Grawl ?*

"Shewas on watch when | |eft."

Shenodded again and said, "A pleasant night.”

"Yes, itwas," Gabriel said and drank hischal.

"Gabrid."

He looked at her.

Endawas wearing one of those small demure smilesin which fraal specidize. ""Perhaps you would do me
afavor."

"Mmm?'

"| redlize that you probably took this particular action out of consideration for me, but the next time by
your favor... leave the stone here.”

Gabrid stared at her... and then turned, very quickly, very quietly, and went to bed.



Grinning. ..

Chapter Twelve

It was more of adoze than a deep, and much later he had trouble remembering the details, but the dream
itself was straightforward enough.

Eyeswerelooking a him.

At firgt thisunnerved him, then Gabriel decided he had nothing to lose and looked back. | have a right
to be here, he cried into the echoing darkness. I'm the one who was sent. Give me what | came for!

What would that be?

What exactly am | here for? He considered for amoment, then said, My people arein trouble. There
are forces coming from outside that mean to wipe us out. It's wrong to let that happen!

A long silence, while the presence over there in the darkness considered that. It was not the one with
which Gabriel had been communicating before, but it was possibly related to it somehow, but then
probably al these Precursor races knew each other, he thought. I mean, a hundred million years ago,
who else would they have had to talk to but each other?

He had a clear sense that this conversation was passing through some kind of atrandator, that whatever
was on the other side was stranger than he could possibly imagine, yet at the sametime, he was related
to it somehow, for the stone had been changing him. It, too, had been learning to perform thistrandation
by being in his company for so long. Changing. ..

It suddenly occurred to Gabridl to be sorry for the stone. He had been complaining about the changesin
him that it had been causing. Now the idea presented itself, not as a possibility but asacertainty, that it
was changing too. A nature as unchanging as, well, as stone, was being forced to shift into anew one.
For apurpose...

The change of viewpoint so staggered Gabrid that he hardly knew what to do or say for amoment.
Findly hejust kept quiet.

This has happened before, said whatever was on the other Sde of the trandation.
This? Gabridl asked.

The ones from outside, said the one who had been listening. The Externals. Their presencein this
galaxy is nothing new.

Well, that's a relief! Gabrid said. Or | guessit is. So what did you do about them?
We died, said the other.

Gabriel swallowed.

I'd like to avoid that if possible, he said after amoment. | mean, in the short term.

It may not be avoidable, said that voice sorrowfully, in any term. Much depends on whether the new
enemy is more powerful or wiser than the old one... and whether the new antagonists are capable



of doing better than we did.

Gabrid could seethe point of that, but it didn't make him any lesstense. He could see—or fee —dll
those eyeslooking a him, along unblinking regard, made worse by the sense that some of them had no
eydidsto blink with anyway. No one had ever had anything but theories about what the Glassmakers or
Precursors|ooked like. It was the merest guesswork that they were human-sized or human-shaped, dl
based upon the size of some doorsthat had been found in sites on High Mojave. There was something
about those eyes that made Gabrid very uncertain about the theories, no matter how many university
qudificationstheir propounders might possess.

This enemy is powerful enough, Gabrid said into the darkness, remembering the tremendous ships that
had come dipping up out of drivespace just off Danwell. Nor did power mean just ships. He thought of
the kroath, the terrible strength and savagery of them and of what their existence said about the creatures
who willingly crested them.

Asfor therest of it, Gabrid said, you will have to let us have the technology and see for yourself
whether we will do better than you did. We cannot do worse.

You can, said that old voice—or voices. You can fal to die. You can survive to be their aves, their
creatures, without hope of ever being freed. Death would be preferable. At least they cannot
reach you there. Should you succeed as we succeeded, there would at least be a chance for those
who come after you—as we made one for you...

Then give us what we need to fight! Gabrid said. Our present technology is behind theirs at the
moment, and that's where the difference must be made.

Assessment must be completed, said thevoice.
All right, Gabriel said. Go ahead. I'll wait.

It has been in progress for some time, said whatever was listening. Therewasachora quality to this
presence Gabrid started to redlize. Not just one voice but many, and an odd sense that some of it was
here now and some in some other time. The past? The future? No telling.

Then let's get finished, Gabrid sad.
All the eyeslooked a him. There was ashifting, arustling in the darkness.
Shifting, arumbling through the fabric of things... thelow, dow rumble, the sound of shifting stone...

Gabrid's eyes snapped open. All around him, Sunshine was shaking. Over commsfrom Lalique he
heard Angdayel, "My God!"

Gabrid hurled himsdlf out of bed, ran to the front viewports, looked oui. ..

Outside, above the canyon, dawn was beginning. In front of them, he saw the cliff diding awvay. As
Gabriel watched, he could see the stripes and layers of stone moving, shattering, doughing away from
something underneath them. Surdly it was an illusion that the "something underneath” was actudly
shrugging them off, as a buried creature shrugs away the mud or silt that has settled over it Snceit came
torest... oh, fifty or Sxty million yearstotd, give or tekeamillion...

Thewholefront of the cliff dipped away, gently and with little fuss, though agreat ded of dust went up,



and here and there some flake of stone under pressure snapped off and went flying through the air with
great force, pinging into one or another of the ships. Over comms, Helm swore loudly at adeep impact
mark left on Longshot's hull, asif the ship had not aready had more than enough micrometeorite strikes
initstimeto take the sheen off the factory finish. When the dust cleared, they were dl standing in their
shipsand staring out a a canyon nearly filled with rubble dmaost up to the level of thelittle outcropping on
which they were parked. When the light got better, they would be able to walk straight across to what
was now asingle unbroken wall of gleaming green glass.

"Gabrid, did you trigger something? A timelock?' Angela asked, looking alittle unnerved.

"I don't know," Gabriel said. "Somehow | doubt it. Other things may have been involved." The
conversation he had just finished, for example.

If it wasin fact finished, Gabriel wondered. Somehow, | don't think so.

* k k k%

They waited until the sun was properly risen before suiting up and going outside. It was still shadowed in
the canyon and would be until Coulomb got some more height. Slowly and with care, they made their
way across the tumble of fallen and shattered rock until they cameto the foot of thewall.

Thetop leve of the canyon wall opposite still lay atop the"glass’ wall, hinting at a structure that
supported it and ranin. Thewall itsdlf towered up at least ten meters high in front of them, al perfect,
seamless, and while not opague, gtill far too thick to see though. Delde Sotaran her hands and her braid
over the surface, shaking her head in wonder.

"Mensuration: perfectly flat within tolerance of point zero-zero-zero-zero-zero one millimeters,” she said.

Helm, too, was running his hands over the materia. ™Y ou think they ever built ships out of this?" he said.
"They would have been somethin'.”

"It'saninteresting image," Gabrid said. He stood there with hishands on his hips, looking up at thewall.
"So what now?' Hem said. "Y ou said they shocked their way in on High Mojave.”

Gabrid stood there. "'l wouldn't liketo do that," he said. "There's aways the poss bility that someone
here might get annoyed. Anyway, I've got this. I'm supposed to useit.”

He had the stone in his hand. He moved up to the wall and stroked the stone dong it.
Nothing.

"Thismay takeawhile," Gabrid sad. "Maybe you should dl st down and make yourselves
comfortable”

They did, and Gabrie for awhile smply walked up and down that wall, touching the stone to one spot,
then another, seeing what he felt. The stone showed nothing at al visudly, no glow or pulse. After awhile
he stopped looking at it and smply waked aong with the one againgt thewall, his other hand laid
againg the glassalittle ahead of it, eyes closed, trying to see what he could fed. That dight buzz or sting
from the sone was till there, acongtant low-leve sensation like atremor in the muscles. Sowly, though,
Gabriel began to fed avariation. A dight increasein the "buzz" down toward the eastern end of thewall,
adight pding or brightening of afaint glow in hismind.

Hefollowed it down, moving dowly, watching that glow behind hiseydidsfor any increase. It wasavery



subtle, faint effect, liable to belost right away if he opened his eyesfor any reason. It was maddening in
itsway. The stone had been shouting at him al thiswhile, and now he was required to hear it whisper.

Gabrid grinned suddenly at that, redizing what was going on. Testing... he had been being tested for a
long while now, and thiswasjust another test.

Heleaned againgt the glass and did his best to let his mind go empty and dark. Thiswas not normally the
kind of thing ayoung man Gabriel's age was good at, but hoursin drivespace, sitting for daysin the
dlence of a ship where the sound of the drives tended to fade into nothing, taught him more than he
needed to know about the art of |etting his mind unfocus, of letting time pass unhindered. The outside
noises ceased to matter. The wind faded away, and the others conversation faded with it. Darkness,
dlence, asif theinsde of the mind was festureless as drivespace.

... hathing...
... hothing...

... and alittle spear or curious pinprick of light, of energy looking curioudy at him from thewall, from
very closeby.

Without opening his eyes, Gabriel reached out and put the stone directly onit.
Everything flowed...
"Holy Thor on apogo stick,” Helm whispered.

Gabriel opened hiseyes. All around him the glasswas moving, drawing away from him, not asif it was
afrad, but dmost with aflourish, asif it had been waiting for the chance to do this and had only been
waiting for the right kind of invitation. Hm, Angela, Grawl, and Delde Sota came dowly closer. Enda
hestated.

"It'sdl right," Gabriel said, peering into the darkness behind the glass. There was alarge space leading
into the body of the cliff, all faced and floored with the same kind of glass, dl glowing faintly.

He stepped in, pausing only to look at the edge of the doorway that had opened for them. Surprised, he
reached out to touch it. "This can't be more than a centimeter thick," he said, yet leaning back to look at it
the stuff from outside again, he could not see through. The optical effect was asif the glasswas severd
metersthick.

"Comeon," Gabrid sad.

They dl went in, Endalast, looking around with curiosity. The space in which they found themseaves was
perhaps a hundred meters by ahundred, al smooth glass except toward the far sde of it, the Sde leading
into the cliff. There ameter-high tangle of delicate rods and threads of glass or metd lay scattered all
acrossthe floor and piled againgt the wall.

Gabrid glanced &t it, then a Helm. "Razor filament?!
"Yup," Helm said as he undung the stutter cannon again, clicking off the safety.

Angdaand Grawl glanced at each other then unshipped their weapons aswell. Gabriel pulled out his
meass pistol—aNova 6 that Hem had given him—and transferred the stone to hisleft hand. If there was
razor filament here, then there were arachnons here aswell ... or had been. Gabrid was not willing to
take the chance that they were gone.



Sowly they madetheir way forward, Gabriel taking point and didiking it intensgly but not having much
choice. HEm and Delde Sota were behind him, Grawl and Endaand Angela behind them. A soft sound
asthey walked made Gabrie pause and turn to see the outer wall quietly sedling itself behind them. The
others glanced at thistoo.

"I do not much likethat," Endasaid. "The glassis morelike stedl when it comesto trying to shoot your
way out of it. Should we become trapped here..."

Gabrid shook his head. "It wouldn't be accidentd, | think," he said. "We're either going to get out of here
with what we camefor, or | don't think we're going to get out at all.”

Dede Sotagave him alook. Her braid peeked around from behind her back and began knotting itself
into intricate designs. "Opinion: game disturbingly zero-sum,” she said.

"That may be," Gabrid said, "but | have afeding it'sthe only gamein town.”
They madetheir way on toward the razor filament. "Why pileit up againgt thewal?' Helm said.
"Unlesstherésapassage behind it," Angelasaid.

"Or unlesstheres not,” Gabriel said. He paused and looked at it. The stuff would dice to ribbons anyone
who tried to force their way through. They could shoot it up, but the flying fragments would probably do
them as much damage as a flechette pistol. He put the stone in his pocket for amoment, pulled off his
glove with histeeth, pushed it into his breast pocket, and came out with the stone again. He went over to
thewal on theleft Sde, and cupping the stone, laid hishand againgt it.

"Nothing here," he said after amoment. He then crossed over to thewall on the right, reached up, and
ladthe toneagaind it.

A tiny sense of movement in the wal, molecules shivering together alittle farther down. "Here," Gabridl
said and put the stone against that spot.

The glassflowed away from him, revealing along corridor, glowing dightly, which led around thelarge
hal they werein and onward into the cliff.

"What wasthat?' Helm said, glancing back at the razor filaments. "A DO NOT DISTURB sgn?'
"BEWARE THE CROG morelikdy," Angdasad.
"Could be either," Gabrid said. "Well, shal we?'

Heled them inward, not hurrying. Soon that corridor dead-ended. Gabrid stood beforeit, briefly
confused... then, on ahunch, he reached forward. The dead end drew aside as the outer wall had done,
leaving a space exactly ten centimeterstaler than he was and twenty centimeters wider.

"Thank you," he said and stepped through. Helm came through behind him—but not before the door had
contracted itself to alower height and a broader width.

"Uh-huh,” Gabriel said softly, continuing forward and starting to think with mild derision about dl the
theories about the shapes of the Precursors, theories based on the shapes of their doors. When a door
could flow like water, who knew what shape its builder would normaly be? Who knew whether the
shape the door held as you approached was not one it had assumed from looking at you and working out
what you needed?



He put the thought aside for the moment as he walked. The corridor they werein was shortly joined by
others, somewinding into it from the sides, some seeming to come from inside the cliff, and dl doping
gently downward. Gabrid paused at the first large junction and looked down the three other corridors
joining it. They were dl of the same smooth green glass, al of hemispherica cross-section, some of them
quitelow, sometaller. Gabriel gestured at one of the lower oneswith hishand and saw it draw away and
grow taller. All down the length of the corridor itsroof stretched upward, and its cross-section narrowed

dightly.

" gtill want to know where those arachnons are,” Helm said softly.

"Maybe down one of those," Gabrid sad, "if they werethelast to useit half an hour ago—"
"Or hdf amillionyears" Angdasad.

"Notdling."

"Attention,” Delde Sota said, gesturing down one of the right-hand corridors with her braid. "More
filament."

It was finer than the last batch, so much so that it was hard to see, strung across the whole breadth of the
corridor. Delde Sota advanced dowly, the corridor reshaping itself to her height, and the sticky filament
gretched effortlesdy with the movement of the clear green-tinged glass.

"Could be unfortunate to run into this at speed,” Delde Sota said. "Nearly as much so asthe razor
filament."

Gabrid nodded and said, "'l wish there was away to tell how old this stuff is." But there was none, at
least not that he knew.

He turned back to the main junction and closed his eyes briefly, consulting the stone for some kind of
advice on which way to turn. Where the most power is, he thought, the main part of thefacility... the
most important part...

Assuming the two had anything to do with one another.
The sone gave him an indication to hisleft and down.

"All right," he said softly. "Delde Sota, my eyes aren't as good as yoursin thislight. Maybe you'd come
walk behind me and look over my shoulder so | don't runinto any of thosethingsal of a sudden.”

He went forward with Del de Sota behind him and followed the stone's hints inward and downward.
Once or twice he stopped and consulted the stone at places where corridors joined, and it nudged him
left or right. Gabriel went the way it indicated, listening hard as he went, but he heard nothing but the
others footsteps behind him, the occasional chirp or ping of awegpon announcing itsload status or
chargeleve, amutter from Angela, agrowl from Grawl. Sometimes he could hear Endals mind much
more plainly than usud, asif the walls reflected her thoughts and concentrated them like sound. She was
fascinated but cautious, and aways nibbling at the edge of her consciousness was the constant awareness
of thefaintly malign regard of the stone, watching her.

Malign?1 need to have atalk with thisthing, Gabriel thought as he consulted it one more time and was
told to turn acorner into another corridor. Gabrid did and then stopped immediately.

"Uh-oh," he said. "More razor filament." The corridor was completely blocked with it and did not stretch
up and out when Gabrie entered. He eyed the stuff from a meter away.



Delde Sotas braid snaked past him and poked delicately at the blockage, its thinnest strands weaving
themsdlves gingerly among the outermogt filaments for amoment. " Assessment: strong filament,” she said.
"Hard to judge thickness. Hdm?"'

"My pleasure,” he said, stepping forward as Del de Sota backed out of the tunnel, followed by Gabrid.

A second later theroar of the stutter cannon filled everything. It went on for what seemed like ages, and
Gabriel was haf-deaf when Hem finaly lowered the gun and peered into the tunnel.

"Tough, that," he said, and | et loose with another twenty-second burst of mobile thunder.
After that he straightened up and said, "Clear.”

Gabrie shook his head at the thought of anything that could withstand a stutter cannon at that range for
that length of time, and he went carefully back into the tunnd again—for it stayed tunnel-like, declining to
gretch itself asthe earlier corridors had done.

Bent half over, down Gabrid went with the othersfollowing him in varying degrees of discomfort. Helm
probably had the least trouble, followed by Enda, who was more or less of a height with him. Down at
thefar end of the tunnel, Gabrid could see adifferencein thelight. It was brighter there. He came down
to the end and put his head out.

"Grest gods," he whispered.

Sowly he stepped into the great echoing open space that lay at thisend of thetunnel. It was asif the
builders of this place had set out to make atribute to some great natural cave, but with less accidental
formation and more grace. Formations of every kind hung from the ceiling and grew up from the glassy
floor.

"What awonder theworld is," Enda breathed as she came out to stand near Gabridl.

He had to agree with her. Thiswas nothing like the straightforward geometrica precision of the facility on
Danwdl—so littlelikeit that Gabridl started wondering if the same species had created both these
places. At thisend of time, judging from just the evidence, there was no way to tell, but these people,
whoever they had been, were most definitely artists. This might be a weapons depot or
energy-manufacturing center, but it was so awork of art.

Endless spires and spines of crystal reared up here, acre-broad sheets of reflecting glass as polished as
water lay scattered beneath the glittering sky. Glass cascaded down from ceiling and walsin a hundred
shapes—curtains, spears, ropes, liquid flows caught asif frozen in the act of splashing, some with drops
actudly 4ill hanging inmidair asif caught by afast imager. In redity, the dropswere held in place by
hair-thin threads of glass as strong and hard as stedl. There were stdactites and stalagmites of the glass,
but not smply dripping straight down. No, nothing so commonplace. They were mock chanddliers,
swags, and twisted and braided cables of glass woven through one another, wound around pillars and
posts of glassin cream and green and glowing rose. There were streams of cabling on thefloor, like
frozen serpents, which helooked at and had trouble swearing hadn't just moved. Up high near the shining
ceiling, in shadows that dwelled there despite the softly glowing surroundings, there weretiny glints of
light, and Gabriel looked up and couldn't swear that they weren't eyes, watching. He found he was having
trouble just stlanding still and being there, for he didn't think he had ever seen a place more beautiful or
more terrible. The beauty spoke for itsdlf; the terror was because the makerswere dl gone.

The same thing will happen to us, Gabriel thought. No matter how successful we may be as a species,
sooner or later time comesfor usal. Y our sun goes novaor diesof old age. Y our planet goes cold and



losesits aimosphere. Things run out of steam, give up, kill each other off...

All around him he thought he could hear afaint sound in the air, like chimes, sad notes colludingina
minor key, melancholy and melodious, endlesdy resigned. Deep they made the resting place. Subtle they
wrought it, strong to bear the years, wise to do their work, but they are gone, al gone. Gone along time

In the middle of the sad song, Gabrid's head turned as he heard the delicate tickle-tickle-tickle sound of
littlefeet running on glass.

Those were eyes, he thought.

The source of the sound came out from behind a pillar of glass and looked at them. Then another one
came out, and another. And another, and another ...

They stood about a meter high. The bodies had thirteen segments, each one legged in triplicate, thelegs
staggered at one-hundred-twenty degree intervas so that when they moved they gave theimpression that
glittering crowns were coming toward you. The centra segment had aring of Six glowing eyesand huge
mandibles that worked together softly dl the time. Sowly they surrounded the group.

Arachnons.

"Gather together and don't do anything sudden,” Gabrid said softly. "We haven't damaged anything. Even
if they're controlled, they may let us pass.”

"If they're not controlled?' Helm asked through clenched teeth.

There was no answer to that. Gabriel shook his head and for the moment just watched the arachnons
carcling them.

Sowly they began to pressin. Helm cocked the stutter cannon.

"Dont, if you can hepit,” Gabrid said. "Dont! Really, Grawl, | mean it!"
Theweren glared a him, growling. "Thisisanot atime for misplaced sentiment!”
"Whatever it is, it's not misplaced. Just trust meon thigl™

They were pushed together as the arachnons pressed in closer. Some of the creatures were dready lifting
those razory claws, raking at the group as they were pushed closer together till.

"Dont let them hit you," Gabrid sad, "especialy with the acid, but stay out of their way! It matters.”
Then one of them legped at Gabrid, dl its claws outstretched.

Shit! There was nothing to do. Gabrid lifted the pistal, |et the creature have it right between the eyes,
then threw himsdlf to one side. From behind him, aroar of other shots broke out. There was nothing left
when Gabriel scrambled to hisfeet but a scattering of dry shards and glittering broken hits.

He stared at the remnants then looked down the long corridor reaching into the darkness of the cliff.
"Well, so much for not breaking anything,” he said softly. "Now what?"

The other arachnons stood till and watched them. Gabriel clutched the stone, trying to fedl about for
some hint asto what to do next.



Nothing...

Comeon, hesaid. | don't want to hurt you or any of these. | was told to come here. | came. Now
what?

A little shuffling movement came from the arachnons. All those eyeswere dwelling on Gabriel now. Isit
just me, he thought, or isthe expression changing?

Two of the arachnons standing between Gabrid and the far end of the cavern drew aside, dowly, leaving
agap.

"That lookslikeahint," Gabrid sad.

He stepped forward dowly, watching the arachnons. They watched him, but they made no moveto
hinder him. "All right,” Gabriel sad. "Let'sgo thisway."

"I'll just play rear guard,” Helm said, looking at the arachnons less than kindly as the others went on
behind Gabrid.

They continued through the cavern, the arachnons coming close behind but never nearer than ameter or
s0. Theambient lighting of the place began to trail off in this part of the cavern, and increasingly Gabrid
had to dow down, choosing his path between the glass congtructs standing up from the floor. Twilight fell
around him until only the upstanding dabs and twisted pillars of glassglowed... and he suddenly caught
sght of adark shadow reflected in one dab of crystaline glass as he passed it. Human once, thefigure
was how green-hided, armored in glowing-veined armor, clawed, and hunchbacked. Kroath! Kroath
herein the darkness—!

Gabrid lifted hispistal, horrified, then caught amotion from another sdein another dab of glass. A
smdler kroath thistime, thin-armed, frail, small, but twisted and terrible. Something about the way the
head armor was constructed raised the hair on his neck.

Then Gabriel suddenly knew what he was seeing: that strange image that had occurred to him long ago,
of Endaas akroath. He had rejected it violently then. He did the same now, redlizing that this moment
wasthe origin of theimage, and that a shattered fragment of it had somehow reflected back into the past,
into hismind.

"Cut it out,” Gabriel said under his breath, trying to calm his breathing down. "I'm not interested.”

But someone was. Suddenly the place was full of reflected images, moments of old fear, old pain. The
dripping, glassy cold of the glacier on Epsedra, battle after battle with the little ball-bearing kroath
fighters, the VoidCorp cruisers bearing down on them at Danwell, the horror of the tangleinsde Maor
Norrik. Again and again, the terrible flower of fire asthe shuttle blew up, taking the ambassador and
Gabrid'sfriendswith it.

Sop it! Gabrid cried ingde him, clutching the sone asdl around himin the crystdlineinterfacesold
dreads and new ones played themsalves out. I'm not interested. They'redl gone, dl over with. These
areillusond

The reflections surged toward him, faces twisting with pain and rage, fire and smoke and energy bolts
risng around them, and Gabriel lost histemper. " Sop it!" heyelled.

The stoneflared in hishand, not with heat but light. The light pierced right through his hand, too bright to
see. Theimagesflamed in thefire of it, impossble radiance filtered through flesh and blood and shattered.
A grest cry like haf the windchimes of aworld being murdered went up, and dl the light and the terror



went out of the air before him and fell ringing and glittering to the ground in bright shards.

Gabrid stood there in the darkness, shaking with fury and astonishment, and looked around him,
completely confused. Fillars and dabs of glasslay everywhere, broken, ruined.

Sowly the others scuffed through the splinters and fragments, gazing around. "Boy," Hm said ashe
looked around with some satisfaction, "when you chuck your toys out of the pram, you do it proper.”

"I'll doit again, too," Gabrid growled. He turned toward the deeper darkness and yelled, "It'sme! It's
me, for gods sakes! Will you cut it out?'

The otherslooked around them, waiting for some response. None came. "Maybe they're just checking,"
Angdlasad quietly.

"Maybethey are. Well, they can stop checking!" Gabrid yelled.

The echoes said checking! checking! checking! ... and died away. All around them glass and crystal
chimed in peculiar harmonies to the words. Enda began to shiver.

Gabrie looked at her with some concern then turned away, for the harmonics he was hearing were
beginning to bother him, too. All around him, the crystalline structures of the cavern shivered with sound,
partly of hisown making, partly rogue harmonies generated by his shout. Sowly the sound died away.

Behind them, the arachnons moved forward, pushing Gabrid and the others forward again.

Around them, to Gabrid's eyes anyway, the light was brighter now. How much of that did they see? he
wondered. Must ask later... For the moment he concentrated on walking, while inside his hand the stone
pulsed, pulsed stronger. They were going the right way. Up ahead was what he had come to see.

The cavern narrowed into a glassy thoroughfare about ten meters wide then suddenly widened out again.
The light ahead was stronger. Asthey stepped through, Gabrid saw what it was coming from. He smply
stopped and stared in amazement.

Thewhole place wasfull of great long glittering filaments of glass, interlaced, spun thin assilk or thick as
cable, and dl intricately interwoven in what Gabrid knew were patterns, though their symmetrieswere
too subtle for him to grasp. Some of the strands shone with their own light, some with light reflected from
the others. The immensty of this cavern dwarfed the last one, and everywhere it was hung with curtains
and cables of glass running with light. Here and there, pathways through the greet pattern were obvious,
but Gabridl was chary of entering any of them. He wanted to be surer of hiswelcome.

At the sametime, he was having to ded with the strange sensation of something insde his head. Well,
something different insde my head, Gabrid thought, for there had been enough alien presencesand
voices and whatnot in him that he was beginning to fed like somekind of tourigt attraction. This presence,
though, wasfooting it very ddicately among the strands of histhought, picking them up, matching them
againgt each other, trying to make something of the color and the gauge. It seemed friendly. At least,
nothing it was doing a the moment was precisdy painful. That might be amisdirection, but Gabriel
doubted that at the moment. Anything that could have killed him twenty minutes ago but had not would
likely not be thinking serioudy about it now.

"Uh, hdlo?' Gabriel said, alittle more loudly than he might usudly have spoken, like aguest announcing
himsdlf in the airlock. "1'm here now! Can we get on to specifics, please, beforeit gets dark”? Really
dark? That dark?"

He showed whatever was stepping carefully around in his mind that particular image, the strange one he



had experienced in Charlotte. Falling into the abyss, not just aphysicd fall but an emotiona and ethical
and higorica oneaswell. All those things that made life worth living for humans, frad, weren, t'saand dl
the rest of them, logt, goneinto the darkness, lost for millennia

"| understand what we're playing for here,” Gabriel said. "Won't you come meet me, so we can talk
about it?"

Out from among the shining, woven webwork, something came stepping on five, ten, fifteen legs. It
looked at Gabrid with about thirty hot blue eyes.

Its body was an oblate spheroid around which the many legs were spaced, some of them in contact with
the ground, some of them held higher for manipulatory uses. The upper limbsworked together busily,
doing something delicate that Gabriel could not easily see. The cresture wore dl those eyesin acluster
atop its head and a belt of them around the waist of the spheroid. All those eyeswere blue. The creature
looked at Gabrid, inclining its body to help the top eyes get a better view, and spoketo himin hismindin
avoicethat glittered.

|dentification, it said in hismind.

| am a man, Gabrid said replied, concentrating on answering the same way. Hewasfinding this
communication hard to bear. He thought from his brief looksingde Endas mind that he knew what a
dispassionate mind was like, acool assessment of the outer world. Now he saw that he was much
mistaken and that he and Enda were, from this creature's stlandpoint, enough dike to be easily mistaken
for one another, al runny passions and wet biologica mindsets. Here was cool ness apotheosized, the
genuine minerd mindsst, rationd, crystaline, organized, and curious. Curious. He would not have
believed that anything so minera could have been so ravenoudy curious about its surroundings, but then,
it was perhaps crystals that had first learned how to grow.

Man, the cresture said, asif it was not the deeply defining term that Gabriel knew but just another name
for just another thing, yet the curiosity made that judgment less painful than it might have been. The
cregture was genuindy interested in him.

"Y our speciesis known in the classfications,” it said.

The thought now sounded like speech, at least to Gabridl. Apparently, the creature had decided to
directly access Gabridl's speech center for communications.

"You look alittle like the creature my people would cal an orbweaver," Gabrid sad, "but very different,
too."

"There arelikenesses," replied the creature, "but | am not one of the orbweavers. | began from the same
design, but many more features were added, tending toward afar more sophisticated level of interaction,
communications, and contral. | am a prototype.” Was that atouch of pride he heard in that voice?"One
of only three"

"How should | call you?" Gabrid said.

"| am the Petterner," the creature said.

Helooked over his shoulder at the others. "Are you hearing this?' he said.
Endasad, "1 hear whispers and chiming. Nothing dse.”

The others shook their heads.



Gabrie turned back to the Patterner. "1'm sorry we blew up your arachnon,” he said.

"That does not matter," the Patterner said. "Their function isto protect thisfacility.” Its thought indicated
thewebwork all around it, and Gabrid redlized that thiswas al one huge computer, which the Petterner
had built and programmed to maintain thisfacility. "It was tasked to attack you to observe your reaction.”

lld,]?l

"Y ou responded when it was appropriate to do so," said the Patterner. ™Y ou did not overrespond. This
has been evaluated.”

"Good," Gabrid sad. He was enjoying the glitter and the aural shimmer of its thought and voice twined
together, interwoven. It gpparently did its weaving in more than one idiom. "That other business back
there... that was part of the testing, too?"

"That lagt proving was the second-most important aspect being evauated,” the Patterner said.
"Timebinding... What usein giving wegponry to one who cannot tell the past from the future, even under
stress? Both are important. Discard one and the other islost aswell. One must be able to choose
between the old and the new response and see which one will work better for the task at hand.”

Gabrid thought about that for amoment. "And the first most important?”

It looked a him, and Gabrid now saw that with the very tips of thetop legsit was knitting astrand of
glassidly into something Gabrid could not make ot.

"Passion,” it said, "we lack, but the short-lived biologicas, so our buildersingtruct us, havein plenty.
Again we now seethat they were correct.”

"They were correct about most things, it seems” Enda said.

The Patterner looked at her. "They are dlso dead,” it said, "so we see, here at the end of things, how that
benefited them." It gazed up at its knitting briefly. "No matter. If they are not dive, you are, and we were
told that one would come seeking their legecy. It awaitsyou."

"Then takeustoit," Gabrid sad.
"We cannot do that," said the Patterner. "It isnot here."
"What?"

"Y ou seek the main facility. You shal cometoit. That isnow ordained, asit dwayswas, but it isnot
here. The main stronghold of our makersisnot in this system.”

"Now you're going to tell me," Gabrid said, "that you don't have amap.”

For acreature without access to human expression, the Petterner nonetheless managed to give him avery
dry look. "On the contrary. That facility and this one are in constant communication, but you could not
have cometo that other facility without having come herefirg. Thisis..."

The concept that flooded into his mind was not one that would fit in asingle word. It included parts of the
conceptsfor "testbed,” "research facility,” and "place of judgment.” This was courtroom and prison,
exercise ground and playroom, school, examination room, and graveyard. Gabriel swalowed ashegot a
sense from the Patterner how routindly it was expected that the examination room would lead directly to
the graveyard in most cases.



"Having been here," it said, "you are now enabled for accessto the other facility. Y ou may proceed
there. Y ou will find there the basi ¢ equipment, in terms of technology, which will enable you to proceed
with your plans”

"Uh," Gabrid sad, "so youll tdl mewhereitis?’

"Y ou have aready beentold,” the Patterner said. ™Y ou will recognize the location. Meanwhile, | am
authorized to tell you thet they are coming.”

Gabrid's head whipped around. "Who?"
"The enemy againgt whom our builders strove,” it said, "and you strive now."
"The Externals?'

"They arecomingin union and inforce" it said. "They know of this Ste's activation and the successful
processing of afacilitator. It has been expected. They will now move to take possession of the
technology at that Ste.”

"How would they know?'
"From that," it said, indicating the stone.
Gabrid opened hismouth, closed it again.

"There are forms of broadcast emission that do not involve energy spectrawith which you seemto be
familiar, except anecdotdly,” the Patterner said. "Anaysis of your vessas confirmsthis. Y ou havelittle
time. Estimation of some thousands of hours at best, some hundreds of hours a worst. No closer
gpproximation ispossible.”

"Where are they headed?' Gabrid said.

"Thisregionfirg," the Patterner said. "Here they faled before, though it took al the livesof dl our
buildersto stop them. Thisarea.”

Gabrie saw in hismind aswirl of firein the night, one which was il there, identifiable from the classic
emission colors of the nebula, though the shape was much changed. " The Lightning Nebulal™

"Y our evauation would seem to be correct. They are creatures of habit, and their memories arelong.
They were driven out from there... from here. Therefore, they will l1ake this part of spacefirst and then
moveinward."

"In hundreds of hours," Gabriel whispered. "Oh, gods." He swalowed. His mouth was dry. "Whereis
this other site, the one with the wespons?’

Then he saw it in hismind, amid the streams of stars: ayedlow sun, eleven planets, two of them habitable.
"Oh, no," Gabriel moaned. He turned to the others. "Algemron. It's at Algemron!”

Mouthsfell open, and those whaose pigmentation made it possible blanched.

"Gonnabe kind of aproblem going back there," Helm said.

"Y ou have agift for understatement,” Gabrid said. "It's not just that they'll shoot uson sight. Weve got to
get the news to someone who can make use of it in time, and we have to do it now. We can't spend



months and months getting back there!™
"Any suggestion asto how?' Angela asked.
Gabrid could only shake his head.

"That facility isnow activating," said the Patterner, "pending your arriva. Y ou must proceed there
forthwith and make use of the enabling equipment before the Externalsreach it.”

"Or before someone e se does," Gabrid muttered.

The thought of what would happen in that system if either the Galvinites or the Alitarins got their hands on
the kind of Precursor technology that had been available at Danwell gave Gabriel the shakes. Things
back there had been heating up enough asit was. If they found out about this...

"We've got to get back thereright away.” Gabriel said. How in the worlds would they reach it in time?
Their smal shipssmply could not make the journey fast enough. He was ready to turn and run straight
out the way he had come, but first he said to the Patterner, "Is there anything el se you need to know?'

"|dedlly we seek thetotality of knowledgein the universe,” the Petterner said. Y our contribution to this,
however, isnow complete.”

Gabrid had to amile at that, terrified and upset as he was at the moment. "Thank you, then,” he said. "We
should go."

"Wait," sad the Patterner.

Itstop legs finished their knitting and brought the little object down for the eyesto look at again. Then
one clawed limb hooked the thing, another one cut the thread that the Patterner had been spinning from,
and athird limb took the object from thefirst one and flung it at Gabrid.

Startled, he nonetheless caught it one-handed with the hand that held the stone. The object prickled
Gabrid'shand dightly. It wasalittle open latticework of Precursor glass, and it caught adull glow from
the stone, which ran down the filaments.

"Ingtruction: do not lose thisobject,” said the Petterner. "It will complete the programming work at your
degtination.”

"Which programming work?" Gabrid said.
"The programming that has been in progress on your facilitator,” said the Patterner, “and on you."

Helooked at the lattice thoughtfully and finaly put it in his pocket. "Isthere anything we can do for you?"
Gabrid asked et last.

There was apause, asif thishad not been a question that the Patterner was expecting. Findly, it said,
"Succeed where our buildersfailed.”

It turned away and vanished into the veils and webs of glass. With the soft tinkling noise of their feet on
the glassy floor, the arachnons followed.

Gabrid looked at the others. He was shaking with both anticipation and terror, and he was having trouble
telling which of them was the stronger.

"Comeon," hesaid. "Let'sget out of here right now."



Chapter Thirteen

They made their way back toward Charlotte. Gabriel let Endado theflying, for his mind wasin turmoil
over everything he had just been through.

There was other business going on aswell. To compl ete the programming, the Patterner had said.

Such alight act, to pitch him that little piece of glass... but alot more was going on ingde him. In his head
he could fed thetickle-tickle-tickle of delicate glass claws on aglassfloor, as things were rearranged,
connections made or remade. Ingde his mind, something was weaving together the strands of old thought
and new thought—mind that was and mind that was about to be. It didn't hurt... yet, but he was
beginning to be afraid in away that he hadn't been before. Softly, in the back of hismind, he could hear
the sound of chiming. Back therein the shadows, eluding him when hetried to look right a them, images
were gtirring, preparing themsalves to be released.

| am being reprogrammed, he thought. More, | am being rebuilt into something € se—a wegpon—hut
whosefinger isonthetrigger?

If it's not mine, Gabrid thought, it's not going to be anybody's.

He reached into his pocket and could find nothing there by fedl but the prickle of glasswork. Gabriel
fished it out and then Stared.

The stone was indde the delicate shell of glasswork now. How the devil did it get in there? Gabriel
thought. It wastoo big to havefit through any of that latticework.

Regardless, it wasin there now, and the whole business was glowing softly, pulsing with his heartbeat. As
he watched, the latticework itsdf was fitting more and more snugly around the stone.

He shook his head and put the stone away. Enda was looking tense.

"Yes" shesad. "Beforeyou ask, | should tdll you that | can fed it. It ischanging you, and | fear thet it
will try to change anyone el se who getstoo close. Gabrid, it makesmevery afraid.”

"Not half as scared asit makesme," he said softly. "I'mredly in it thistime, Enda. Danwell was nothing
to this. I'm afraid to go to deep, now. Will | still be me when | wake up?*

She had no answer for him. For Enda, that was most unusual. Gabriel found himsalf becoming more
frightened than ever.

There was nothing to do but cope with it, for there were other plansto be made. Gabriel reached out into
the center digplay and triggered the commslink to Longshot and Lalique.

"Helm," hesaid, "Angea, this needsto be a short stop. WEII check the outgoing data manifest and be on
our way."

"Right," Hdm said. "Where to?"

"Aegis," Gabriel said. "Best bet, anyway. Lorand Kharls has been based there recently, and theresthe
drivesat relay to reach him if he's not. More to the point, the Concord'stherein someforce. I'll..." He
had been feverishly doing math in his head over the many ways " several hundred hours' could be
congtrued. "I'll have to turn mysdf in when we get there" he said. Therewasthe admission, find. All the



hopes of the last year came crashing down behind it. "Once | do, and tell them what's about to happen,
al hell will break loose and Concord cruiserswill head out for Algemron. | only hopeit won't betoo late.
Well... look, thereés no need for you guysto get into the middle of this."

"Buddy," Hem said, "you need to get one thing straight. Concord or not, we're staying with you. Haventt
comethisfar with you with dl this crgp going on to lose sight of you now."

"Goesdoublefor us" Angdlasaid. "Thisisa poor timeto expect usto run off and try to save our own
skins. Someone has to be nearby who saw what you've been doing the last little while and makes sure
you get credit for it. One of your witnesses might be dead, but not al of them.”

He glanced at Enda. You had to have known they would say that, he clearly heard her think, and you
know my answer, too.

Gabridl let out along breath that was mostly unhappy, but not entirely. He redlly wished they would al
take themselves somewhere safe.

"Thereis nowhere safe, Gabrid," Enda said aloud, partly for the others benefit. "If the powersthat have
created the kroath and the powers that attempted to wipe us out at Dan-well are now coming out in
force, then nowhere from the Verge to the Stellar Ring will be safefor long. Thereisno point in running
and hiding. Any hiding place would be at best temporary. Better to be at the sharp end of things. That
way, if death comeshead on, at least it can be clearly perceived and prepared for."”

Therewas no arguing with that.

"I'm not wild about the death part,” Angelasaid, "but Enda’s right about the rest of it. Charlotte then for
about an hour, and as soon as your transfer's done, let's go to ground and sit tight until our drivesfinish
charging, then straight out of here and makefor Aegis.”

It was al they could do at the moment. It would be |ate afternoon in Charlotte when they landed there,
and Gabrid's somach, making its own bid for attention through the tinkling and buzzing going onin
Gabrid's head, growled expressively and said something to him about dinner.

Helet out abreath's worth of amusement and reached into the display to activate comms again, running
onefinger down theralling list of text and lighting on the onefor the port infotrading officer at Charlotte.
"Tabin," he sad, "you have that outgoing manifest for me?"

Therewas apause. "Forward it over to you in amoment, Sunshine,” said amale voice, not Tabin's.

Gabrid sat and drummed hisfingers on the arm of the pilot's couch and let out asigh. That was when the
shadow passed over hismind...

He groped at theimage, got agrip onit, pulled it close and clear. Oh, gods, he thought. Big, bulky, long
and deek, weapon ports opening as it dropped down through the upper layers of atmosphere... He had
seen that shape before, awash in drivespace, heading toward Danwell. There was only one of them this
time, but in the present circumstances, one was no improvement on three or more. One VoidCorp
cruiser was more than enough to make their lives annoying, and it was heading straight for them.

Hethrust his hand into the display again and pulled the fighting field down over him while Enda stared at
him in astonishment. She then caught the tenor of hismind and started to do the same.

"Helm," Gabrid yedled down comms, "weve got company! Get out of herel™
"Wha?' Hdm sad. "Nothing showing on—"



Hefdl slent for an instant and then started to curse.
"Dammit, Gabriel, how'd you see that thing coming?' Angdaydled at him. "Grawl, hurry up!”

"Donttry it!" Gabrid cried. "Youidiots, forget it! It'smethey're after! What are you going to try to do,
fight acruisr?"

"Watch me," Helm said. There was considerable enjoyment in histone of voice. "I have acherry bomb
or soin the hold that I've been waiting for aspecia occasonto use."

"Hdm, no!" Gabrid ydled. "Thisisn't thetime! Think about the people down therein Charlotte. Y oull
toast thewholelot of them!™

Helm swore again. Gabriel wasin swearing mode himsalf, but he could at least try to get away. "Split
up!" heyeled, "Get out of atmosphere and make yoursaves scarce in the system fringes. When your
drives are charged, make starfall, and well see you at the place we agreed!™

Where the Marineswill arrest me, right in my father's back yard, Gabrid thought, feding completely
heartsick as he reached over his shoulder for the controlsfor therail gun. When fighting inthefield he
didn't need the virtud aids any more, but sometimesthey were comforting. In thefield he saw the
gridwork of Charlotte laid down undernesth him at the edge of the horizon, overlaid on the green and red
lines of planet latitude and longitude. Above him, the deek-shaped mass of the VoidCorp cruiser was
coming down fast on system drive, its wegpons hot and ready.

Tracked again! They tracked us again! There was no point in swearing now. It wastoo frustrating. The
only oneswho could afford starfal/starri se detection equipment were the very ones you would typically
be running away from. They haveto have been following us from Algemron, Gabriel thought, or even
Aegis. Theideamadethe hair stand up dl over him. ThisVoidCorp ship had been following them
through those long jumpsinto the darkness, into places where it could have caught Sunshine and the
other two ships, and no one else would ever have been the wiser. Then athought still worse occurred.
They should have been able to catch up with us easily, Gabriel thought. Why didn't they?

He hated uncertainties like that as much asthe certainty presently hanging over their heads. The cruiser
was here now. There was no way to fend it off, certainly no way for the Ohmel government to do
anything. They had no force sufficient to deal with the likes of the great dark over-wesponed monster
that wasfaling toward them.

Then the cdl camethat hewasfearing. " Sunshine" the cool voice said over comms, "ThisisVoidCorp
vessel CL 7119. Land or be destroyed.”

"Not real wild about threets at the moment, VVoidCorp cruiser,” Gabriel growled.

"That hardly matters. If we can't have you, they won't." Of course he knew that "they" meant the
Concord. "With us you stand a chance of staying free. We know you were set up. Let us get you out of
here, and they'll never get their hands onyou."

To hishorror, that struck home. The image of hisfather, bewildered and shamed as his son was arrested
inAegis, very likely tried there... he would never recover fromit. Never. It wasdl too likely that Gabrie
would have another life on his conscience, later if not sooner.

The temptation was consderable.

Gabrid swore.



Helm cut in over the secure channd. "If we keep that thing busy for just afew moments, Gabe, you can
dipby andrunfor it."

Gabrid toyed with theidea, but he couldn't take the chances of the effect it might have on the city.
"Helm," he said, "nicetry, but the present version of 'keeping them busy' involves you and Angelabeing
blown straight to hell while | escape. That's not an option.” Hetook a deep breath. "Enda, give me
control.”

She looked over at him, unnerved again. ™Y ou have control,” she said.

"They're not going to take potshots at Charlotte,” Gabrid said, leaving hisvirtua gun hovering in
fieldspace off to one sdein case he needed it. " The Ngongwes still have some pull—not enough to get
rid of them maybe, but if they're going to take us, there are going to be witnesses." He opened the
frequency to an open channe in the hopes that someone out there might be recording this. "V oidCorp
vessel CL 7119, we are landing. Repesat: we arelanding.”

With that, Gabriel streaked straight at the huge shadow that was faling a them from the sky. He had
entirely too good aview of theterror of it, the gunports open and their conduits glowing, reedy to fire.
Suicide was not in the plan, if it ever had been—not knowing what he knew, not knowing where the
news had to go now if the Verge was to be saved. Gabrid threw Sunshine aside at the last moment and
dropped swiftly toward Charlotte Port.

He understood now the cause of that silence from the port infotrade office. They did have sarfdl/darrise
detectors. They had known that V oidCorp ship was coming. When the cruiser had come out of
drivespace, Charlotte had been warned by VoidCorp not to aert Gabriel in any way to its presence. He
had had alittle warning but not enough.

If I hadn't been resigting this process, Gabriel thought, this rewiring, reprogramming... would | have had
morewarning?

It was athought he hated to entertain, but now he had other problems. If VVoidCorp got hold of him, and
he didn't tell them what he had found, soon enough they would turn to other methods to get what they
wanted. They had not turned from the worlds biggest company into the worlds biggest corporate stellar
nation by being niceto their competitors, and asfar as they were concerned, everybody was VoidCorp's
competitor. They would turn Gabrid's mind inside out and find out everything they needed to know about
the Precursor site on Ohmel and the onein the Algemron system.

Except, sad that slent commentator ingde him, that you do not yet know exactly where that facility
is

Gabrid blinked.

It added, they might find that your mind has much more than it used to. Accessing it in an
unfriendly manner might make them very, very sorry.

There was something odd about that voice at the moment. Gabriel puzzled at it and then redlized what it
was. It was becoming more human.

Change, it said, israrely all one-sided. Physics militates against it. WWhen even observation affects
both observer and observed, how much more will interaction do?

Gabrid swalowed, trying hard to keep from crashing and doing his best to lose the thread of this
conversation. You're the Patterner, he thought.



Yes, and the programmer , the cool voicereplied. While a programis being first run after being
newly rewritten, or while still being rewritten, it behooves the programmer to over see the process.

That's nice of you, hethought. Is there anything you can do about that? In hismind, heindicated the
VoidCorp cruiser now following close behind him.

Here and now, it said, no, but you have little to fear from them.
Gresat, Gabrid thought. On my own again.

The port swelled below them. Gabriel wastaking aim for hisusua spot and wondering whether it would
be possible to make arun into the city from there. But no, that might start them shooting at the place. No
point in thet.

"Not near the buildings, Sunshine" said the voice from the VoidCorp cruiser. "Out in mid field. It
wouldn't be agood ideato try anything sudden.”

They'rein arush, it occurred to him. Why arethey inarush?

In the back of Gabriel's mind, the chiming was briefly becoming noisy again. Can you hold that down a
little back there? Gabrid thought in some annoyance, not knowing whether it would make any
difference. The"program” was running & its own speed and with its own imperatives. Thingswere
knitting together, reshaping themsalves. ..

As he dropped toward the landing spot in the middle of the field, suddenly one particular set of
connections completed themselves, and Gabrid shivered al over and groaned, " Uh—!" with the force of
it. Endalooked at him in concern, ready to take control if she needed to. Gabrid throttled back and
settled Sunshine toward the spotty, cracked tarmac, trying to keep hisvision straight over the one that
was now overlayingit.

The shadow, the second shadow falling over him and the third in company with it, shapes both
desperately feared and very welcome, dropping toward the planet in ahurry.

"Take over!" he whispered to Enda as he struggled with his swirling vision and the twinkling cacophony in
thismind. "1 need amoment. Stal them, Endal Don't let them hurt us, but gl every way you can!™

The VoidCorp ship waslanding afew hundred meters from them, settling its vast bulk down. Dust flew in
al directionsasit did, and the sky around the port, normaly buzzing with amodicum of light air transport,
suddenly became very quiet. A moment's pause, and then a couple of small armed shuttles came out of a
bay near the cruiser's rear and flew toward Sunshine.

Off behind them, Gabridl could seein thefighting field where Longshot and Lalique were coming down
fairly closeto Sunshine.

"Helm," Gabrid said over closed comms, "if you ever saw sense before, seeit now. Don't come out!”
"If you think I'm going to let them—"

Gabrid closed hiseyes and felt the shadow dropping lower. "They're not," he said. "Someone e se will,
though. Don't overreact, Helm. That's the big danger in this particular game.”

The two VoidCorp shuttles landed close to Sunshine. About thirty heavily armed men poured out of
them, surrounding her.



"Sunshine," said another voice over comms, "open up right now and come out, unarmed, with your
hands up.”

Gabrid got up, looking a Enda. Hisvision seemed to have alight, hazy pulseto it, but at least theworld
had stopped spinning.

"Gabrid," Endasaid, "if you go with them, you know they will kill you sooner or later. Probably sooner.”
"They'll try," he said, "but Enda, we've got to play thisout for the moment. Trust me.”

She st very 4ill for amoment, regarding him with those luminous blue eyes. " Of course | will gofirgt,”
shesad findly, then unstrapped herself and went over to the lift column. She touched the cycling control
to unlimber it from inflight status and enableit for ground use, then reached for her bresther gear, hanging
nearby. The door in front of her dipped open. "What are you planning?" she asked.

Gabrid shook his head.
"Then | will wait for you," she said, and the door closed.

The lift went down. Gabrid put on hisown bresather gear, then stood there with his eyes closed, his hands
againg thelift column, just breathing, feding the tickle-tickle-tickle going on in the back of his head.

Hurry up, he thought. There was so much more at stake now that he waswilling to let the question of his
humanity go by the boards. There are more important things.

Assuming thet | get out of thisdive,

Through his hands he felt thelift dip into locked position down at the bottom of the column, felt the
column shiver dightly as the door did open down there. He could faintly hear voices as Endawas taken,
asarmored men got in and closed the door. There came the faint rumble of thelift starting back up again.

He clenched his hand around the stone and saw the image more clearly than ever. The shadowswere
down in the atmosphere now and coming closer. Only aminute or so.

Thelift door opened, and the armored men spilled into Sunshine, saw Gabrid, and grabbed him. Two of
them hustled him immediatdly into thelift. The others went down the corridor to seeif anyone esewas
ingde

Gabrid stood silent, looking at the faceless, helmeted, armor-shelled men who were squeezed into the lift
with him. Oneway or another, he knew thiswas the end of hisfreetime. From now well into the
foreseeable future, he would be a prisoner of one kind or another. At the same time, those shadows
dropped closer, blocking out the sun for amoment.

The door opened. The cold hit his exposed skin like ahammer, and his ears popped painfully ashe was
suddenly exposed to the low pressure of the atmosphere.

The soldiershustled him out... and paused.

Eveninthethin air, the sound of klaxons and darmswas noisy. Over everything, between them and the
lazy orange-red light of Coulomb, agreat shadow fell, burying them in darkness. Then came amoment of
light and another shadow, this one bigger and lower. The VVoidCorp troops stood and stared above them
as the two Concord cruisers dropped low. One of them held station, hovering. The other landed
between Sunshine and the VVoidCorp vessd.

That moment was al Gabriel needed. He sagged asif he was fainting and reached into hiswaist pocket



ashedid so. Thetrooper on hisright looked down at him in shock and mild annoyance. Gabrid didn't
even bother to pull the pistol out from his pocket. He grabbed the handle, aimed the barrel in the
direction of the guard, and squeezed. Therewas aloud pop, asmoldering hole appeared in Gabrid's
pocket, and the guard took the round from Gabrie'slittle gun right in the faceplate. As Gabrie pulled
away, the other trooper who had been holding him whirled and aimed his own wegpon, but Gabriel was
dready rolling under Sunshine's skids and away to the far side of her. Over on that side, a Concord
shuttle was landing, and before it was even down, Marines were spilling out of it.

Running asfast as he could, Gabriel fired afew shots under Sunshine's belly—more to discourage
pursuit than in an attempt to harm anyone.

The Marines grabbed Gabrid roughly as he plowed into them, but he found it impossible to care. One
armored soldier, whom Gabrid thought might have been awoman, disarmed him and led him toward the
shuttle as her comrades took up adefensive position around the shuttle. As he was pulled into the shuttle,
he saw another group of Marinesfrom another shuttle storming toward Sunshine.

It's over, he thought. The limited freedom he had enjoyed these past several months was now gone.
Once again, hislife was about to change irrevocably. Well, then, he thought, let it begin.

The femae Marine—whom Gabriel now saw as a sergeant by the inggnia on her armor—and two other
guards hustled him into the shuttle.

"Glad to seeyou," he said. He waited for what he knew would follow, and he didn't have to wait long.

The sergeant grabbed both hiswrists and roughly snapped on apair of sturdy handcuffs. "Gabrie
Connor, | hereby arrest you on charges of murder, criminal mandaughter, sabotage, terrorist acts. .."

Gabrid tuned her out asthelist continued. He would hear it all again soon enough, probably in
excruciating detail. After the sergeant finished reiterating his rights, she secured Gabriel onto arough
metal bench and ordered him to St tight. The sergeant departed, but the guards sat down across from
Gabriel. They held their wegpons with casua confidence and said nothing.

The shuttle door did shut behind the sergeant. Moments later, Gabrid fdt the familiar tremor asthe
shuttle lifted off the ground.

It was a matter of some moments before the field was secured again. Gabriel could not hear the comms
conversations that he knew were going on, but in this particular case he knew what the gist of them
would be. Two Concord cruisers outgunned the one VoidCorp vessel. VVoidCorp would withdraw,
though withiill grace. If they did ever catch him again...

At the moment, the odds of that seemed small, since there were so many other thingsthat werelikely to
happen first. Gabriel sghed.

Enda?Hewhispered tremuloudy in hismind.
A pause. | amall right. | amwith the Marines.
You acted fast, he said.

When the univer se sends one such a splendid distraction, she sad, it is a shame not to useit, but
you anticipated that, did you not?

| had a hint. | wasn't sure, but I'mglad it paid off.



You must let me know in future, came the reply, when you have such hints. They will lower my
blood pressure somewhat. There was atouch of asperity there, and Gabrid laughed. It sounded much
more likethe norma Enda. The Marines took Sunshine, Gabriel. | saw most of it from the shuttle. |
fear we may have a mess to clean up when we go home.

I'll look forward to it, hereplied. We're landing now. See you shortly... | hope.
Be very careful, Gabridl.

A few moments later someone opened the door and stuck in agun barrel so broad that Gabrid thought
he might have been ableto wear it asahat.

"Nice Aggie" Gabrid sad.

There was dways something reassuring about aflechette gun, though at the moment, pointing the way it
was, hewould have preferred reassurance that it wasn't going to go off.

"Yeah," the man holding it muttered. "Come on, bud. Out. Now."

He went out the narrow centra aide of the shuttle, past other armed Marines and down the Sde stairs
into the ship's shuttle bay. Elsewherein the bay, other shuttles were landing and decanting more Marines.
Gabriel had half-hoped that coming aboard a Star Force cruiser would fed like a sort of
homecoming—albeit arather dreaded one—but strangely enough, it didn't. He felt like an unwanted
trespasser, and the Marines and Star Force personnel surrounding him did nothing to disabuse him of that
notion.

Gabrid stood till, unwilling to make any many sudden moves that might annoy the numerous Marines
standing around with their wegpons trained on him. Some of them ahead parted to the left and right in
order to let someone come through. Two uniformed figures gpproached.

Gabrid stood there and gave each of them asmall bow asthey stopped a couple of meters avay.
"Captain Dareyev,” hesaid, "and... it's Commander Delonghi now, isn'tit? See, | told you he wouldn't
bevindictive.

The two women glanced at one another then back at Gabrid. Elinke, he thought. That ice-hard blonde
hand someness of hers had not changed in the dightest in the past few years. It had occurred to Gabriel
more than one that Elinke Dareyev was one of those women who would wear her agelightly well into her
one-gxties or -seventies and then it would all come crashing down on her with no warning, leaving her
merdly distinguished instead of beautiful. Therewas no point in thinking of her like that any more though.
Any friendship wasal over between them.

Deonghi, with that dark hair of hers and those big brown eyes, looked less happy to see him than
Dareyev did.

"I'm alittle surprised to see you two working together,” Gabrid said.

"It becametimeto share data,” Delonghi answered. " Things have been going on that require cooperation
between our forces." She gave him alook.

He gaveit right back to her in spades, for he knew that she knew about the Externds. "Cooperation is
important,” Gabrid said. "More so now than usud, so listen to me, because thisisvital. We have to get
to Algemron.”

"After theway you left recently," Dareyev sad, "1 would hardly have thought it was a priority."



Gabrid swallowed and said, "Y es, well, that can't be helped right now, but we have to go back. I'm sure
you'll ingst on taking metherein custody. That'sjust fine, but let's get on withit."

"Y ou might give measensefirst of why | should listen to anything you haveto say," Elinke said. "Y ou've
aready betrayed every thing you should have stood for, and Star Force is not in the habit of letting her
prisoners dictate ships destinations.”

"I'm sureit looks that way to you," Gabrid said, "but let's go see Lorand Kharls. Hell explain oncel tell
him what | know."

"Y ou're not going to see anything but theinside of acell for awhile." She motioned to Gabrid's guards.
"Hand him over to security, then accompany themto hiscell.”

Elinke began to turn away astwo of his guards grabbed his forearms and began pushing him forward.
Gabrid shrugged them off fiercdly.

"Elinke! Elinke, you'vegot to lisento—"

"Quiet, you!" The guards grabbed him, morefiercely thistime. They began to drag him to anearby
corridor.

Elinke and Delonghi disappeared into apack of officers and technicians who were quickly rushing off
toward another corridor—probably to finish dedling with the small matter of the VVoidCorp ship. The
captain had aready turned her attention el sewhere, shutting Gabriel out of her world for the time being.
Gabrid struggled, but the Marines were prepared thistime, and he couldn't break free.

"Captain!" he shouted above the din of adocking shuttle. "Captain, you've got to listen to me!" One of
the guards jabbed the butt of hisrifleinto Gabrie'skidney. His knees collapsed, and he would havefdlen
had the guards not held him so tightly. "Elinke! Cdl Kharld Tel Kharlswe haveto get to Algemron!
Hinke"

Chapter Fourteen

Gabriel wastaken to atemporary holding cdll lit by harsh celling lights that gave no warmth. Thetiny
room, no more than two meters square, had a.cold metal bench set into thewall acrossfrom alarge
window that looked out onto the main cell block. He sat down and was about to try contacting Enda
again when Captain Dareyev appeared before the window. He couldn't be sure under the harsh light of
the cell, but he thought he could see the silhouette of someone else afew paces behind her.

"AH right, Connor,” Dareyev said tersaly, "you have two minutesto say your piece. Out withit.”

It dl came out in arush: the stone, Ohmd, the rockdide, the Glassmaker site, the arachnons, the
Patterner. Gabrid |eft out the more intimate details, but he must have told it al insde of two minutes
because the captain stood motionless, not saying aword, but listening intently. When he had finished, she
sad nothing, just stood therelooking at him.

At alossfor words but desperate to convince her, he asked, "Did you tell Kharls I'm here?’

Sheignored the question and smply said, "How did V oidCorp know where to find you?"'



He was taken aback by the sudden change of subject, but it was something that had been on Gabriel's
mind aswell. He thought of that inner voice saying, The stone... There are forms of broadcast
emission with which you are not familiar.

"Wdl?'
"I don't know," he answered truthfully. "If | did, don't you think | would have done my best to stop it?"

"That," Dareyev replied through atight smile, "1 don't know. | know you're atraitor to the Concord, but
exactly whereyour loydtieslie, I'm ill not sure. You tdl me.”

"Youthink I'm VoidCorp!" Gabrid was genuindy shocked, but he pushed hisrisng anger down. He
didn't havetimefor this. "I am not VoidCorp, nor have | ever been. Would they have chased me across
half the Verge, forced my ship down, and grabbed me with armed soldiersif | was one of them? If you
can't believethat, if you won't even listen to me, then call Lorand Kharls. Please. Y ou have no idea
how important thisis.”

"Y ou're not going to see anyone without my approva,” Dareyev replied, “though it isamusing that you
should ask for him, since he's been in the neighborhood recently.”

"l should think so0," Gabrid said. " Schmetterling's been his base for awhile now."
"He's not aboard,” she said. "It seems your information is outdated. HeE's at Algemron.”

Gabrid blinked. A chill went over him, for he had long since had the sense that L orand Kharls did not
often go to planets unless they werelliterdly or figuratively ready to blow up.

"It redly is heating up over there, then," he said.

"The other Concord Administrator there called him in for emergency consultations,” Dareyev replied.
"They've got their heads together now, but they're both sure that another Galvinite offensve is about to
gart, and not just somelittle skirmish—another big one. Were going to bein the middle of awar unless
something can be doneto stop it.”

"Offengves,” Gabrid said. "Y ou have no idea how offensive things are about to get, and they have
nothing to do with it. Elinke, please—"

She gave him acold look.

"Captain." Gabrid corrected himsdf. "They're coming. More trouble than you've ever seenin one
place”

"Whoiscoming?'

Gabrid glanced around and dropped hisvoice. "Do you know what kind of—" He stopped himself.
Hundreds of hours, the Patterner had said. There was no timefor this. "'Please, we've got to get to
Algemron!"

Shelooked a him. Her voice took on aquiet coolness. "What exactly were you doing on Galvin,
Connor?'

Gabrid clutched his head and moaned. "I went there to shop, but someone e se was shopping, too—for
me. | found Jacob Ricd there, Captain.”

She gtared at him. "He's dead ™



"A coupleof himare," Gabriel said, "but the one you think was dead didn't die until afew weeks ago.
Unfortunately he died without making aconfesson in front of anyone but me."

Elinke amiled dightly. ""Convenient, that.”

The fury flared up in Gabriel. He took a couple of stepstoward the window until he was centimeters
from thethick glassand said, very softly, "I amtired of being thought aliar when I'm not lying and a
traitor when I've never been one. Some of that at least will come out at thetria, but if you don't get me
back to Algemron now, there will never be atria, and your sorry little vendettais going to be swallowed
up in the destruction of dl human lifeinthe Verge! Y ou are going to be up to your chest rivetsin the
biggest war you ever saw, and everything you have—every weapon, every ship—is going to be worth no
more than abucket of warm spit against what's coming for you. You areal going to die. We aredl going
to die, unlessyou get moving now!"

A brief slence. "Without proof,” Dareyev said after amoment, "dl your ranting isgoing to get you
nowhere"

"Proof," Gabrid said. "Damnit, Elinke! What kind of proof will you accept?' She started to object to his
use of her name again, but he dammed theflat of his hand againg the glass, slencing her. "In afew days
you'll have dl the proof you need when everyone and everything in Algemron is nothing but asmoking
run!"

Shaking her head in quiet exasperation, Dareyev started to turn away. Gabriel was about to scream at
her again when the dark silhouette behind her stepped forward into the light.

"A moment, Captain.” It was Aleen Delonghi. Elinke stopped and faced Gabriel again, but she stepped
no closer.

"What are you doing here?' Gabridl asked.

"Haven't we adready been over this?' Delonghi replied. "For the time being, Captain Dareyev and | are
working together. Now you can answer my questions, or we can both leave and you can await your
permanent cdl.”

Still furious but left with no other choice, Gabrid sat down again.
"What were you doing on Ohme?"
"| dready answered that when you camein.”

"Indeed," she amiled. He could tdl she was enjoying this, and it only made him morefurious. "Y ou sad
that you were 'led’ there by your little rock. This'Pattern’ creature—"

"Patterner," he corrected her.

"Patterner," she emphasized with agracious nod, "told you that asmilar facility exists somewherein the
Algemron system, and only you can activateit. Isthat correct?'

"Yes"
"That's absurd.”

Gabrid clenched hisjaw. He had hoped to be able to convince Elinke. As stubborn and narrow-minded
as she could be, shewas gtill no foal, but Delonghi was prolonging thisjust for the sheer joy of it. | should



have shot her on Danwell when | had the chance, Gabriel thought bitterly. Kharlswould have probably
even thanked me.

"However," Deonghi broke hisreverie, "we gill have agood many hours until our drives are charged,
and if there isindeed a newly-discovered Precursor site on Ohmel, we would do well to have alook
before the Ngongwes svarm into it."

"Y ou're suggesting that we actudly go seethissite?"
Dareyev said. She seemed as genuindy stunned as Gabrid was. Y ou actudly believe him?"

"l believe that there may indeed be a Glassmaker site down there," Delonghi said. "Whether or not the
rest of histaleistrue remainsto be seen, but it wouldn't hurt to find out. Would it, Captain Dareyev? It
would give usthe proof we need—or lack thereof. If by some chance what he says is true, we would be
foolstoignoreit.”

Therewas along, painful sllence asthe two women faced each other.
"Very wel." Dareyev findly conceded. "I'll have the Site secured. It shouldn't take long.”

Sheturned to go, but Delonghi stopped her. "Captain, | suggest that you go and that you take Connor
withyou. If what he saysistrue, you will certainly need him to accessthe facility and escort you safely
through. | would go mysdlf, but with this VoidCorp business so recently settled, | have other dutieswhich
| must attend to immediatdy.”

"Asyou wish." Dareyev nodded. She seemed resigned but was still obviously unhappy about the whole
thing.

Delonghi walked away, leaving Gabrid'sfield of vison. When shewas out of earshot, the captain
gpproached hiscell again.

"I'm doing thisin the dim chance that you might be right, Connor, but don't think for amoment that you
can use this as a chance to escape. We're going down with Marineswho won't hesitate to decorate that
stewith your insides, and I'll seeto it that Schmetterling keeps a close eye on things, so watch your

step.
Before he could think of areply, Elinke Dareyev turned and was gone.

* %k x % %

Even though no other incoming ships were showing on their sarfdl/sarrise indicators, Darwin,
Schmetterling's Sster-ship, stayed on watch afew million kilometers beyond Ohmel. Meanwhile,
Schmetterling dropped into alow orbit above Ohmel so that they could keep a close eye on the
goings-on below and be ready to offer any assistance. A scarce haf-hour after the VoidCorp ship
departed the system, Schmetterling's bay doors opened and disgorged alarge troop transport. The
bulky gray craft quickly burned through the atmosphere and landed with greet delicacy some
haf-kilometer from alarge canyon, where it was now early evening. A few minutes later, Gabrid,
Captain Dareyev, and an assortment of armed guards were standing outside the glasdike surface of the
canyon wall. Gabriel held back, watching the Marines and Elinke touch it, walk up and down it, and peer
through it. It lay before them flat, shining, and unmoving in the darkness.

Gabrid waked up to it with the stonein his hand. He didn't even have to do anything. Thewall drew
openfor him, and heled theminsde.



"Don't shoot at anything," he warned the guards. "The arachnonsin here may not al be controlled.”

The armored soldierslooked at each other. Elinke nodded to them then went after Gabridl down the
shining corridor.

They saw no one ese until they cameinto the second cavern, the great one, the museum of pillarsand
dabsof crystd. Gabriel was seeing this place rather differently now, asakind of imaging facility, aroom
full of windows. Right now, to him, the windowswere all clear. He had seen what he needed to see for
the moment.

At the place where the cavern narrowed before heading into the main computing facility, the arachnons
were waiting for them. They stood there, dl those oblique, cool eyestrained on the Marines, ther
mandibles working thoughtfully. The Marinesfingered their weapons and were thoughtful right back.

"Don't," Gabrid said. "Redlly. | don't know if | could stop them." He headed toward the arachnons, and
they made way for him to pass.

Carefully Elinke came behind him, glancing around the passageway. The Marines came after, looking as
uneasy astheir captain was refusing to.

Theinner cavern wasfull of light, glittering and streeking aong the lines of the vast webwork.
"Patterner?’ Gabriel said softly. Hisvoicefell strangely silent into the chamber. No echoes.
Elinke unholstered her wesgpon.

"Dont," Gabrid said. "Please, Captain."

Already, after hislast brush with the Patterner in mind, he was getting a clearer sense of what this place
could do. It was not primarily awegponsfacility, but there were things here that could be put to terrible
usesif the right (or wrong) people got their hands on them. Because of this, the Patterner was prepared
to do everything it could in order to prevent that.

"They know I'm friendly to them." Gabrid grinned. "They don't know about you."

"Y ou seem to befriendly with dl kinds of people,” Elinke said, glancing around her. "Amazing you
haven't got more of them killed.”

Gabrie breathed out in guilt and annoyance.

The webwork shivered alittle, and the Patterner stepped out through the glimmer and sheen of it. Elinke's
pistol sngpped up, training onit.

"Why areyou still here?' the Petterner said, looking from Gabrid to Elinke. "The danger isgrest. | have
explained thisto you."

"Thislady,” Gabrid said to the Petterner, "will be taking me back to the other facility, but first she wanted
to be convinced of why she should do it.”

"Utmost necessity,” said the Patterner, and silently it added, The program implementation continues
smoothly?

Gabrid wasn't sureif "smooth" was the word he would have chosen. | am suffering no ill effects, he
sad. Sofar.



"l am under no obligation to make explanationsto you," the Patterner told Elinke, who had dowly
lowered her sdearm. "This being has been expected for sometime." Elinke looked at Gabrid very
drangely. "His presence is necessary for the implementation of the main facility.”

"That'sat Algemron,” Gabrid sad.

"The Externals, whom | see you know, have been aerted to his status and will attempt to obtain him and
use him to accessthat facility," said the Patterner. "This must be prevented.”

At the mention of the Externds, Gabriel saw Elinke's eyeswiden dightly.
"Delonghi mentioned them, did she?' Gabriel said. "Or maybe Kharls? Wdll, it took long enough.”
"What do you mean he had been 'expected for sometime'?' Elinke asked.

The Petterner looked at her. "The assessment object, which was prepared for him aone and which he
carries, hasbeenin circulation for approximately atenth of agalactic rotation. It was known that abeing
of the correct structure and qudifications would eventudly manifest itsdf. Thisisthe being.”

Elinke stared at him. "Are you trying to tell methat you've been waiting for Gabriel Connor for—what?
Five thousand years?'

"Fifty thousand,” the Patterner replied.

"It wasn't me specificaly that they werewaiting for," Gabriel said. "'l think | just sort of won the lottery.”
Even ashe said it, hewas not entirely sure that the Patterner hadn't meant exactly what it said.

Elinke closed her mouth and looked around. "1 don't seewhy | shouldn't believe you're making al this
up.”

The Patterner looked a her in complete bemusement, then, rather coadlly, it said, Do you mean
‘falsehood? That is an invention of the younger races.

Elinke flushed.

"Ligten," Gabrid said. "Thisisobvioudy aPrecursor fecility, Captain. This'—he pointed at the
Patterner—"isamember of a species engineered by the Glassmakers—or the Precursors—but it'salittle
late to fight over terminology. These people arein the literature. Explorers have run into them before and
have been grestly assisted by them or grestly killed, depending on their behavior. | know you know all
about it. Now hereyou arein the middle of a Patterner's interface, and you have the bald-faced gall to
tell something ten million yearsold—"

"Fifty million,” the Petterner interrupted.

"—Fifty million yearsold that you think maybeit'slying? Just to get me off some kind of hook?' He
could read it in her clearly. In fact, the clarity of the notion shocked him.

Elinke flushed harder.

"Look," Gabrid said. "The proof isal around you. Now | tell you, asthis good creature hastold you,
that the Externas are coming. It'sgoing to belike it was at Danwell, but worse—much, much worse
because we don't have the kind of weaponry that we had there... yet. If you don't want to be up to your
nogtrilsin kroath and gods know what else, we need to get to Algemron.”

Elinke |ooked at the Patterner.



"] would advise this course of action," it said.

After abrief slence, Elinke nodded. "All right. My people will have been questioning your friends, and
unless they've found some evidence of wrongdoing on their part, there's no need for usto hold them.
After you've said your good-byes to them, they can go about their business... and then we have a
journey to make."

"Oh, no." Gabrid said. "They go, too, or | don't go."
Dareyev glared a him and said, "Y ou don't have alot of choicein the matter.”
"l have more than you think," Gabrid said.

Even now he could fed the dow strength swelling up insde this place, reacting to the greater thresat that
was coming. He had been drawn into synch with thisfacility so that the strength of the link between him
and it could be tested and evaluated for the needed links of the next facility, the one at Algemron. Now it
occurred to Gabrid that the link went both ways.

Patterner, he said slently, perhaps you might do me a favor ?
The Patterner listened to the suggestion. That can be implemented.
Then please do.

"Captain,” Gabrid said, "you had better call your ship.”

What?"

"Cdl Schmetterling,” Gabrid said, "if you'd be so kind."

Shelooked at him asif he was out of his head. Then she reached down to her belt and undipped the
commsunit. " Schmetterling. Ops officer.”

"Captain,” the voice said urgently, "weve been trying to raise you. You'rein ablackout area.”
"Not at the moment," Dareyev said. "What's the Situation?"

"Wevejud logt ship'slighting.”

She blinked. "What do you mean?"

"The lights are out. Also, the engines are down, though they shouldn't be. Their sysemsand dl the others
check out fine. Thereis no fault that we can find, but they are till inoperative. We can't budge.”

Elinke shook her head and then saw the look on Gabrid'sface.
"Stand by," she said and killed the audio.
"Y our ship isnot going anywhere," Gabriel sad, "until you agreeto this"

The Marines|ooked decidedly nervous. They had the discipline to remain perfectly ill, but every one of
them was looking at the captain for direction.

"You can't be doing thigl"
Gabriel sghed and sat down with his back againgt aglass pillar, while from its shrouding of webwork the



Petterner watched. "Tell me when you would like meto turn it back on.”
"You areso full of—"

Gabriel sat there quietly in communication with the Patterner, mentaly looking to see what it was doing
with the power management field that underlay and affected the whole canyon area, and incidentally,
Schmetterling. Then he said sllently, Here, let me do something.

Captain Dareyev's comm unit chirped. Shepulled it out. "Y es?’

"Mdam," said her comms officer, sounding rather confused. "Now ship'slights are blinking on and off."
"Well, find out why they—"

"They'reblinking in code, maam."

"What?"

"They're blinking the code pattern for the letters G and C. Repesting: G, C... G, C..."

Elinke turned to stare at Gabriel. Then, very softly, shesaid, "Y ou dways did have atendency torubitin
when you were right about something. One of your more unlikegble traits."

"Werewadting time," Gabrid said as he stood up again. "Every minute you make me St here waiting for
you to get sensbleisaminutelost in the defense of the Verge. Potentialy the best part of that defenseis
waking up right now, waiting for me to show up and tell it what to do. If anyone else getsnear it, | cant
vouch for what will happen next. The place hasits own safeguards, and until | enable alevel of response
that'salittle moreflexible, it could do almost anything if approached by the wrong people.”

"All thisisgoing to happenif you don't get there?' she said. "Gabriel Connor, acouple of years ago, you
were just another Marine, and then you turned traitor. Now you think you're the center of the
universe—"

"Very occasondly,” the Patterner interrupted, "someone who thinks that isright, whether it suitsthose
around him or not."

Therewas aslence at that. Elinke looked from the Patterner to Gabrid.

"I canwait," he said, "but when we get to Algemron and find the system in flames, it won't take long for
the word to get out as to whose action—or inaction—caused it to fal. Y ou think my court-martid's
going to be an event? | wish | could get the concession to sdll theticketsto yours... except that well all
be dead by then, and hdf the Verge will be amemory, which sort of cutsin on the number of spectators.”

Shelooked at Gabrid, then let out along breath. "All right,” she said. "Y our friendswill ride inboard
where| can keep an eye on them. | don't want them gitting outside Schmetterling in their ships, making
who-knows-what mischief.”

"I'm sure they'll find that entirely satisfactory,” Gabriel sad.

Elinke's comms unit cheeped again. "Maam," said the comms officer, "it's stopped. We have the lights
back, and they're behaving normally.”

"Theengines?'

There was amoment's pause, then, "All systems are functioning normaly, Captain.”



"Good. Securethe ship,” Elinketold the officer. "Well 'be leaving immediately upon recharge’—along
pause—"for Algemron.”

"Thank you." Gabrid sghed.

"Let'sgo." She nodded to the Patterner. "A pleasure to meet you," she said, for dl theworld asif she had
been invited along to teaand was now returning home. Then she turned and marched out, gesturing to a
couple of the Marinesto bring Gabriel adong.

Hewent in the middle of the group, trying not to let hisamusement show. | wish this had occurred to
me an hour ago, Gabridl said slently to the Patterner. It would have been fun pulling all the power
out of that VoidCorp cruiser and watching it crash.

You would have been out of range, the Patterner said. This facility is not made for long-range
operations.

And the other one?
It isthe chief long-range facility, the Patterner answered.

That was useful information, but it scared Gabrid even more. It was imperative to get there before
VoidCorp found out it was operationd.... or the Galvinites, or the Alitarins...

Then there was the problem of the Externals, who knew the place was operationd.
| do not fully understand the reason for your desired intervention, however , the Petterner said.
| was bluffing, Gabriel replied.

The Peatterner understood the term from Gabrid'smind. | do not under stand the mechanism by which
it works, the Patterner said. The captain acted as if under compulsion.

She believed, Gabrid said, that what lias happened once will happen again.
An unusual religion, the Patterner said.

We call it logic, Gabrid said. It doesn't always work, but | wasn't going to tell her that. | wanted
her to do something, and now she's doing it. We're getting to where we need to be.

Bluffing, the Patterner said, musing over theimplications. Exploring this phenomenon might be useful .

After thisisall over, Gabrid said, we'll sit down and play poker with Helm. You'll get more than
enough exploration out of that.

Assuming weliveto do it, he thought as he went out with the Marinesto rgjoin Schmetterling.

* k k k %

The crews of Sunshine, Longshot, and Lalique were reunited insgde Schmetterling after the ship
finished her recharge and made starfall. After searching them and removing al their wegpons, the Marines
had treated Gabrid's friends with al courtesy, giving them comfortable if cramped quarters on adeck
that had rooms set aside for vigitors.

Gabriel, being aprisoner, had acell in the brig, which, being on ship, was no more luxurious than his cell
on Phorcys had been. There was asmall snug meeting area down at the bottom of the cellblock, just the



other side of (he main Marine security post that guarded the cells. The others could come and see him
there a medtime.

Quite soon after hisingdlation in his new cell, Gabriel was brought down to the meeting areawhere he
hed avigtation from aMarinelega officer who came to see him. He was accompanied by arecording
officer, dso aMarine. Shortly thereafter, an expressionless Elinke Dareyev joined them.

The legd officer read out Gabrid's arrest warrant. It went on for some pages, and finally the man asked,
"How do you plead?’

"Not guilty,” Gabrid replied.
Elinke looked away.

"So entered,” said the legdl officer. "Counsel will be appointed for you when we reach Algemron, and the
case will go forward before the Concord Administrator at his earliest convenience.”

Thelegd officer and hisassstant got up and left.
Gabrid turned to Elinke and said softly, "He had better hurry, Captain. Timeis going to be very short.”

Shelooked at Gabrid coolly and said, "I had thought that you might have taken this quiet time to reassess
your position.”

He wanted very much to laugh, but it would have been counterproductive. " About what happened on
Falada? Captain, | know what happened there. | think you know more about it than you've been letting
on, too, but I am in no position to pressyou on that. Nor do | intend to say anything or do anything that
might harm the progress of thetridl. | intend to clear mysdlf, though at the moment my optionsin that
regard seem very limited." Helooked up at her. "The status of testimony and evidence telepathicaly
acquired isavery fuzzy area. We may wind up redefining it somewhat."

She raised her eyebrows, an unconcerned look. It did not fool Gabriel. He felt her unease.

And there's an idea, he thought. There wasthe way he had "pressed” on Ricel before he died. He had
been in no position to resist that. She would not be, ether. It would finaly lay to rest the question of
whether or not she had she lied about Ricel's association with Concord Intel, and if she had, why had she
lied?

Elinke had been hisfriend. He ressted the idea of doing; anything like that to her—for the moment
anyway. But when it comesdown toit, when it lookslike the caseis going to go against me at last, will |
gill be so noble?

The other question came up at the back of hismind. Will | even care then? The reprogramming will surely
be finished then. What will | be? How will | fed?

He shook his head and said, "Captain, please. Let's put the question of thetria aside for the moment.
There are more important issues. The Externds..."

Elinke leaned back on the couch, looking at her folded hands. "When my Intel contact first told me about
them,” she said dowly, "I thought it was some new didtillation of the paranoid rumorsthat you aways get
out hereinthe Verge. Y ou would have heard them as often as anyone €l se aboard ship. Conspiracy
theories, secret plots and threats. .. there's something about this part of space that breeds them in people.
Whispering campaigns, crazy idess, or so | would have thought.”



Gabrid nodded. "After Delonghi told you what the Concord knew about some of the dien attacks—the
kroath, for example—you found it difficult to believe, and Lorand Kharlscaled you in."

Shelooked at him strangely. Gabriel let her, for he had caught aglimpsein her mind of it happening
exactly that way. "Yes" shesad. "Hewas persuasive.”

"He showed you the pictures.”
Shelooked a him more strangely lill.

"Someone had to get some eventuadly," Gabrid said. "Kroath and other things. Isthere any record of a
kind of communa telepathic worm colony that livesingde people?’

"Tein?' Elinke said, sounding unessy.

"Isthat what they're called? Teln, yes. Wdll, there are teln on Bluefal and on Algemron.” Gabrid shied
away somewhat from the memory—the stroking, writhing warmth, the quiet subversion of amind from
the insde, the incessant pressure on the vulnerable human will until it grew into anew shape that better
suited that pressure, bent toit, served it. "I met one of them up close acouple of timesthere—if it's
actualy possibleto meet one of them.”

Elinke's ook was shadowed.

"There are alot more of them, aren't there?' Gabrid said. "Not that thisis something that would be
widely advertised."

"The expertsthink so," Elinke said after amoment. " There have only been afew tangles actudly found.
It'sthe usud theory, though. For every one you find in asituation like this, expect ahundred.”

"More like athousand,” Gabriel said. "The people of Algemron hate each other so that it's possibleto
believe any amount of irrationa behavior from them. It'saterrific hiding place for what's actualy
underneath.” ; "If you're trying to suggest that the whole war between Galvin and Alitar was caused by
theten..."

"Oh, no," Gabrid said, "but it'sagreat place to take cover while you're working on something else.
When the others arrive in the system, the teln will be idedlly placed to cause the maximum amount of
trouble and confusion among the humans in whom they're emplaced.”

Elinke frowned. "Do you have any better fix on ‘when they arrive?'

Gabrie shook his head. "The Petterner'simplication was that they were no more than afew sarfdls
avay."

The captain got up and started to pace. " That's another problem," she announced. "1 wish we had had
one more ship with usat Coulomb. | was unwilling to leave Darwin aone there to cope with whatever
might happen in another hundred and twenty-one hours.”

"For the moment,” Gabrid said, "no one's going to be able to get in there without me. The Patterner will
seeto that, but the place shouldn't be left unguarded for long, for the sake of the people living on Ohme.
As soon aswe get to Algemron, ships should be detailed to go there and set up some kind of constant
presence. I'll work out arrangements with the Patterner to let the researchersinsde and so forth. The
Ngongwe family may not like the presence of Concord, but considering the status of the facility—and the
threat from the Externas, who'll want to get in there too if possible—they're going to have to ded with
theincreased attention the best they can.”



Gabrid leaned back and rubbed his eyes. Assuming he lived through the next couple of weeks, there was
gtill going to be alot of work to do.

Elinke watched him quietly. After amoment, shesaid, "Why vow?"'

Gabrid shook his head again and said, "'l was standing in the right place at the right time, and someone
gave methis." He reached into his pocket and came up with the stone. It was now tightly held within the
lattice of Precursor glass, and its glow was muted. "Just as | was once standing in the wrong place at the
wrong time, and Jacob Ricel handed me achip.”

Gabriel didn't look at her. Hejust closed his eyes and waited to see what would happen.

A flurry of images went by, al with a strange cast to them. He had not yet before looked very far into
Elinkes mind. Gabriel wobbled alittle as helooked at himsdf from Falada's bridge, sanding thererigid
with fear and confusion, young and scared. Theimage was so tinged with fury and grief that therigidity
looked like anger, like some cold hostility held carefully in check. He saw himself again through Elinke's
eyes, that fury gone cold during thetrid as her voice said, Jacob Ricel is not known to measa
Concord intelligence operative.

In the next heartbest, the back of her mind said, perfectly audibly, But asa VoidCorp Intelligence
operative... yes.

Gabridl's eyes snapped open.

What anasty way, he thought, to tell the truth and still manage to send me away.

You're quite sure? the prosecutor had said.

Quitesure.

They asked her no further questions, because it suited them to leave the matter right there.

One more question could have saved me. .. assuming she would have answered it truthfully, but she
would not have, not then.

The fury had whited everything out for her. Her grief for Lem had madeit dl seem dl right. Later, when
her judgment was cooler, months cooler, she had found hersalf wondering what she should have done,
how she could have handled matters better.

Gabrid opened hiseyes, unwilling to look any further into this right now, but one good thing had come of
thismeeting: he had an answer to the question that had haunted him for the past year. Now if he had to
die, he could do it with his mind concentrated on the business at hand.

"That incident on Falada destroyed alot,” Gabriel said. "Theinnocence of youth... maybeit's overrated
these days. How many of us have an innocent’ childhood, when we're exposed to the Grid from before
the time we can talk? If something in mewaskilled, it wasthe sensethat | was at the center of things,
that the things happening to me would necessarily befair, or good." The words came with some pain. It
wasthe kind of thing he might have said to Elinke Dareyev along time ago, when shewas till hisfriend.
"Maybe having that die wasn't abad thing. It was ashame it happened the way it did, but it Ieft me open
for other things, maybefor fate to operate, if thereissuch athing.”

Elinke got up to leave.

"l haveto say thisto you," Gabrid sad. "If | had known what that one errand done for Ricel was going



to do, | would have shot myself sooner. Stone or no stone, fate or no fate, | would not have passed on
thet chip.”

He knew he might be damaging his case by speaking to her so, but he had to do it. Possibly it was by
way of gpology to her for seeing, in her mind, what he had no permisson to see.

The captain of Schmetterling, once the captain of Falada, looked at him and said, "'l could dmost
bieveyou."

Gabrid could find nothing to say to that.

"Youdid passit on," shesaid, "and for that, you are going to have to pay."

"And you," Gabrid said. "Y ou, too, may have one payment to make before al thisisover.”
Her eyes were uncomprehending. "1 don't know what you're talking about.”

There was nothing strange about that, for Gabrid himsaf was uncertain what shape the payment would
take. "It may not matter," Gabriel said. "Let'sworry about it in afew weeks. If we till havetheleisureto
do that, then it will be anissue. Otherwise were just wasting your time and mine."

Shelooked at him oddly and said, " Spending so much time with afraa has been turning you into a
mydic."

Gabrid laughed. "Captain, if anything it's made me alot more pragmatic than | used to be. Y ou learn not
to ask for answers before they're ready, not to understand the ones you get, and when you findly get
them, to check them after amonth or so, because the answer has usualy begun to mean something else.”

She raised her eyebrows and went out.

Chapter Fifteen

For aprisoner on a Star Force vessd, fifteen days in drivespace and the nine days spent between
starrises and starfalls waiting to recharge could have been desperately boring, but Gabriel had no
intention of letting them passidly. In particular, he had Algemron on his mind. In between sharing medls
with Enda, Helm, Angdla, Grawl, and Delde Sota and socidizing with them during the limited hours
during which thiswas dlowed him, Gabriel spent alot of time on those parts of Schmetterling's Grid to
which he was permitted access viathe display in hiscell. Mostly he wanted news of what had been
happening in the Algemron system, and there was entirely too much of it. One whole day he spent
reading, blitzing himself with data. The second and third days he spent resurrecting the old art he had
learned whilein service with Ambassador Delvecchio: guessing or predicting what was redlly going on
behind the public reports.

The smplefact that there were two Concord Administratorsin one system at the moment was enough to
suggest alevel of trouble much more serious than just awar. Mara DeVrona had been stationed there for
some years now, ostensibly as the head of the Neutrality Patrol in charge of organizing convoys and
managing Pariah Station, but Gabrie immediately recognized thisfor the blind it was. No one sent
Concord Adminigtratorsto run asingle facility of any kind. They were emplaced to manage whole areas
and to make those areas run aswell asthey could. Their methods might be unorthodox, but they tended
to work.



DeVronahad areputation of her own. A fierce little woman with close-cropped gray hair and an ahletic
build, she was quick, decisive, and sometimes abrupt, but not the “mean little cop" that her detractors
sometimes tried to make her out to be. She had briefly been a study of Gabridl's while he wasworking
with Delvecchio, for the Stuation a Algemron had borne some superficia smilaritiesto theonea
Thalaassa. It was not widdy known outside Concord diplomatic circles, but DeVronawas quietly
working to bring thiswar to an end by boosting the ability of the Alitarin government and peopleto resst
their stronger neighbor. She was dso trying to gently leverage the Situation into that position best
characterized by the statement, "Fighting is no fun any more. We're not winning." The Stuation might, of
course, blow up, but then this one had been blowing up periodically for many years. There was much to
play for and agood dedl to lose, but not enough so asto make playing unviagble.

Mention of her was made in the news, but her usua description as " Concord meddler” had for the
moment been usurped by Lorand Kharls, of whom some passing note had been taken in the magjor news
sarvices. For hisown part, Kharls had posed for the obligatory shotsin hisimpressive forma uniform,
holding the tri-staff. This served to emphasize his presence as an ambassador of goodwill from the
Concord. Then he had retired to Olnant, the Concord cruiser to which he had transferred from
Schmetterling, and had goneinto " consultations with his advisers.”

Gabrid snorted softly at that. Kharls's advisers might be anyone, even cashiered exiled Marines when the
occasion demanded it. But at the moment, he had hisfeding that Kharls and DeVrona had their heads
together, working out a strategy for handling the upcoming close approach of Galvin and Alitar.

Meanwhile, both planets news was otherwise about very little else, though the Galvinite and Alitarin
news services werefilled with agreat deal of contradictory content.

The respectable services, especidly on the Alitarin Sde, talked about "restraint,” "not repeating the
mistakes of the past,” and "measured response.” Gabridl took thisto mean that the military was broke.
The government wastrying try to avert the whole campaign this year by convincing the Galvinites that
while they had plenty of money, they had better things to spend it on. The "respectable” levels of the
Galvinite mediawere shouting about "honor," "patriotism,” and "righteous anger.” Thetabloid levelswere
ydling about "revenge" and "well get our own back™ and "protecting our husbands, wives, and children
from the ravages of amindless, vaueless enemy.” Gabrid took these stories and announcements, all
concocted a onelevel or another by the FSA, to mean that the Galvinites were well-budgeted, restive,
annoyed at the presence of the Concord, and eager for a push that would leave them with more of their
enemies territory.

The Galvinite side bothered Gabriel rather more than the Alitarin, possibly because of the monotone
qudlity of it—one voice, one hymnal, al voices singing on one note and scaling dowly up to ashriek.
While the Supreme Commander was an excellent speaker, her raliesthat Gabrie repeatedly watched
were getting very good at that particular sound: more than a cheer, not quite ashriek but getting there,
with asort of rumble or growl on the edge of it.

One of Gabrid'singructorsin Group Psychology had once said, "There are lots of noises mobs
make—confused, angry, cheerful, annoyed—but there's onein particular, and when you heer it, you'll
know it. When you hesr it, leave. Y ou'll want to anyway. It gets right down under your skin. If you're
going to stick around, bein armor, and don't let that sound spoil your am.”

Gabrid was convinced that the sound of the crowds in these clips was a close match to what his
ingtructor had meant. The other sidewas doing at least as much haranguing, but it felt wesker. They
knew they were losing, but no one was going to breathe aword, lest the Galvinites find out. The problem
wasthat the Galvinitesknew it aready and were preparing for what they thought would be the first of
severd pushesthat would end it dl in their favor.



They may not havetime, Gabriel thought. Nonetheess, he kept wading through the news, everything that
Schmetterling had downloaded until she left Algemron for Coulomb. He had nothing better to do with
histime, and it wasthe kind of activity that Delvecchio would have described as " character building.”

Sometimes he paused to consider the source of the information that had sent Schmetterling to Coulomb
inthefirst place. Gabriel had long suspected that Concord Intel, Star Force Intel, Marine Intel, and
VoidCorp Intel weredl digging holesin one another's security. He had aso suspected that al of them, or
amogt dl of them, had planted agentsinside dl the others. Gabrid was equaly sure that some of the
playersin the game knew where their opponents pieces were placed and were intent on leaving the
pieces exactly where they were for the purpose of feeding them bad data, which would come out at the
other end and betray its origin. The whole business made his head hurt, but somehow Concord Intel had
come up with the goods thistime. Either they have amolein VVoidCorp Intel, he thought, or they
extracted amolein their own system and squeezed it until it bled.

Either way, if | ever find out who it was, | owe him afavor.

Meantime there was il plenty of newsto work with. The tension in Algemron had dissuaded most
infotraders from establishing regular hauls—one of the reasons why Gabriel and Enda had had so little
trouble running in there to start with. Theloca governments knew that those to whom such things
mattered—specificaly the Concord—would read some of their news. They weretrying to make it look
asif thisupcoming Close Approach was going to be nothing special, and that meant that one way or
another, it was going to be.

Gabrid, lying there on the bed and staring at the display hanging from the wall, went back to one scrap
that had caught his attention in passing. Later he found himsaf coming back to the story repeatedly—a
sure sign, as the ambassador would have said, that it meant something that Gabriel hadn't yet understood.
Now the little piece was beginning to obsess him.

"Digplay," Gabridl said. "Run ‘weirdbit." "
Itranit againfor him.

The clip proceeded. It was atailoff of some kind of advertising for the war effort, the martial music that
the Galvinite Grid used for trangitions between pieces, and then theimage.

Outside a the military port of Fort Drum, craft were taking off and landing, but the shot had been taken
from outsde the port wals so that anything redly interesting was hidden.

"A mgor step forward today for the forces of truth and justice," the voice said matter of factly, "the
capture and return to the FSA of the wanted terrorist, Erik Mahon."

The view shifted to aclose angle of aman in forearm and leg shackles being bundled out of a Galvinite
Army shuttle and onto the tarmac. He was short, red-haired, and stocky, with a broad open face—an
expressonlessface at the moment, one gpparently determined to show nothing to the dightly smiling men
with the very big gunsthat surrounded him. Gabriel could seethe dightly bigger smilesin the background,
the gloating looks, the s de-wise glances that suggested that, while no one might be hitting this guy now,
they would be later. The man found his footing and started to walk, closely surrounded by the soldiers
and the officersfrom the Gavinite Intelligence Directorate.

"This notorious n and bomber had eluded capture for nineteen months after the atrocities at
Wayrene and Duithurt, where more than four hundred FSA citizens died. Mahon, thought to be adisciple
of the rogue Churgalt insurrectionist Bender Davis, was captured on Alitar and turned over to FSA
forceswith the aid of an independent diplomatic initiative backed by the ISA."



That wasdll.

Gabrid stopped the image of the man's retreating back as the soldiers hurried him into one of the port
buildings. He stared at it. The Churgdt Insurgency was based down in the jungles of the equatorid region
of Galvin, an inaccessible areathat might have been designed for the successful concealment of arebel
operation. The Churgalt Insurgents were anasty little secret that the FSA tried to keep quiet, but word
about them had |eaked out while Gabrid was till serving on Falada. At the time, he had found dightly
amusing their claim that the FSA government wasin league with some kind of unknown aien. Now,
having met Major Norrik, he wasn't laughing any more.

Even though the premise had sounded amusing at the time, Gabriel hadn't had any doubt that there were
agood number of people on Galvin who found the government desperately oppressive and would have
liked to overthrow it. Unfortunately, the Churgalt people were in no condition, operationally or in terms
of popularity, to do any such thing. Neverthdess, the Insurgents remained athorn in the Galvinite Army's
gde, an uncomfortable indication that not al Galvinitesloved the war or the government.

Thisstory by itsdlf, therefore, was no great surprise. Whenever Churgalt agents came out into the cities
or exposed themsdvesin any other way, the government hunted them down mercilessly, but this
particular terrorist had been caught and turned over to them by the ISA.

The|SA wasthe Imperid State of Algemron... otherwise known asAlitar.
Now why did they do that? Gabriel wondered.

Thetwo planets, for al the reasons that come with centuries of war and atrocity, hated each other
desperatdy. Thetwo worldswould normaly do anything to prevent one another from recelving normal
trade or even normd flow of data. It was something of an indication of Gabriel's good luck that their
three little ships hadn't been descended on and blown out of the sky by an Alitarin task force.

Why then this odd little bit of sudden cooperation? A "terrorist” wanted by one side, suddenly handed to

it by another? The "responsible’ news services made abig ded of it, saying that it showed how little need
there was for an outside presence in the system, that responsible behavior of adult states working through
aprocessto gradudly resolve | her differences, blah, blah, blah. ..

Gabriel caught theword "outsde’ in that one journdigtic piece and immediately became dert. "Outside”
meant " Concord.” He knew that from the bad old days monitoring Phorcys and Ino, another pair of
planets stuck in the same star system with each other and equdly stuck with ahate/hate relationship,
though one of dightly different provenance. Thiswas a message of sorts, and it was addressed to the
Concord .. though not directly. They were meant to seeit, comment oniit, and (if possible) to draw the
wrong conclusion fromit.

Now it was just amatter of working out what the right conclusion was.

Gabriel went back to studying that frozenimage. ... with theaid of an independent diplomatic initiative
backed by the ISA." The phrase was vague enough to make anyone attempting to answer the "who" part
of anewsquestion fairly turn around in their skin with frustration. No attribution. Almost asif no redl
person had been respongibleat dl. "Aninitiative.” Asif you might step out one morning and seean
initiative walking down the street and scratching itsdf. Naturdly, the FSA government was unwilling
enough to make any referenceto Alitar, but that they should do so in anews story like this and sugges,
even admit, that their enemy had helped them. ..

Gabrid sat up on the bed, leaned over, and rubbed his eyes. He wastired. He very much wanted to lie
down and rest awhile, no matter what might happen to him while he was adeep.



Tire government, said Delvecchio's remembered voicein his head, that's just code for "a whole lot of
people." Your job, when someone mentions "the government," isto find out which person they
mean. Then you can work out who just did what to who.

That was the question here. Who on Alitar would willingly help Galvin? What did this mean? Who had
spoken to whom and done what dedl ... ?

It would continue to bother Gabriel until they reached Algemron. | need more data.

There were plenty of other thingsto bother him anyway. Likely enough the other set of problems awaiting
him at Algemron would drive thefirst batch out. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the stone. The
glass latticework had actualy melted into it now... or maybe melded was a better word, since heat had
thankfully not been involved.

Still twanging at the edges of his consciousness was the Patterner'sremark, You still do not know where
that facility is. Gabrid was hoping vehemently that the Precursor facility now preparing itsdf for his
arriva was not on one of the two inhabited planets, or matters would immediately become alot more
complex than they aready were. Then again, he thought half in despair, why shouldn't it be on one of
them? Things are dready about as bad asthey can be at the moment. Why shouldn't they be worse?

He had no ideawhere the site might be. His reasoning was hampered by the fact that Precursor facilities
were old. If thewhole system wasn't old—and it had been suspected for some time that there were star
systemsin which not al the planets had "formed out” at the same time—then the planet itself might need
to be.

Algemron, to judge by its stellar type and genera behavior, was nowhere nearly as old as Mantebron or
Coulomb and their various planets. It appeared to be arespectable G gtar in its stable middle years, but
appearances could be deceiving. It could, for al he knew, be cooling more dowly than was usud for
garsof itstype, possibly one of those atypica "former Os," blue-white along time ago but balanced at
exactly theright ratio of Sze-to-heat to dide much more dowly down the main sequence than usud.

Gabrid didn't have enough data to support that theory: Schmetterling carried alot of gazetteer and hard
info on her Grid, but not so much theoretica or detailed astronomica data. He was going to haveto let
that lie for the moment. If he was right, and the star was older than it looked and had experienced flares
or luminosity, then maybe he had reason to be most suspicious of Calderon and [Imater, the two
innermost planets of the Algemron system. They might be more of an age with the star and might have
suffered the consequences of whatever irregularitiesit went through inits earlier stages.

They were seared bare, both of them, too close to the present Algemron to be inhabited. [Imater was
mostly rock, Caderon awilderness of molten metal with here and there a seasond outcrop of solids.
Early in the system'’s devel opment, there had been frequent attempts to set up bases to mine metals and
other strategic eements on Calderon. Many of them failed, betrayed by the vulnerability of such
ingdlations to attack—first in the colonia period disagreements between the Austrins and Thuldans, then
later when the Alitarins and Galvinites became involved. Presently five Austrin metals extractions plants
were operationa on Calderon, but their positions were as precarious as those of any other ingtalations
built there. If war broke out in earnest, Gabrie waswilling to believe that these would be among the first
casudties.

Then theréslimater... that planet presented its own problems. At closest gpproach, it was only about
0.4 AU from Galvin, and the Alitarins had often attempted to establish a base there, while the Galvinites
had done everything they could to block it. After the cease-fire some years back, the Alitarins had finally
given up on these attempits, probably preferring to devote the needed funds to rebuilding the shattered



infrastructure of the homeworld. Gabriel had afeding that it had never entirdly left either sdesminds, and
activity on llmater would immediately produce alot of hogtileinterest.

He shook his head. The whole age question was insoluble without alot more data, and he was unlikely to
be able to find what he needed in time to do him any good. Besides, he thought then, what about
Danwd|? That would seem to throw the "age" theory out the window. Danwell was ayoungish planet, as
far ashe knew, with alot of active mountain building.

"Damnit," Gabrid muttered. The best he would be able to manage would be to use the stone to sense
directly for location when they came out a Algemron.

Helaughed briefly then, for asthey had al sat at dinner the night before, Hem had once again fired the
question at) him. "Wewere at Algemron! Why didn't that damned! stone st off itslittle warning bells
then, for Thor's sake, instead of dragging usall theway to Coulomb?"

Gabrie could only shake his head. The Patterner had spoken of "ongoing programming.” It was possible
that the right "circuitry” smply had not been in placein Gabrid's head ether to sensethe facility in
Algemron or to do anything with it if he had sensed it. That was dl theory, too, a the moment, and he
could only laugh and say to Helm, "We wouldn't have been able to get near it then anyway on our
own—not with the Galvinites al over us as soon as we turned up. Now at least we have achance.”

"Theonly problem,” Angelasaid, "isthat then wewere driving our ships, and we're not driving thisone.
What happens when we get to Algemron?”

"Youll dl befree,” Gabrid said, "o the captain says. | don't see why she would change her mind about
that between now and then. If they'd seen cause to keep you when they first laid hands on you, they'd
have said as much, but asto what el se happenswhen we arrive..." He shook his head. "It'samess over
there"

They had been reading the newstoo. They agreed with him, and dinner broke up in rather somber mood.
Only Delde Sota paused just before going out and dipped her braid around hiswrist to touch the
medchip embedded (here and assess his condition for hersdlf.

Thelook that crossed her face had struck Gabrid as unusud.
"What?' Gabrid asked.

Delde Sota's face could be difficult to decipher at times. The dightly danted eyes and the high
cheekbones dways made her look dightly haughty, and her thoughtful expressions sometimes could be
misread as unduly cool, but now she glanced up at Gabriel asthe microfibrilsinterwoven with the
prehengle end of the braid interfaced with the chip, and thelook in her eyeswas actually faintly envious.

"Possibly not as bad an outcome as expected,” she said quietly.
"What makes you think that?' Gabrid said.

He had been nervous enough about going to deep just the night before. This morning he had awakened
feding not much different than yesterday—but such were the events of the recent daysthat he mistrusted
that judgment.

"Grest increasesin brain connectivity,” she said, "asif hardware 'bandwidth' wasincreasing. Mydlination
in corpus calosum increasing.”

"Isthat good?"



"Assessment: it'simpossible,” she said. "Basdline: you arelong past period for active brain growth. Good
thing, head probably big enough aready.”

"Hmf"

"Nonetheless growth occurs but not in mass. Quality of brain tissue shifting somewhat. Balance shifting
somewhat toward white matter, away from gray. Interconnectivity among neuronsincreasing
considerably over early baselines. Considerable opportunity here for study, research. Possible useful
spinoffsfor various scholia of medica trestment. May get to write that paper after al.”

"Youll get to befamous, findly."

Delde Sotadrew her statuesque self up and gave him lordly look. "Fact: famefleeting. Service ladts.
Niceto get the occasiond citation out of it, however." She undid her braid' from around hiswrigt, gave
him acuriouslittle half-nod, and went out.

Now, asusud, he sat wondering what shed meant. Hismind il felt asif it were hisown. The
nervousness he had felt the other day was easing off alittle. Maybeit wasjust al so new...

Hewould have given agreat ded to be abletolivein time, oh, ayear ago say, when deegp was just that,
something you could depend on, something that happened at afairly regular time, and after which you did
not wake up and find out that your corpus callosum—whatever that was—was bigger or smaller or
missing. That was another world, he thought as helay down, and who knowswhat itll dl turn into
tomorrow...

Chapter Sixteen

The next evening they were dl at dinner in the common room of the brig when the door opened, and
Elinke Dareyev camein.

She stood there looking cool and captainly. Bearing the timing in mind, she was dmost certainly on her
way to dinner in the officers mess, and Gabrid'sinsdes seized alittle at the thought of the last time he
could remember seeing her at such atime. It had been the party after the peace agreement between
Phorcys and Ino was sedled, the night before it was signed, the night that that other Marine, long gone
home now, Big Mil, had given him the stone.

The night beforeit dl had changed...

Everyone looked up at her. Gabrie roseto greet her, asudden access of the old reflex from hisMarine
days, and rather oddly, to Gabriel's turn of mind, so did Helm. Enda bowed her head alittle to the
captain, and Angela. Shelooked up at Dareyev, and there was an unusud flicker in her eyes. Gabrid
saw the look pass between them, saw Dareyev turn away, frowning, and saw Angelado the same.

Jedl ousy was hisimmediate assumption.

Then he made aface. Come on, Gabrid thought. Elinke wasright. Thisthinking you're the center of the
universe can redly get in theway of rationdity sometimes. Y ou may be a primed wegpon, but that
doesn't mean that every woman you see has her eyes on you.

"Captain,” Gabrid said.



Elinke looked around at dl of them. "I just wanted to let you know," she said, "that well be making
garrise a Algemron in seventeen and a half hours. All of your shipswill be returned to you, and you'l be
free to pursue your businessin the system once we make position and are secured. If | wereyou, I'd
leave the areawith al due speed. Theindications are not good.”

Gabrid looked at her. "Starrise indications?' he said.

"I did not fed it wasfair to make this sarrise without telling you," Dareyev said. "Before we lft, the
garfal indicators gave us postive indications of an indeterminate number of incoming vessals making for
Algemron space. Mogt of them will arrive within the next hundred hours. Some will arrive sooner. Many
of our own vessels and those of other friendly stellar nations areincoming aswell, per ordersfrom the
Concord Administrators in the system, but that space is about to become a battleground, and you would
be wdl advised to take yourself to safe haven immediately.”

Helm looked a her and said, " Space around Algemron is not entirely controlled by Galvin and Alitar, or
by the Concord ether, for that matter.”

She nodded. "I agree, but when the Concord passes this information on to the planetary governments, it
will dmost certainly cause both governmentsto go to their highest states of dert. They will both send their
fleets out as soon aslogistics enable them to do so, and they will start shooting at anything not identifiable
astheir own—aswell asat one another, of course.”

"They would have started thisanyway," Gabrid said.

"I think you'reright,” Elinke replied. "The upcoming close approach was aready appearing to be more
activethan the last. Now it is starting, and we are very unsure what will happen when their war—amost
certain to be arather smaller war—brushes up against the beginning of thisbig one."

She looked at them one by one, though not at Gabriel. "Those of you who are not under durance here, |
say again that you're freeto go. Please do s0." Sheturned to leave.

"Captain,” Hdm sad.
She paused and looked at him.

"Weve come along way with Gabrid," he said. "Were not going to drop him off in the middle of
anybody'swar and run away. | do not hire myself out to the military, but | have asuspicion which Sdein
thiswar Gabe's going to wind up on... and I'll fight on that side and take my chances. After that, | want a
chanceto testify at histrid.”

Grawl looked up at Dareyev aswell and said, "Warrior-leader, he speaksfor usaswell. To our
capacity, wewill fight, but | reserve the right to make the songs afterwards.”

Elinke produced avery dry expression. "In the middle of amajor fleet engagement, | intend to decline the
invitation to get involved in acopyright dispute. Y ou'll haveto handlethat yourself. Asfor the rest of
you... don't say | didn't warnyou."

She nodded to them al and went ouit.
Endalooked over at Gabrid. "Not alot of information there for you, was there?"

He shook hishead. "'l didn't expect thereto be. | don't think she's entirely made up her mind what tack to
take. There's ways the question of what orders she may find waiting for her when she getsthere. She
may be reluctant to commit hersdf and then find hersdf having to do something else entirdly.”



Endalooked at him. "If things become hectic, thismay bethe last chance we dl have to be together
before having to take the ships out and decide what to do next."

"Well stay closeto Schmetterling if they let us" Helm said. "Otherwise we may need to get on out to
Pariah Station so we have a quiet place to make plans.”

Gabriel nodded.

They did not linger over it. They made their good-byes casualy—purposefully so, Gabrie thought, asif
they would al be meeting again after the next sarfal/starrise cycle. Except the symmetry waswrong

here. They werein starfall dready and about to come out. Everything was inverted. Nothing was going to
bethe same again.

Findly Gabriel was|eft donein the common room, and from there he made hisway back to hiscdl and
waited to be secured there. For the next couple of hours he watched the news from Algemron again,
heard again that crowd-roar with the shriek at the edges, and could only fed very sorry for the people
who were wasting their breath. Quite soon, they were going to discover what Gabriel aready knew too
well: that wars are not won by shouting.

Severa hoursaong in this process, he blinked and redlized that there was a now-familiar noise that he
had not heard an hour or two previoudy, when he should have: the sound of the solenoid clicking shut in
the door to hiscell.

Gabriel stood up, bemused, and went over to the door. . then paused. He hated to look foolish by trying
thelock and finding himsef shut in.

Hetried it, and the door dipped open.

Gabriel stepped out into the hall. It was dimmed down to d most-dark and empty—he wasthe only
prisoner a the moment. Down in the meeting area, he could seeafaint light.

He made hisway quietly down there, every moment expecting to come across aMarine guard who
would order him back the way he came. None such appeared, and the door to the outer guard post was
closed.

Gabriel stood in the doorway of the mesting area. It was dim in there too, and the couches had been
folded down from thewall. The display againgt thewall was on, faintly lighting the room, and someone
indistinct was Stting on one of the couches watching Verge Hunter , for as he came in he heard the
traditiona cry, "Not for mysdlf, but for the Force!" He didn't quite know whether to laugh or burst out
crying. Too many memories of hearing Elinke Dareyev shouting that at the end of aboozy officers mess,
too many memories of watching it during late stardrive nights on Sunshine. All gone now. All over, those
partsof hislife... both of them.

Gabriel looked at the figure sitting curled up on the couch and waited for hisnight vison to kick in. After
amoment, he saw that it was Angela

"Uh," Gabrid said and went and sat down near her. "My door seemsto have been left unlocked.”
"I know," Angelasaid. "l asked the captain.”

Gabrid looked at her, opened his mouth, and closed again. AngelaVdiz and Elinke Dareyev ... together
in the same room, alone. He redlized suddenly that that was a conversation he would have paid the
intelligence organization of hischoice alot to record for him.



"When?'
"A couple of daysago. She only said yesalittlewhile ago. | didn't redlly have achanceto tdl you.”
"Youdidn't..." Gabrid paused. "You didnt tell her you were socid services, did you?'

She gave Gabrid avery annoyed look. "1 told her | was worried about you, and that | thought you might
possibly fed like some company tonight, under the circumstances.”

"What circumstances would those be?'

"That tomorrow we were coming out a Algemron,” Angelareplied, "and no matter what she decided to
do with you when you got there, you were probably going to bein alot of trouble. With abattle thissize
about to occur, anything might happen.”

"Mmm," Gabrid sad.

"And frankly," Angdasaid, "I thought I might be ableto use alittle company mysdf.”
Helooked at her and smiled just dightly.

"Well," Gabrid sad, "just thisonce."

"Jugt thisonce.”

Gabrid pulled Angela close and buried hisface in her neck. He held her to him, hard.

Much later, in the near darkness, still holding her, Gabriel's eyes opened. He stared at the celling, but that
was not what he saw or heard.

Somewhere on the other side of the darkness, light was stirring inside the stone. Something was
breathing. Something knew he was coming, and it was waking up.

Theinitid indication had come four days ago, aflicker of sensation along nerve-linesthat were the strings
in space and the less pal pable onesin drivespace, the gossamer threads of subdimensiona energy that
held everything together. Something had plucked one particular string, avery centrd one, and dowly the
resonance was spreading throughout the unseen structure. One note, making the string next to it vibrate
and then the next one and the one after that. One long harmony, dissonant at first, then resolving. ..

Thisisthetime...
Thetimeishere...

Thetimeis here, but not the man... so the harmony, the knowledge, had said several days ago. One ship
was moving closer to the place appointed, through the night that stretched between and under the
redities, and the harmonies were shifting, the note was changing.

Soon the one waited for, the man, would be there, and then it would be the time. Everything would be
reedly.

They would come back.

Hewould be there. The two sets of circumstances, both set in order so long ago, would come together at
legt.



Then maybe... maybe...

Gabrid lay therelooking into that plangent darkness and felt himself about ready to lose histemper again.
They will come back, he thought. Who's that?

No response.

All right, hethought, be cryptic, but "maybe?" All this power, all this preparation, and the best you
can do is "maybe?'

A pause while the silence parsed his statement and composed areply.

Yes or no, it came back after awhile, cool and unconcerned, rests only with you.
"Wha—" said asoft voicein the darkness.

"Just adream,” Gabrid said, desperately hoping that thiswastrue.

"Wadll, go back to deep.”

That being dl Gabrid could do, hedid.

Chapter Seventeen

The ship'sgrid carried the starfall, agreat wash of pae blue fire running down over everything and
reveding Algemron'syelow star again. Theimager showed little more than that before shutting down,
and Gabrid turned away from it and started putting histhings back into the little bag that Enda had
brought over from Qunshine. He was about to be moved again, he felt sure.

When the Marines came for him to escort him to the bridge, Gabrid was ready for them. They took him
away without aword, escorting him down the long white corridorsto alift. Gabrid did not need to spesk
to them to know theleve of tengon in the ship. He could have fdt it in the air even before the stone had
gtarted doing thingsto his head, and now the place seemed to be positively singing with it—the fed of
taut nerves and racing minds, adrendine rushing. His back actually started to hurt fromiit.

The bridge itsalf, when Gabrid got there, was darkened down to dert lighting, cubic displays and screens
aight everywhere, and over it al ran a cacophonous babble of incoming comms. Gabriel had not been on
many cruiser bridgesin histime. Hislast memory of one, Falada's bridge, wasterrible enough for him
mostly to have tifled it—or rather, he had little | eft of it except for the frozen look on Elinke Dareyev's
face as she stood there on the big centra dais gazing down on him, friend turned enemy and accuser.
Now she was striding around from station to station around that big star-backed space and looking over
her peopl€e's shoulders angrily.

She swung on Gabriel as hewas ushered in. "Do you know what's going on out there?"

He looked past her toward the great main viewports. Stars shone untroubled through them. There was
nothing to see.

"The only thing I'm sure of," he replied, "isthat the Precursor facility out thereis awake.”

"Youbetitid" shesad. "l don't believe anyonein the system gppreciates your little joke!™



"Excuse me, Captain?' Gabriel asked.
"Y ou know what you pulled in that other facility back on Ohmel."
"I'm not doing it here.”

"Connor," said the captain, "both Alitar and Galvin comms are reporting sporadic power 10sses,
transmission losses, broadcast power interruption, you nameit. Shipsin flight have crashed. People are
dying down there."

"Captain, I'm not doing it! That's doing it." He waved his hand at the darkness, at the Precursor facility.
Gabrid could fed it clearly through the skin of the ship, now, like sun on his bare body or an energy bolt
going by too close through lightly rated armor. It stung, an unsettling sensation.

"Well, you'd better start talking it out of doing it, because thewar is starting right now. Galvin and Alitar
both think that their systemsfailures are some kind of attack from the other Side, and they're sending their
fleets up right now—those that are ready to move. Too damned many of them, in Galvin'scase. They're

going to be dl over loca spacein alittle while, shooting at anything that moves—"

"Crap," Gabrid said softly. Against what was coming, a united defense was going to be the only hope.
Even afew ships oneway or another might make a difference againgt the vast fleet incoming. Numbers
weren't everything, you couldn't dwaystell...

"That incdludes us, you might remember,” Elinke said. "So if you have any way to affect this fadility, thisis
thetimetodoit.”

Gabrid put hishand in his pocket and closed his eyesfor amoment. The stone was throbbing—that
dinging, ingstent pulse, wanting something but not being ableto do it for the moment.

"| can't affect it remotely,” he said, "and | don't know for sure what needs to be done, anyway. If we can
find the place, | can get into it and start figuring out how to make it behave.”

She stared a him. "What do you mean 'find it"? | thought you knew where it wag!"

"It'sherein the system, dl right,” Gabrid told her. "I canfed it. What's that way?' He pointed down
toward the floor of the ship and to the right.

"Tak to the navs officer,” Elinke said. She made her way up to the dais and to her control seat, smacking
itsarm. Theloca 3-D representation of local space cameto lifeal around her, so that she was suddenly
ablack-clad figure seemingly surrounded by agreet globe of stars. Elinke gathered the representation in
around her with agesture of her arms and pulled one part of it closer to study. The noise of the commsadll
around was getting louder, angry voices dsawhere in the system shouting commands, screaming
entreetiesfor help, confused babble coming from every quarter...

Gabrid made hisway up to the navs officer, ashort fair young man with along nose and very blue eyes,
which were wearing a coolness at the moment dl out of joint with theway hewasfedinginsde. The
name Viipunen was stitched onto his uniform. Gabriel got asudden flash of the man'sfear as helooked
over to one sde at the starrise/starfal detector, amost unusud piece of equipment for ashipassmal asa
cruiser to have, but this cruiser had been Lorand Kharls's base of operations, which had caused it to be
rather better equipped than might have been expected. The display, about ameter high and ameter

deep, showed space out to about fifty light-years, a bit more room than could be covered by
Schmetterling's normd starfdl of thirty-five. The digplay waslittered with tiny sparks. Gabrid had
trouble judging how many at a quick glance. Hundreds would not have been too high an estimate.



"Ligten," he said to the officer, "before we get sarted—here are my shipmates?

The officer glanced at him, then looked over his shoulder at Captain Dareyev. She had heard the
question. She nodded and waved ahand a him. "They're down in the bay, getting their shipsready. L et
him talk to them if he wantsto." She turned her back and got back to assessing the strategic Situation.

"Right. My ship,” he sad. " Sunshine.”

"Isthet thelittle one?'

Gabrid gave him alook. Mogt private shipslooked small next to Lalique, even Helm's. "Don't rubitin.”
The nav officer smiled very dightly, touched his controls, and nodded at Gabridl.

"Enda?" Gabrid sad.

"Here, Gabrid. Getting the systems up and running.”

"What's the plan”?"

"All of uswill makefor Pariah Station,” she said, "unless you can provide something better."

"I'm looking at things right now," Gabriel said. "I'll tell you that they don't look greet."

Hewas aware of the navs officer watching him intently. He didn't want to say anything that the man
would take as compromising Schmetterling's security.

"Wadl, we knew that before," Endasaid, "but | am glad you were able to contact me, Gabridl. Two
things. Firdt, seeing that battle may ensue, | have left your suit for you. It isin the shuttle bay, and the
Marines said they would see that you got it. Second, when | camein | turned on the info-trading system
to load the local Grid. | got rather more than that, however. Thereisadrivespace relay in the system.”

Gabriel looked over his shoulder at thetactical display in the midst of which Captain Dareyev stood. It
was S0 cluttered with ships of dl kinds, little red and blue and yellow blipsthat he could hardly make out
thered starsthat formed its background, but there was one very large blue one that stood out.

"Lighthouse ishere" Gabriel sad.

"That would make sense. | did not see the system heralds come up. | was attending to other things." He
was amogt certain she meant the wegpons. " The system has! picked up some mail for you."

His eyebrowswent up. "What isit?'

"I cannot tell. It is password-locked."

He sighed, leaned close to the pickup, and whispered his password.
"Thank you," she said. Therewasamoment'ssilence. "Shall | read it?'
"Yes Who'sit from?’

"| cannot tell. The headers are encrypted.”

Not my father... Gabriel blinked hard afew times. "Read it."

She paused. "It says, 'Message received. Contents noted.”



"No other comment?'

"And no signature,” Enda said. "The origin nodes and trangit path have been disguised.”

"All right," Gabrid sad, deciding to let it lie there.

Captain Dareyev said to him, rather pointedly, "Where exactly are we supposed to be going, Connor?"
The nav officer turned to glare a him.

"Later, Enda," Gabrid said. "Fed for the stone."

"Ah," shesad. "l will dothat."

"Tell the others| said good luck. Keep them posted.”

| will, he heard her think, quite clearly. There was aflash of fear of the Situation behind that, fear of the
stone, but she was managing them both.

Can we stay in touch this way? he asked sllently.

Difficult to say. | believe the effect may not propagate well over distance when one or more of the
parties are under stress.

Stress, Gabrie thought. Wonderful....
"Connor!"

"Yes, Captain,” he said. He nodded to the navs officer. "All right, thisis going to look weird... so bear
with me." He pulled out the stone and closed his eyes, feding for the source of the sensation that he had
only been sensing bluntly and generaly until now. "I'm going to point, and | want you to take a bearing
identica to the direction in which I'm pointing. Then we're going to haveto go in that direction at best

"No problem,” said the young man'svoice. "Tdl mewhen you're reedy.”

Gabriel concentrated on the stone, on the source of the stinging sensation, that fegling of something out
theredive... and angry. That wasanew one on him. If he had gotten any emotiond effect from the
facility on Ohmd, it had been one of patience, cool waiting, calm eva uation, and utmost logic with no
passion or emotion of any kind. This place, though, felt asif it had woken up enraged. It was running
power through conduits that had not been used for along while, systemsthat had been offline for ages...
and now it was having to compensate for awhole new set of basdine energy readingsinitsarea Gabridl
was shown, in aflash, agreat sheaf of criteriaand qualities of this system that had changed and to which
the place was now having to adapt.

People, he thought. There was no one living here when it was last active afew minutesago... or a
hundred years... He shook his head.

"There," he said to the navs officer, pointing as exactly as he could toward the heart of that awakening,
testy energy. "Can you work with that, Mr. Viipunen?'

"l think s0."

He opened his eyes again and watched the young man work briefly at his console. The starrise/starfall
indicator next to him went briefly dark, then filled with a sysem schematic for Algemron. One smdl white



light, dow-moving, indicated Schmetterling. From it, awhite line ran outward, down into the plane of
the ecliptic and into the space between the little white globes marking the smdl gas giant Ddius and the
icy planet Reliance. Between the two worlds, afaint band of representetive glitter lay.

"The asteroid belt," Gabrid sad... and suddenly smiled dightly, for things were now starting to make
sense. "Can you go higher definition on this?'

"Yes, gr, | can,” replied Viipunen, doing it, "but there's hardly any need, because | know what you're
pointing at dready." The tank shimmered, and the white line now ran in through itstop, out through its
bottom, and very nearly speared asmall irregular shape tumbling through the sparks of light that
represented the rest of the belt.

"Argolos" Viipunen sad. "Isthat what you're after?"
"Hasto be" Gabrid said. "Hasto."

Argoloswas one of two big fragments | eft over from the destruction of the planet that had once occupied
this orbit. The astronomers said that another star with its own system of planets had come straight
through this system, millions of years back. One of the planets of the other star had managed somehow to
collide with Havryn. Havryn had nearly been torn gpart but had managed to resettleitself, though at the
price of theloss of most of itskinetic energy. It was now just about the d owest-rotating gas giant known.
After the dust settled—literaly and figurativel y—the space between Dalius and Reliance had filled up
with the wreckage of the collision, the remains of the other planet. Two big pieces remained: Wregthe
and Argolas, both of them rich in heavy metds and big enough to be mined.

How old wasthe star that passed through here? Gabriel thought. How old were its planets? He grinned
more broadly. Accidents did happen in space, but not accidents like this, and not where the Precursors
were concerned.

"Thet'sit," Gabrid said.
"Argolos, Captain,” said the navs officer.

"Damnation!" Elinke said. "Y ou mean we're going to haveto run al the way out there, when right here
weve got—"

Alarms began to go off, and people changed stationsin a hurry. Gabrid heard severa of them say to one
another, "Casting gunnery loose. | have your weapon. | confirm it hot—"

Captain Dareyev pointed at part of the starry display englobing her and beckoned it bigger. It ballooned
until shewasin the midst of athree-meter globe of stars and tiny globes, the globes moving in a pattern,
each tagged with asmadl letter-and-number label that followed it.

"We have aGdvinite fleet coming at us, fifteen vessalsin quarter-englobe. Six corvettes, Six cutters, three
frigates, no problem.”

Gabrid swalowed. He had heard reports of thiskind from Elinke before, but the numbers had been
gndler.

"Navs, shape us one thirteen on the ecliptic, best solution for Ddius. I'm going to go in low and shake up
our littlefriends gravity gridsalittle, and then well consider our options. Comms, warn that fleet off and
tell them my rules of engagement now alow their destruction, and | think that would be ared pity. Then
get me Namur —my compliments to Captain Estevan. | think we should get together and have alittle
shooting match right now. Give her the coordinates—"



"Captain!" Gabrie interrupted.

"It'skind of ashame, since there are other thingswe're dl probably going to be shooting at," Elinke said,
whedling in her display to bring the neighborhood of Ddius up big, "but | have ajob to do, and if these
people put themsavesin my way, too bad.”

"Captain!"

She looked a him with annoyance that for once was not directed at him. "Sorry, Connor,” she said. "No
timefor your Sdetrip a the moment. We're going to be busy."

"If | don't get out there, Captain, it's going to be disastrous for everyone. Y ou know why. Pleaselet me.”

Shefrowned a him through that cloak of stars, while she touched one after another of the enemy ships
with afinger, targeting them for her gunnery crew in one color, marking thosefor Namur in another. "If
you think | am going to let you depart custody at this point, Connor, you had better think again.”

He was getting desperate. "L ook, I'm glad to give you parole, but you've got to let me get out there, or
therewon't beany trid."

"Let me take him out, if therésa problem,” said a soft voice from one side.!

Gabrid turned. Aleen Delonghi was standing there, not in Intel uniform to Gabridl's surprise, but kitted
out as a Star Force commander. She looked over at Dareyev, who raised her eyebrows.

"If youlosehim..." Dareyev warned her.
"Oh, no," said Delonghi, "not at this point. Our people have too many questions they want to ask him."

Captain Dareyev studied both of them. "Kharlstrustsyou,” she said after amoment. "That's good enough
for me." Sheturned to Gabrid. "Go with her. Comms, have asmall detachment of Marines go with
them—a shuttlésworth.”

"Thank you, Captain." Gabrid sad.

"Don't thank meyet," said Elinke with adry look, "and don't get killed. Y ou're needed for that tria you
seem S0 eager to save usdl for.”

"I'll kegp him safefor you," Delonghi sad, "never fear.”
They headed off the bridge together, on the egde of another blast of klaxons.

"They'reredly coming thistime, aren't they?' she said asthey ran down the corridor toward the lift for
the shuttle bay.

"They redly are”

* k k % %

Inthe bay, haf adozen Marinesjoined them. "Get him suited, and give him some armor,” said Delonghi.
"He's going to need it where were going.”

"Eighteen on the chiton, forty-four inseam on the greaves," Gabrid said, and the other Marineslooked at
himin brief surprise... then some faces changed as they remembered who he was.

He blinked. The wash of discomfort and distrust that came to him from them was very hard to take. This



gift of mindwalking, hethought, if it isagift, isnot dl it's cracked up to be. There was no timeto waste
wishing it gone. He needed it now, and anyway, Gabrid thought, it'stoo late. I'm hardwired.

One of them, ayoung woman with amass cannon dung over her back, returned from an armory cabinet
at the sde of the shuttle bay with a breastplate, apron and leg pieces, and Gabrid's suit. Gabriel suited up
and strapped on the armor with the speed of long practice, noticing the names on the chitons around him.
Lacey, Dirigent, Rathbone, MacL ain, and on the young woman's chiton, Bertin. It sounded familiar.

"Youwereon Falada" Gabrid said, very quietly.
Shelooked at Gabrid. "Yes."
"Well met, shipmate," Gabrid said, knowing al too well what response he was likely to get.

Hegot it. Bertin turned away without aword. Gabrie finished checking hisarmor then looked up at
Ddonghi, who had been watching this. She had agun. Everyone ese had agun.

"Wd|?' hesad.
Delonghi looked at him then shook her head.
"| gave parole.”

"Don't know if my trust extendsthat far,” Delonghi said. "Let it liefor now. Well see how you behave.
Getin

They piledinto the shuttle.

"Captain'sdone usafavor," Delonghi said as she dipped into the pilot's seat and started heating the
shuttle up. "When she swings past Ddius, shell have brought usalot of the way we needed to go
anyway. Timeto Argoloswon't be more than, oh, twenty minutes from there.”

Gabriel nodded and gulped. He could fed some kind of large shadow moving over him, and he wasn't
sure heliked thefed of it, for he didn't know what it was.

Yes| do, hethought then. It waslike this on Ohmel when the VoidCorp cruisers turned up.
Something coming out of drivespace. Something big...

But it hadn't happened yet. It would happen soon, though. He wished he was somewhere that he could
see, but soon enough they would be on Argolos, and he ought to be able to get a glimpse from there.

He closed hiseyesfor amoment. Enda?

Nothing.

Enda?

Very fantly he heard the answer. | hear .

Argolos, Endal

So | thought. | am glad, Gabrid! | thought | caught an image, a white line—

That was me. Can you feel the stone?



Itisfaint. Thereisan anger that interferes—

That's on Argolos, Gabrid told her. This facility doesn't feel like the other one. This may not be as
easy—

| did not think that one was particularly easy, shereplied. The stone was like a live thing then—and
an angry one. What it may become like now...

Gabrid gtarted to shake his head then stopped himsdlf. Gods only knew what the Marineswould think.
Got to make some conversation here, Enda, he said. Tell the others—

Helm knows. We follow.

Tell him I'mwith a bunch of Marines. He's not to try anything dumb, like a snatch. | need to work
with these people. Some of them are friends. Gabrid felt like laughing at the next thing he needed to
tell her and had to gtifle that too. Delonghi is here.

Issheindeed?

She's the one who pried me out of there, Gabrid said. | tell you, | don't know what to think of my
fellow human beings any more. You think you know them, and then...!

Ironic laughter from the other end of the tenuous thread of communication. If you—

Snapped. Gone, as Delonghi lifted the shuttle out of the bay, and al around him Bertin and Lacey and the
other Marines sat and fingered their weapons.

"Cent for your thoughts, Connor," said Delonghi. She brought the shuttle around in abig curve away
from Schmetterling, and once again Gabriel got to appreciate the big deadly curves of her from
underneath, the gunports open and hot, Algemron'slight on her deek sides. Good luck, he thought.

A sudden sense of shock from amind very ordered, very excited, very ready insde Schmetterling...
but not ready for this, not for hearing him when he wasn't even there, like asudden pang of aoveractive
or overburdened conscience.

Elinke—

Gabrid shied away from that contact. He had aready |earned too much from hisfirst one. He didn't want
any moreright now.

"Wouldn't know that they're worth that much at the moment,” he replied.

She glanced a him from the pilot's couch, bringing the shuttle around expertly and bringing up the
navigation display. Argolos showed in it, tumbling gently some ten thousand kilometers away. Delonghi
locked the ship onto it and touched the autopilot to life.

"Keep an eyeonit,” she said to Rathbone, who was co-piloting.
"Yes, maam.”

They rodein silence for awhile, as Delonghi checked her own wegpons and dung them about her. Then
shelooked over at Gabrid.

"l suppose,” shesaid, "that dl thiscomes asasurpriseto you.”



He nodded.

"Look," shesad, "if | waswrong the last time we met, maybe thisismy chanceto put it al right.”
"All of it?" Gabrid said."Y ou were going to blow my ship up. Y ou were going to shoot me."

"Y ou threw me in ameat locker," she said, "and assaulted metdepathicaly.”

The other Marineswerelooking at her in some bemusement as she said this.

"All right," Gabriel conceded, "it's true about the meet locker."

Lacey, Diligent and even Berlin turned their faces away from Gabrid, but thisdid nothing to hide their
amiles. He could "hear” them from theingde in perfect clarity. He was not going to say anything about the
telepathic "assault.”

Wel, it was assault, maybe, he thought, but she waslying to me. | had no choice.
Shewas hiding something. She was working with someone ese... gods know who. | never did find out.

Just for that moment the thought tempted him. He might have refrained from using thistechnique on
Elinke, but Delonghi was no friend of his, and whatever favors she did him, Gabriel was sure shewas
doing for her own reasons.

The stone wasinsde hissuit glove. That had seemed the smplest way to stay in contact with it. Now he
considered how best to proceed. Reach out very carefully and—

"Madam," said Rathbone, "we've got company.”

Deonghi looked away from Gabrid and said, "What?"

"Three ships. Looks like the oneswe were carrying in Schmetterling.”
She looked at the tactical display and saw the ships IDs displayed.

"Yesindeed," Delonghi said. "'l waswondering if they would turn up. Thought they would have cut and
run.

Gabrid opened hismouth to say, ™Y ou don't know them very well," and then closed it again. For the
moment he put aside the thought of "leaning” on her and merely said, "L ook, Commander, I'vetold them
they're not to try anything dumb. | have no desireto leave custody at the moment, no matter what you
might think."

"If they come near you," she sad, "if they try to come near me, | will persondly fry them. Do you hear
me? Evenif | believed your bonafides, which isamoot point right now, | don't believein theirs. |
promised the captain | would bring you back for tria in good condition, and | will." She smiled dightly.

Gabrid fdl quiet for amoment. Enda, he thought.

A faint response. Query?

Say out of sight. She's not going to be reasonable. She'll shoot if she sees you come near.
Noted.

Feel for the stone.



Yes. A shiver. Gabrid fdt dightly guilty making her expose hersdf toiit, but it was the only way for her to
be sure where he was.

They skimmed low over Argolos. It was agood-sized fragment of rock that was alittle embedded ice.
Severa small domed mining facilities were scattered here and there over the moonlet's surface. Along
with the scratches and gouges of many abandoned attempts and many more scars caused by crashed
shipswere severa destroyed facilities dating back to earlier times—places that had been wiped out by
attacks.

"All right, Connor,” said Delonghi, looking down at the scarred surface of the place with a skeptical
expresson. "Whereswhat you're looking for?'

"Can | get Mr. Rathbone to hover for abit,” Gabriel said, "so | can get adirectional fix?'

Rathbone reached into the central display and made a couple of adjustments. A few momentslater, the
shuttle was proceeding in apath identica to the moonlet's, nearly stationary aboveit, asthe moonlet
tumbled very dightly below.

"Good," Gabrid said. "Hold that, please."

He closed hiseyes and felt down below him. At first he expected a stronger-weaker-stronger pattern,
like the one he had gotten from the site a Ohmd, but thistime it seemed less sraightforwardly
directiond, more diffuse.

He opened hiseyes again, Sartled by the concluson. Nearly the whole moonlet wasfull of this particular
Precursor facility.

Infact, he thought, that might be what held the thing together when it hit the gas giant dl that while ago.
He swalowed and had hard work of it; his mouth had gone dry at the thought of how much Precursor
materid might be buried in such aplace. It dso amazed him dightly that no mining operations here had
managed to come up againgt any Glassmaker material.

Maybe not, Gabrid thought. Increasingly he was beginning to believe that nothing associated with these
places was accidental.

"All right,” he said after amoment. "Just land anywhere."
Delonghi gave him a cockeyed look. " Anywhere?'

"Probably somewhere away from one of the domeswould be better,” Gabrid replied. "Seeif you can
find something like adliff face or aravine

They found one after afew minutes—the remnant of some rocky hillsides up near the "pointy” end of the
moonlet, mined once or twice and then abandoned. The pilot landed the shuttle there, and Gabrid and dl
the others checked their suit gaskets and then stepped out into the light gravity of the moonlet's surface.

All thiswhile Delonghi was watching Gabriel like someone she expected to catch in atrick. Hewaked
over to one of the nearer hillsdeswith dl the Marines and their wegponsin tow and stood there with his
fist clenched on the stone, degp in concentration.

It wasdl over. It was under hisfeet. It was buried in the hill. Gabriel could fed it under him, dive,
breathing like some gigantic beast. He fdlt like a character in one of those ancient pre-space stories of a
mariner who lands on what hethinksisan idand. Everything isfine until he buildsafire. Then the "idand”
archesits back, rollshim and the fire and everything el se off into the endless seg, and the great maw



opensto devour him...

| don't care much for the first part of that image, Gabriel thought, but the "great maw™ isuseful. He closed
hiseyesagain, tried to fed where the mogt likely contour weas. ..

There. Just off to theleft, down and in.
I'm here, he said to thefacility. Let mein.
Nothing. Nothing a .

Then just the dightest tremor... growing stronger so that | he ground began to rattle, unheard but plainly
felt under the Marines feet. Delonghi found herself bouncing in placein shock. Little rocks danced
around, and big boulders jumped and bumped in their sockets. Dust was jolted up into the hard vacuum
and floated like asiliceous fog ameter or so above the surface, twinkling and jittering with the transmitted
energy in Algemron'slight. Lacey and Berlinlost their footing, fell down, and got up again with annoyed
expressions. Gabrid shook, too, but he shook in harmony with what was shaking underneath him. He
didntfal... not even when the hill sood up.

It hunched up dowly, shrugging away the dust and the stonesthat had overlaid it. Thefirgt thing to
emerge was the spire, which Gabrid had hardly expected. He had thought thiswould be like Ohmd, dl
subterranean, but this one gpparently felt no need to hide. The glass grew while they watched, spinning
itsdf up into five dim minarets, one off to the Sde, and asixth onetaler than dl the others. Thislast wasa
towering spike, past which the silent stars did, their light catching iniit, running down it in away that
suggested the facility buried underneath here would let not even that energy be wasted. The place
glittered, for this glass was less greenish than what Gabriel had seen on Ohmd, more like crystd. It grew
up spikily through the ground, pushing upward, flowing asif molten, but the glasslooked cold asice,
clearer than any ice Gabrid had ever seen. After the spires came the roof of the facility—or its roof for
the moment. Gabrid had the feding that thiswhole structure could and would resorb itself into the grester
mass below if there was need. The persondity of the place was definitely more active, more aggressive
than the one or Ohme, and even though he and it had obvioudy been built or rebuilt for one another,
Gabrid shivered alittle a tin touch of the presenceingdeit, waiting impatiently for him It had been
waiting for along, longtime...

Deonghi and the Marineswere staring at thisin awe. "How doesit do that?" she whispered.

"Will," Gabriel answered. "The glass moves when the will movesit... and until it does, unlessit does,
nothing el se can make the dightest impresson onit. Come on.”

He led them toward the broad domed wall, crowned with spikes and spines, that now stood thirty meters
high againgt the hard starry dark. Thewall drew asidefor him.

Gabriel paused on the threshold. Enda?
Nothing.

It's open, he said into the silent dark. It's perfectly visible. We're going in. You can see their shuttle
parked outside.

No answer. He would only have to hope she had heard him.

Gabrid rested the gloved hand containing the stone againgt the doorsill as he went in. Ashe did, he felt
the whole place shiver around him, dmost flinching away from histouch. It had been waiting for along
while, but even now it might have to wait longer.



Lacey and Bertin went infirgt, a point, then stepped aside for the othersto follow them into the great
centrd hal that lay open before them. They dl looked down and around at the long corridors, six of
them, which led from the centrd hall, downward into the heart of Argolos. From theinsde, the glasswas
full of light, though none of this showed on the outside. Delonghi went over to one of thewallsand
touched it thoughtfully. . .then took her gloved hand back quickly.

"It'sdiva"

"Itsavess for life," Gabriel said. "l don't know if it's necessarily the samething." Helooked around,
clenching hisfigt on the one again, saying, Which way?

No immediate answer.
Well, I'm here. Get on with it!
Nothing, though. Gabrid frowned. It was strange. ..

Diligent, Rathbone and MacLain were now quartering the area, examining the openingsinto the long,
smooth, shining corridors and looking up at the great dome that now rose above them.

"Theresamospherein here," Dirigent said.
"Isthere?" said Delonghi. She went over to look down one of the corridors.

MacLain waslooking at agauge on the outside of hisdeeve. "It'singde the green zone for humans,” he
said. "Pressurés good.”

"I'd just liketo know how it'sstaying in here,” said Lacey.

"It'ssome kind of invisble barrier,” Gabrid replied. "Go back there to where the wall was, whereit let us
in. You can fed it alittle as you passthrough.”

Deonghi looked curioudly up at the dome. It appeared clear, but no starswere visble through it, only
darkness. She shook her head. "Okay, people. Go ahead and reconnoiter. Check these tunnelsto five
hundred meters, see what you can see, then report back.”

Berlin and Lacey led the way again, heading inward. The others followed.
"Weredly ought to stay together,” Gabrid said.

"Wadl," shesad, "I'd prefer to do thefirst part of this by the book, anyway." She waked over to examine
the nearby wall again.

Gabrid closed his eyesfor the moment and stood till, concentrating on the stone, trying to find out what
the problem was. Where was the direction he was expecting?

Nothing...

He swore. Suddenly it was asif the crystal had gone opagque, asif therewereaglasswal in hismind,
and ablank one. He opened himsalf out aswide as he knew how and listened with everything in him.

Nothing.

"Connor."



Still listening, he opened his eyes, looked at Delonghi, and felt what he had not been open enough to fed
before.

Curl. The green warmth, the writhing and stroking. It pressed, pressed on her mind, and there was no
way she could fight it, none at all. It had been there too long. The only question was how much Delonghi
there wasin there anymore.

All thisin asingle moment of absolute shock and horror. Gabriel opened his mouth to say he didn't know
what—

Everything whited out.
Gabrid crumpled. What was that? What—

The stonein hisglove seared him. Then heknew. Thetelnin her had attacked him, tried some kind of
psionic blast on him. The stone had protected him, but the protection wasn't enough. The blow hit him
again, and everything whited out in pain again. Slowly, after afew moments, the world came back.

It came back to show her straddling him. Her helmet was off. She waswrestling his off. Her face was
terrible, acomplete study in serenity, pleasure, the warm stroking and writhing tangle inside her quite
invisble, but itsinfluence showing in her eyes. Those big, beautiful brown eyes... Thewindows of the
soul, they called them. So they might be, but from out of those windows, there was nothing looking but
teln.

"... had enough of you," the voice was saying softly, invitingly. "Now well see what use you can redly
be. Come now, lover. Giveusakiss."

Her hands grabbed his head. Blank-eyed, smiling, she lowered her faceto his, ready to cough out the
larvd tangle that would climb into Gabrid's mouth and possess him.

Gabriel moaned... and hisfigt, with the soneinit, came up and hit her full in the sde of the head.
Deonghi screamed as the force of the blow knocked her sideways off Gabriel. He staggered to hisfest.
She did too, screaming, "How can you?Y ou can't—!"

She was fumbling around for her gun, which had gone skittering avay when Gabrid hit her. Gabriel
thought about going for it, too, then discarded the idea. Just blowing her apart isn't going to be enough,
he thought, | don't want those things crawling around in here. Everybody in the place could wind up
infected. He had no idea whether you needed a"threshold" number of larva teln for an infection to take
place. Right now, hedidn't care.

She spotted the gun afew meters awvay and made for it. Gabriel staggered after her, swung, and missed.
His body was suffering from the after effects of the mindblast. Nothing wasworking right. He was seeing
three of everything. It could be worse, Gabrid thought. | should be completely immobile, but the stone
spared me that.

Shewasin better shape. She turned, kicked out, and caught Gabriel in the solar plexus. The stone
couldn't help him with that. He went down, rolling and retching. She jumped onto him again, grabbing for
his heed.

Can'tjust lie here! Can't! Can't—!
He thrashed and writhed as best he could, rolled again, threw her off, pushed himsalf up to handsand



knees. She came down on top of him again. Herolled, trying to get rid of her, al the while weskly
cursing himself ingde. Now he knew why she had been so willing to blow up his ship and nearly
everything dsein the areawhen they had first met a Danwell. Delonghi herself might not have wanted to
be quite so thorough, but the teln inside her had been willing to take such action, letting her take the heat
for them as an inexperienced officer overreacting to the situations with which she was presented. It wasa

good enough disguise.
But | wasin her mind. Why didn't | hear them?
There were too many answersto bother with right now.

Gabrid rolled and struggled to keep her face away from his. | was too inexpert, he thought, too new to
this. Too attuned to humans and the edanweir at that point to successfully hear what | heard—or to hear
it as separate thought rather than something of her own. Gabrid remembered pressing on her mind while
interrogating her and hearing the flashes of fear/terror/fear/anguish. He had thought they were her ...

They were not. They had been haf-heard thoughts from the teln, trying to protect themselves, desperate
not to be detected.

Then Norrik, the man looking at him... was Delonghi in the Algemron system then? Was Norrik'stangle
in contact with hers? Had they identified Gabrid to her, aerting her to hiswheregbouits, to his plans?
Possibly they had picked up some telepathic seepage from him—

Gabriel moaned and tried to shake her off. If he didn't, those things would shortly be crawling down his
own throat. The stroking, writhing, cregping warmth would grow ingide him, until he would not be ableto
resg it, until it would bedl right, until they would own him.

That wasthe god, of course. He had led her right to the Precursor facility, had opened it for her and
madeit available. Now the Others would come, and they would know what use to make of it. They
would learn from Gabrid, too, what more uses to make of it. For within Sx or eight months, they would
own him, body and soul. After that, he would die, used up by the tangle, but by then it wouldn't matter.
They would have gained everything they needed from him, and the Verge would be faling before them,
with the Stdlar Ring to follow. Everything would go. Bluefdl, Grith, Danwell, dl of it...

No. No.

It would be so nice, not to have to think any more, not to have to worry, to be taken care of. They will
take the best care of you, and you won't worry forever. Y ou'll learn how to stop. We will teach you.
Sowly you'l learn not to worry, not to think, so restful, so peaceful, no more troubles, think how
lovely... let it happen, just let it happen, re<t...

The wave of peace, rest and the promise of amind emptied of all its troubles washed over Gabridl. He
didn't want to move. He didn't need to move. Just rest, just let it happen... rest... lie still and rest, and

let... it... happen...
No.

No, | won't! STOP IT!

The answering pain in his glove was like aknife driven through his hand. Gabriel screamed and rolled out
of Delonghi'sgrasp onelast time. It was dl he had in him. He pushed himsdf up to his hands and knees
again. He could hear the sound of footsteps. He tried hard to stand up, knowing that the Marines would
assumethat Gabriel had attacked Delonghi. They would restrain him, and after she had recovered, when



she had more privacy, she would movein on him again, and thistime she would succeed.
He got up, watched Delonghi come dowly toward him—

A deafening roar suddenly shook the ground, and a stream of flechettes came from the direction of the
front door, ripping her right arm off.

She staggered back, shrieking, but it was not just her voice in the shriek. They were screaming, too, both
inmind and through her throat, horrified, furious at their plans being interrupted.

Gabrid reded back, startled out of his balance. In the doorway, Helm stood in his ancient battered
armor, holding flechette gunsin both gauntleted hands. Delonghi clutched the bleeding ragged stump
where her arm had been and somehow, horribly, managed to lurch forward, making for the gun on the
floor.

The next stream of flechettestook her |eft leg off between hip and knee. Shefdl over sdewaysand
should not have gotten up again. .. except she did, hauling hersdlf up, actualy bearing weight right on the
shattered, bleeding bone, reaching out for the gun—

The flechettes ripped out one last time and tore her right in two.

When he recovered, he saw Helm still standing in the doorway, holstering the flechette guns. Delde Sota,
Grawl, Enda, and Angelawere immediatdy behind him, dl suited and al armed sufficiently to ssorm some

unsuspecting city.
Bertin, Lacey and the other Marines came out of the tunnels, saw Helm and the others, and lifted their
Wegpons.

"No, don't!" Gabrid shouted. "It's not what it looks likel"

Helm lifted what he was now bracing with his other hand, the back end of the long stock tucked under
hisarmpit, and al of them froze. None of them had anything to match a plasma gun, and the big open bell
looked more than ominous.

"Hdm, don't do it!" Gabrid yelled a him. "They'reon our Sde!”

"Of coursethey are" Helm said, though histone wasfaintly ironic. "I'd never do such athing.
However..."

Hetook afew stepsforward, looking at the two haves of Deonghi. "Huh," he said and poked at one
half of the shredded corpse with hisfoot. "L ookit that. You," he said, pointing at Bertin, "and
you'—pointing a Rathbone—"come here and look at this.”

They came over dowly, regarding the assortment of restricted but nonethel ess present firepower that was
being concentrated on them.

"Look at those" HAm said.

They looked down at the writhing remnants of the teln tangle, spilled out and writhing, al green and wet
in the red wetness on the floor.

"Y our bossthere," Helm said, "assuming she isyour boss—is nobody you want to be working for.
Anybody you know have suff like that in them?”

Rathbone and Bertin looked at each other. Rathbone turned away and began having difficulty controlling



his somach.
"Yeah," Hedm said. "Dede Sota?"
She handed him the flamer.

"Whatever she may have been before,” Helm said, "'she wasn't human anymore. Think alittle
housecleaning'sin order.”

Heturned the flamer on Delonghi's remains until the ragged, oozing meat and green writhing worms
scorched down to bubbling juices and finally to smoking black tar. Gabrid winced, hearing the
death-shriek of the teln tangle and hearing it echoed e sawhere around the system, twice, twenty times,
fifty times, ahundred, more. ..

To hisastonishment, the others, both Marines and Gabriel's friends were wincing, too.

"Y ou heard that?' Gabriel managed to croak.

Plainly they had. Endaturned off to one side and began discreetly and gentedlly to retch.
"Absolutely." Gabrid rubbed his face and went to get hishelmet. "Helm, what's the story out there?"

"Gettin' hot," Hem said. "Everybody's gone completey bufu. Gavinites shoatin' up Alitarins everywhere
in sight and attacking the Concord vessals aswell, but you saw that. Y ou think these thingsareto
blame?"

Gabrid shook his head. "Maybe some of them, but Helm, they were getting ready for thiswar anyway.
Thisisaniceexcuse." Still... Gabrid found himsdlf thinking of the dightly dazed-looking man who hed
been sent back to Galvin by the Alitarins. Does he have atangle inside him? He thought. Isthere
someonein particular they're trying to affect? Or some other plan—

His head was spinning. He put the thought aside for the moment, for it was too easy just now to let
paranocia overwhelm common sense.

"The sysemisfilling up with ships, Gabrid," Endasaid. "The drivesat relay doesindeed belong to the
Lighthouse. They have been broadcasting to everyone who will listen about theincoming dien
vessels—not that the Galvinites or Alitarins seem to care at the moment.” Her expression was rueful.
"There have been some peculiar arrivals aswell. VoidCorps vessds, many of them..."

"Doing what?'

"Nothing. That isthe great mystery. Waliting, it seems, but for what? It seemsasif everything elsein near
paceisonitsway hereto fight."

"It may not be enough,” Gabrid said. "Oh, gods, come on. Weve |lost too much time aready!”

He got back into his helmet, not knowing for sure what might be farther insde the facility. He was afraid.
Delonghi and her tangle might be dead, but that didn't mean that he was now safe—or by extension, the
otherswith him. How exactly does tel epathy travel ? he wondered. How fast, and how far? Doesbeing in
drivespace stop it? Or speed it up? For even before Schmetterling had made starrise, Gabrid had felt
the Precursor facility here waking up. Who knew what could be heard from what distance?

Hethought of the teln and shivered briefly at the memory of the stroking, writhing thought buried inside
Magjor Norrik, how it had looked at him. Are those things sengtive to the stone? Gabrie wondered. They



were dl in contact with one another to agreater or lesser extent.... at least that was what Delonghi's had
intimated. Was word passed about that a"facilitator”" was on the move, that something was happening?

Therewas no moretime for to spend up here. He turned to the Marines, who were looking dubioudy at
Helm and Delde Sota

"Who's CO now?"' Gabrid asked.
"Me" Bertin said.

"Well, cousins," Gabrid said, using the old Marine affectionate name—and he meant it and didn't care
what they thought about him using it, "you know what we were coming for, what the captain sent meto
do. Do you want to come aong? If you can't, if your oaths won't take the strain, my friendswill hold you
here" Helooked at Bertin. "'If you—"

He staggered and went to hisknees, the sone flaming in his pam again, the vison overcoming him.
The shadow, the overarching shadow. Here. Now.

"Oh, gods," hewhispered, "they're here."

Delde Sotaand Endawent to him. "What?'

"Helmets," Gabrid said. "Quick. | need to have alook outside.”

Everyone helmeted up again. Gabriel managed to get back to hisfeet and go after Helm, assisted by
Delde Sotawith Endaon his other sde. He was weak. The shadow wasin his heart aswell ashis
mind—the cold of it, the pain struck him deep.

Asthey came near the exit, dl of them dowed alittle. The moonlet tumbled asusud, but it did so very
dowly. Thishad been the bright end when they camein. It till should be, yet it was oddly twilit outside.

Followed by the Marines, they made their way hurriedly through the barrier and looked toward
Algemron.

It was speckled and patched with many hundreds of little dark shapes, far into the system... asick sun, a
paling sun, which should have cast dl their shadows sharp and black behind them, but now was only dim.

"When she sad 'indeterminate," Helm whispered, ""she wasn't kidding."

Asthey watched, starrisefire erupted in sckly purple-blue around a huge shape that dowly extruded up
and out of drivespace: agreat sphericd ship, dark green, blooming up out of the nowhere into the here,
and coming between them and the sunto blot it out entirely.

It was nightfall, but akind that Gabriel had never thought to see and didn't want to see now. Behind him
the othersfell slent, horrified.

It dipped away, coming out of direct alignment with Algemron. The sun shone again, if weskly, and that
image lasted not much longer, for the great mass of ships producing it was aready making toward the
outer planets. Gabrid was grimly amused by their bearing. It was so arranged that they would comein
past the two inner planetsfirst. They had apparently shared Gabriel's suspicion that thisfacility might have
been planted there.

"They'll wipe out everything e se that getswithin range of them on theway here," he said, "but it'shere
they want." He did not say, And me.



The Marineswere staring up at al thisin horror.

"Buddy," Bertin said, "if you can do something to stop this,! were with you." Shelooked around at her
comrades. Heads nodded all around.

Gabrid swalowed hard. The emotion that seized histhroat at her words had not been anything he had
been prepared for. "Come on.”

They went back inside. Gabriel stood in the midst of the front hall and once again clenched the stonein
hisfist, hissng at the pain. It had burned him when he screamed his rage and defiance. Got to find a way
to teach you not to do that, he thought. Now stop staling. Which way now?

Thisway...

He Startled at that Slent voice. Patterner ?

One of the three. We are all one. Come! Be quick!
"Down here, troops,” Gabrid said.

He went off down one of the left-hand tunnels without amoment's hesitation. After the first moment or
30, the stone dmost began pulling him aong, asif someone's hand wasin his, hurrying him. Endawent
after Gabrid. The others and the five Marines brought up the rear.

"I heard you," Endasaid softly as Gabridl paused at aturning and went right, "and with greet clarity,
greater dl thetime. If you are not amindwalker now, | do not know what to cal by such aname.”

"| thought," Gabrid said, "you said you hed littletraining inthisart.”

"No one ever hasdl they need of it,” Endasaid. "Gabrid, | told you the truth. | know enough to get by,
but my family did not consider me much of amindwalker. | was dways the one who preferred to work
with physica things—suits, ships and gardens. They despaired of me."

"| think you did just fine," Gabrid said. "Now al we haveto do is stay dive through this so that we can
hunt that old city of yoursdown and | can go in there and kick somefraas rear endsfor throwing you
out of there. They have no ideawhat they lost."

She smiled asthey went around a greet curve, downward and downward, aspird. "l take that very
kindly, Gabrid. | too will kick some fundaments at your trid, if given the opportunity.”

Helaughed gently asthey trotted down the long curve together.

"Hereweare," he said, "acting asif we're going to survivethis. Y ou know aswell as| do that that big
ship issending down smaller craft thisminute, and this place is going to be full of bad guys shortly.”

"Can you not sedl the outer entry?”

"I tried,” Gabrid said. "Seemslike there are still some thingsto be done before my control hereis
complete”

"Y ou had better get on with it, then."

Gabriel had to laugh. Slently, in hismind, he said to the slent presence that waslistening, Where were
you?



Waiting.
Y ou might have let me know!

Not while that was here. It pointed through Gabrie's mind at the dry baked stain on the floor of the main
hdl. One of the enemies...

Your makers seem to have had a whole lot of them.

There are many, some surviving from the ancient days, some new ones. e have no power against
them by ourselves. Only you can empower us.

Gabrid blinked and raced down the tunndl, Enda coming fast in hiswake. "' thought we had a problem,”
hesaid, "and | wasright. What's down here can't defend us against what's coming.”

"They cant?'

"Not at the moment,” Gabriel said. He had heard the qualification in what the Patterner wastelling him.
He could only hope that he had read rightly what it meant. "We haveto defend it... for awhile”

"Hope you got someplace good for usto hole up," Helm said, catching up with them from behind,
"becausethat big ship..." He gulped. It wasn't asound that filled Gabriel with any reassurance. "Weve
seen that one before, Gabe, one of those green warty veiny ones. We know what it means.”

"Kroath sphere ships," Gabrid said, "and kroath.”

"The ships can't hurt this stuff, though,” Angelasaid, glancing around at the "glass' as she caught up with
them.

"No," Gabriel agreed, "which isadight advantage, becauseit meansthey can't just fireon it and bring it
down and kill usall, but | can't closeit up eithe—not right now anyway. That meansthat the kroath are
going to come down here after us."

"Opinion: bad place to be trapped,” said Delde Sota, bringing up the rear.
"Y ou know any good places?' Hem remarked.

Delde Sotagave Helm alook that Gabriel found completely opaque. For the first time, he caught aclear
flash of fedling from her, absolutely the essence of mischief—abizarre feding in the present
circumstances, but one which nonethel ess made him laugh out loud, just a short sharp bark of
amusement.

"Severd," Delde Sotasaid, "highly ingppropriate for discussion now. Many more important mattersto
attend to. Will take thisup again with you later.”

They had been going around in increasing downward spirals for some short while. Now Gabrid, his
friends, and the Marines came out at one side of awide hemispherica space some hundred meters
across. Empty, theglassof dl itswals gleamed and glowed, the ceiling towering a hundred meters above
them.

The Patterner grew up out of the flat glass of the floor.

"It'sdl right, itswithme," Gabriel said hurriedly, as Lacey and Bertin trained their wegpons on the
bizarre creature rising up out of the solid-seeming floor, or that waswhat it looked like at first glance.
Gabrid thought of the way the Patterner at Ohmel had dipped in and out of hangings of what seemed



impenetrable webwork. He knelt down to ook more closely at the floor. Thiswas not the usua smooth
glass, but rather the Patterner's typica web-work, here packed so closdly together that it was asolid, yet
he could see thefibrous structure of it, al swirled together and interknotted like delicate weed in water. If
the other facility had been a computer—and the other Patterner had said it was—then thiswas morelike
abran.

While the Marines|ooked around apprehensively, Delde Sotawas on her knees, too, stroking the
surface with her braid. She glanced up a Gabrid. "Was discussing corpus calosum earlier,” she said.
"Similaritiesto thismaterid. Pure neurd fibril, packed side by side rather than end to end. Maximized
banawidth..." Such as has been forming inside your own brain, he heard her think.

From above, Gabriel could hear amutter and rumble, and the whole facility shook.
"What just landed on top of us?' asked Helm.

Delde Sotalooked briefly distant ook as she gazed out at the upper world through the sensors of Helm's
ship. "Advice: neglect to ask.”

The Petterner came gliding over to Gabriel on its many legs, agraceful waltzing motion. Harbinger, you
are awaited, it said. Immediate complete interface isrequired. We are here to assist.

"Thenlet'sdoit," Gabrid said.

At the edges of hismind, he could hear afaint wash of cries and screams. Loca space was becoming too
full of human, fradl, and other species anguish. The terrible sound would become more audible if
something didn't happen fast. Wheat frightened Gabrie most was the possibility that, if he failed, he would
hear no more of those voices at al, because they would al be gone.

"What needs to be done?"' he asked.
Growth, replied the Patterner.

Then it started. There was a shivering in the substance on which they stood. Fingers and tendrils of the
crystalline matter began to extrude dowly upwards around him where he sood, somethin as hairs, some
asthick around ashiswrigt, dl perfectly clear. They tangled around hisfeet and shins and knees, dowly
climbing upward asif hewere atree being wrapped in vines.

He shivered at firdt, but then other sensations started that made it plain that merely being held in place by
threads and ropes and cables of living glasswas going to be the least of histroubles. Activated by the
presence and nearness of the glass and moderated by the stone down in the fist of his spacesuit's glove,
Gabrid could fed the new connectionsin hismind garting to awaken—an itching, fizzing feding. His
consciousness began to fed hot and tight ingde, asif the brain growth of which Delde Sota spoken had
actually started to push his skull out from the inside, pressure, an uncomfortable pressure, looking for
release. It was not actively painful yet, but Gabriel thought that it soon would be. The swesat started out
onhim.

Unfortunately he could aso fed other things happening. On the surface, adark shadow lowered, and
small dark-green shapes were pouring out of it and into the entrance hal high above them, making for the
corridors...

"They're coming," Gabrid rasped.
"Can you not stop them?" Grawl asked.



"No."
"What do we do?' Angelasaid. There was only the dightest tremor to her voice.
Gabrid swallowed. "Keep them out.”

"Do our best," Bertin said, then nodded to her companions. They started sorting themsalves around the
perimeter of the space.

"Yougotit," Hdmsad.

Helm began detaching wegpons from the gun rack on his back. Gabriel found timefor just one

incredul ous thought: to wonder where and how he had laid hands on some of those wegpons. Half of
them were gtrictly military and highly illegal. The otherswere only moderately illegal, depending on what
jurisdiction you werein at the time, but Helm had never worried much about jurisdictions. The Marines
were giving him looks that were haf envious and haf admiring as Helm passed gunsthe size of smdl trees
to Angelaand Grawl and Enda, and findly, having handed another one to Delde Sota, he paused by
Gabridl.

The webwork of glass had grown up around Gabrid to hiswaist and was swiftly extending upward.
"How do you get out of that?' Helm asked conversationdly.
"Maybel dont," Gabrid sad.

No timeto worry about it now. A memory surfaced of some old story hisfather had told him about a
magician stuck in arock—in somekind of crysta coffin. Now he was becoming the magician.
Unfortunatdy, he wasfeding painfully short of magic at the moment, and though he had known in his
heart that thisfind battle would come eventudly, it had never occurred to him that he might have to stand,
immobile and imprisoned with empty handswhile hisfriendsfought... and won or logt it.

He was damned if he wouldn't fight. He turned to look down at the Patterner. It, too, was now anchored
in place to the milky floor, the ddlicate legs wrapped about with the glass, the eyes set around the middle
body now peering out between more cables of crystal asthey grew and wound upward.

Patterner, Gabrid said to it, we have other problemsto deal with while thisis going on. There'sa
war starting out there. We need the weapons.

What weapons?

Gabrid stared at it. Don't tell me that there aren't weapons here! Or some kind of defense! The
other Patterner said—

There are instrumentalities here that may serve you, said the Patterner before him, but completion
first.

The tension and pressure, the hot prickling sense of connections knitting and awakening in hismind, was
worsening. Memories began firing in his mind uncontrollably—not in order, nothing like the march of
memory that you were supposed to suffer when you died. These came completely at random.

Childhood, fishing on the beach.
Hisfather turning to hismother late one night asthey sat in the Sitting room.

A sunset over the ocean.



Gabrid'slast day in school.
Hisfirst day in the Marines.

Glimpses of space.

Thefirgt time he had killed.

Hisfirg starfal.

Thedrip of water in the glaciers on Epsedra.

Thefrozen fury of Elinke Dareyev'sface. Behind her, the recording of Ambassador Delvecchio's last
shuttletrip played...

Gabrid blinked, hot tears ran, but he could do nothing, couldn't move, couldn't Speak—
Tramping, clattering noises came from the corridor entrance. The kroath—

Hisfriends and the Marines were looking at each other. He could see them, fed their terror, their
exhilaration. Bertin nodded at her people, and the safeties came off.

"I haven't killed anything at al today," Helm growled as he checked the charge on his wegpon. "Good
placeto dart.”

"No ethicad problem here," Delde Sotasaid, checking her weapon aswell. "Cannot kill what is dready
dead. Simplifies matters. Oathsintact.”

Enda stood there, small and frail in her little Spacesuit, checking the charge on the massrifle that Gabrie
usually used. She glanced at the door then looked over toward him.

Insde, something kept rifling through Gabriel's memories, asif trying to seeif everything wasthere.
Ricd's memories were there, too. They wererifled aswell, and Gabrid struggled againgt it, but the
struggling was no use. In his palm, the stone burned fiercely as Gabriel watched that other life go by.

Then Gabrid suddenly redlized what Ricel had been practicefor. Y es, the stone had made al that
happen, too.

Gods only knew how many years of tweaks and changes to what would otherwise have been history's
normal course that the stone had made to make sure that Ricel wasthere for Gabrid, that hismission
went forward, that the ambassador died, that Gabriel was semi-convicted by the Phorcynsand
fled—alwayswith the sonein hand. It had made surethat Ricdl died in front of him so that those
memorieswere laid out in front of Gabrid, utterly necessary, otherwiseirretrievable. All unwittingly he
had done his homewafk, further investigating those memories—digging, laying them bare, refining the
connectionsto them, in his own interest, he'd thought at the time. Now Gabriel wondered.

Now thefacility here knew that Gabriel had mastered the fine art of absorbing another's memories,
sorting and compiling and filing them away for himsdf. Asaresult, now it had another set of memoriesfor
him. These were much bigger, much more complex, much more important. Some changes had been

made in his own mind so that he would be ready to handle the new load. Everything was now ready.

The shriek brought his eyes open, digtracting him. He saw thefirst few kroath come through the entrance.
The noise had been Grawl, |etting loose awarcry of her people, leveling her weapon, and firing. Gabrie
got afirst whiff of that terrible sour acid odor, the dime that surrounded the bodies of the undead inside



their armor. The kroath went down, its abdomen torn into jagged strips of sizzling armor. It straggled up
again. Endawasfiring at it now, then Angda, and finally Lacey and Rathbone. Together they brought it
down, only to seeit straggle up one moretime, aming its dark plasmawespon, firing—

More kroath came. Their armor was too strong to make it a smple matter to take them out. Their shrieks
and screams of rage and pain filled the air. Before Gabriel had not been equipped to redlize that the
kroath were not mere automata, reactivated corpses moving and fighting, but that there was dso some
semblance of consciousnessingde them. They walked in anguish and fury that could never be quenched,
amadness of mind degraded to programming. Memory was nearly lost. Even worse, memories were
stripped of their associations so that old loves and familiar faces might passin front of them and they
would not know them, would kill them with unconcern, and then afterward never understand why the
pain indde was even greater than it had been before. That endless anguish. ..

Gabrie wanted to weep for them, but there was no timefor it now. It was kinder smply to mince them
so small they could never be put back together again, burn them to ashes, blow them apart...

The Marines and Gabrid's friendswere al doing afair job of that at the moment. The kroath bodies
were piling up so that the entry was somewhat choked with them, but even as they were torn gpart by the
big caiber fire, the armor broke and let out that terrible acid dime. It ate bodies and armor dike so that
the pile kept getting smaller, and more kroath came climbing in over it. It waslike trying to stop the tide
from coming in. Even as he watched, Dirigent went down with adark plasmabolt through the chest. The
others closed ranks over hisbody, still firing, and al Gabrid could think of waswhat would happen when
hisfriends gunsran out of ammunition, when their chargesran down...

All around him the facility waited. Gabriel ood shuddering and helpless, wholly imprisoned in the crystd
now. Herethey were, waiting, avast set of memoriesin aglass matrix, preserved for him and only for
him. It was the map. The master map of the other Glassmaker Stes—all the other Sites, dl their secrets,
everything they held. All thistreasure of datawas ready to pour into Gabrid, old wineinto anew bottle.
Ready for use at last.

If he accepted it.
If hedidnt...
He could hear the whole facility listening to histhought.

Every fiber of it was dive, waiting, and desperate. Outside his crystdline prison, dark plasmabolts flew.
Endarolled out of the way of one and fired. Helm stood blasting away with the D6 tucked under one arm
and areloaded flechette gun in the other. Another kroath went down in the doorway and got up again,
while another climbed over it and legped into the room. Grawl's fire took them both down.

You must accept it!
Oh, must | ? Gabrid asked.

It al came down, findly, to this: become the chosen vessdl of this huge and terrible knowledge and make
surethat humanity and itsalliesreceived it. For without it, they would not survive.

Refuseit, and it will all be destroyed now... for no one elseis capable of handling it. The others
who can handle it, too, are not worthy. They will take this information and use it. Within twenty
years—thirty?>—mankind and its allies will be gone.

The other choice was to take the knowledge, and...



Change. Irreversible, change impossible to describe, impossible to understand. .. from thisside of the
process. Knowledge was promised on the other side, but by then it will be too late. Accept the
knowledge and become. .. more than human? Less? Or will there even be words that are capable of
describing the difference?

Gabrid breathed in, breathed out. Thiswas what the stone had been preparing him for. If he refused the
change, he would never be complete, never know what might have been.

| get to keep my humanity.
For alittle while, replied the Patterner, until you die...

Gabriel gasped for bregth, struggled inside the crysta for away to help hisfriends. They al had their
backs turned, fighting the kroath: Helm, who had been made more than human to start with; Delde Sota,
who had built hersdlf that way, dowly, over time; Enda, who had never been human but knew more
about it than some; Grawl, never human either, but involved with the species as her people had been for
many years, Angela, as human as Gabrid was now—more 0, for the stone had not changed her.

Yet, said the Patterner.
The choiceis still mine?
Yours alone. Without your willing acceptance, all that has gone before is meaningless.

"Gabrid!" Angelashouted at him, looking over her shoulder while changing charge packs. The bodies
were beginning to pile up in the doorway, but other kroath still were pushing in from behind. "Just this
once, could you hurry up and do whatever? "

Just thisonce....

He closed his eyes, took one last deep bresth, and said to the Patterner, Doit.

Chapter Eighteen

He had tried to brace himsdlf, but nothing could have prepared Gabrid for the incandescent stream of
power that blasted into and through him, burning him from within. He tried to hang onto some sense of
himsdlf, but it waslost in moments, seared away in the access of light that completely inhabited him, filled
himlikeliquid—

—then not just aflood of light, but billions of individua sparks of it, each gravitating to one particular
spot, one cell, one strand of DNA, one atom, and etching itself there. Every spark meant something. He
was amap. Here and there, as the blindness began to fade and the dazzlement passed, Gabridl caught
glimpses of what was now written insde him, in every cell: agtar here, a patch of nebulathere, a planet
indicated somewhere e se, dl the other Precursor sites, al that information was now stored in him. It had
written itself in his genes, asit could not have done without his consent. For aslong as helived, that data
could be used by him and his delegates, and should there ever be children, they too would carry it... and
their children, and theirs after that.

Wonderful, he thought, dazed, so now what?

He opened his eyesto see atroop of bigger kroath forcing their way past the ones who had been coming



inthefirst wave. Their armor was hugely broad across the shoulders, and their clawslanced out further.
Grawl roared aterrible cry at the sght of them, realizing that as the other kroath had been made of men,
sesheyans, or fraal, some of these were weren. With her scream, one of them launched itself a her—

Helm raised the D6, pulled the trigger, and the charge gave out. He dropped it, reached over his back,
came up with something e se, something squarish that he shook a handle out of.

An axe?

Gabrid gtared asHelm, in that battered armor, threw himself at the kroath, dashing, the axe whirling,
seemingly appearing in severa places at once. One of the kroath'sarmsfell away at the elbow. The
kroath struck Helm with the other, but the claws made only marks on hisarmor. Helm was st like a
rock, asif he were anchored into the floor like Gabriel and the Patterner.

Helm struck it and struck again, dashing off the other arm. It staggered at him, went down, 0ozing acidic
dime. There were no other wegpons nearby, nothing more effective to grab, but Helm spread hislegs
and planted himsdf firm and ydled, " Anybody € se?'

Lacey had gone down next to where Delde Sotalay firing. The doctor grabbed the poor kid's massrifle,
ydled, "Hdm!" and threw it to him. Helm caught it out of the air one-handed as he was hitting the next
kroath with the axe. He dapped the axe back into carry position over his shoulder and used the massrifle
to stitch dong the middle of the kroath, trying to cut it in haf as he had with Delonghi. Gabrid could not
see hisface through the armor, but he could imagine what it |looked like—that crazy grin that went
halfway around hisface, the teeth bared, the fiercely crewcut hair bristling. The kroath went down. Helm
fired two long burdsinto it, severing itslegs at the knees.

"Wak away fromthat," heydlled. " Anybody else?'

Hewastiring. He couldn't possibly keep it up, and the others had to be running out of charge or ammo.
And there were till more kroath coming.

Gabrid was struggling in the crystd again.
Let me out! Let me fight! Where are the weapons?
There are no weapons here. Only information—

He screamed in frugtration. Like an echo came the sound of screams and gunfire from farther up, echoing
like thunder in the corridors above. Werre dl going to die, Gabrid thought, and | can't do anything.
They'redl going to die.

Confusion spread as the kroath blundered more quickly into the greaet room. Helm cut one more off at
the legs, and then that massrifle's change went out. MacL ain went down but took another kroath with
him. Helm snatched the axe from over hisback and went for the next kroath, ducked the dark plasma
blast that went past, and brought the axe down on arm and weapon together. The weapon exploded,
throwing Helm backward and taking the kroath's arm off at the shoulder. With a crash of armor Helm
went down, and kroath piled on top of him.

No! Gabridl cried. Let me out! Let me help! They'll all—

—and Helm rolled, plunged, and shook them off, clubbing them away, swinging the axe. He dragged
himsdlf to hisfeet again, the armor dented, his helmet haf crushed againg hisface, blood running fromiit
and from his shoulder. Hisarm hung limp.



With his one good hand, he pulled his axe again and roared, " Anybody else??'
—and the sound of gunfire echoed and roared in the access corridor.

Suddenly there were no more kroath in the corridor, only apile of 00zing, dissolving bodies and armor.
More Marines had come.

A kind of gasping quiet fell asthe two groups stood looking at each other in disbdief and joy, but the joy
didnt last long.

Enda cameto them, casting her gun aside. Y ou are from Schmetterling?"

"The captain sent us," said one of the Marines. " She didn't want you to get away." He was|ooking over
at Gabrid ashesaidit. "Maybe that wasn't a problem.”

Through the crysta, he gave the man abemused look. "Without you guys," Gabrid said, "getting away
would not have been even dightly on the cards.” He looked around at the falen ones, Lacey, Dirigent
and MacLain, their armor and bodies haf-eaten away aready by the kroath dime.

"But you're supposed to save everything now," said the young lieutenant. "That was the word."
"I'm s0 glad people tell methesethings," Gabrid said. "1 just wish | knew how!"

You do know, said the Patterner, ascalm asif amajor battle had not just taken placein front of her.
Look within.

It took alittle doing. Suddenly Gabriel found it much easier to hear the rest of thisfacility. What he could
mostly hear at the moment was, They have come back! A terrible sound of rgjoicing, acrash of martia
music in hismind, guns and trumpets, drums besating.

They?

The makers. The creators.

Where?

You.

Gabriel would have looked over his shoulder, if he could have moved.

They said to us, "We will come back. We will use you again. Where once we failed, we will rise up
and succeed.”

Somekind of reincarnation belief, Gabrid thought, yet the facility was deadly serious about it.

Wll, fine, hesaid slently, but meanwhile there's a space battle going on out there, and my people's
ships are being chopped in pieces, and it needs to stop!

There was not even apause for accesstime. The enemies ship defense...

Everything visua around him went away. In hismind, Gabrid found himself looking a something that was
likeacircuit diagram, but it was about akilometer across. However, it was not adiagram; it was an
equation. He could understand the terms but wasn't sure how they fit together.

He puzzled over it. The symmetry of the equation was Strange. | don't see what this does, or how it



works, Gabrid said. It looks like it makes something out of nothing!
Exactly, replied the Patterner. That is how everything was made at the beginning, out of nothing...

Gabrid knew as much about big bang theory as anyone e se, but he had never thought of it in quite those
terms before. If he wasright, he was looking a some kind of intangible shield technology, and it seemed
to have something to do with engines powered by darkmatter reactions, which every Concord and Star
Force ship out there had.

Can we make thisfor our ships? he demanded.

Impossible, the answer came back. Installation requires more reconfiguration and rebuilding than
can be managed at thistime.

Gabrid felt like swearing, but it wouldn't have helped. It's not fair that they have this advantage aswell as
numbers! We're going to get daughtered here!

The Others may be made to lose this advantage, the answer came back.

Theimagery filling hismind was suddenly all directed toward one part of the equation. Gabriel redlized
abruptly that he was being shown its weak spot, the one part of the process of "“making something out of
nothing" that could feasibly be interfered with. A ship close enough to another one using this screen could
just possibly generate the pulse of energy that would strike at this particular weak point and render the
Screen useless.

How do | get thisto them in the middle of a battle? Gabriel thought in desperation. Or in time for
them to do anything with it? There was no way to get the information where it was needed, and people
were dying out there.

I mplementation does not have to be carried out remotely. Local implementation is possible on a
limited basis.

Gabriel gulped. Define limited.

One pulse of the power necessary to disable all such operationsin local space can be produced.
Timeto recharge: eight to the eighth hours.

Gabrid did thefirst few multiplicationsin his head and then gave up. Never mind that, he said. Get
ready to do it!

Then he paused. What if it doesn't work?
Thereis no other remedy, camethat cool reply.

He swallowed. It's just going to have to do, he thought, but at the sametime can't take the chance that
thisinformation might belogt. This could make dl the differencein fightsyet to come. It might mean the
difference between our sde's surviva and its extinction, but | don't even understand it. How am |
supposed to storeit, shareit...?

Theideacame. "Delde Sotal" Gabriel shouted. "Areyou il linked to Longshot's comms?”
She tapped the remote transmitter a her bet. "Clear and operating.”

That'll doit, Gabrid thought. Thiswas amechauswho had been able to sabotage Delonghi's ship by
diding her mind down into its computers via nothing but comms circuitry. At thetime, it had seemed



dangeroudy like magic. Now Gabrid was entirely happy to apply anything, up to and including magic, to
the problem before him.

"How are you with figuring out schematics?'

She grinned, one of those dightly ferd smiles she produced sometimes when someone asked her a
guestion that was very much to her liking. "Admission: have been known to do such things every now and
then."

"Do you think you can link up with me?"

She strode over to him, keeping the gun in her hands, and leaned up against the column of wrapped and
woven crysta in which he now stood imprisoned. Her braid dipped in through the interstices and
wrapped its finest tendrils around hiswrigt, sinking into the medchip there asit had so many times before.

"Not just hardware," Gabrid sad. " Software..."

Shelooked a him. Just the barest spark of darm in those eyes, but it was quickly gone. " Semantics," she
sad. "Rhetorica question: for amechaus, isthere adifference?’

"Areyou sure?' hesaid. "I don't know if this—"
"Exhortation!" Delde Sotainterrupted. "Try it and find out.”
Gabrid closed his eyes and dipped into the webwork, into the crystal.

The connection, when it came, was overwhelming. Gabriel found himsalf looking acrosswhat seemed
thousands of kilometers of space, dl glittering with the constructs of thought, down to great depths, up to
unguessed-at heights. Delde Sota had been a Grid pilot before she had been a doctor. Gabriel knew that,
but he knew it casudly. Now helooked down into her mind and saw that she was till aGrid pilot, for
she carried huge amounts of the Grid inside her tailored memory, which she had had ingtaled in hersdif,
bit by bit over time. When she had come away from her medical work on Iphus Station, she had finished
the last of that customization, fedling that she might need it sometime soon. All those trips back to
Corrivae, hethought, ... to do some errands.”

One has to do the shopping sometime, the answer came back, and Delde Sotalaughed inside.

Gabrid gulped at the vastness within her. All minds were landscapes to some extent—at |east that was
the paradigm in which he found himsdlf tending to think of them—but Delde Sotas was alandscapein
more dimensions than mogt. It had directions and axes the existence of which hewould never have
suspected, stretching off through many star systems, encapsulating parts of their Grids down which she
had run herself at onetime or another. The textures were amazing. He saw the spit of eectricity and the
hot burn of nuclear particles as she came close to one power source or another, the caress of others
thoughts as she passed them in the Grid. Down the myriad networks she quested, hunting information
about one subject or another that interested her... and nearly everything interested Delde Sota. Doctor
she might be, but she was a so technician, philosopher, and engineer—all necessary tdents, since she had
been building and rebuilding hersdlf for years. The rebuilding, the redesigning of an exigting design to
some new and unexpected use was what chiefly delighted her.

What did you have in mind? She asked slently.
This, Gabrid said. He showed her the shield.

She dipped down into that schematic, woreit like acoat, looked at it dl over, checked thefit, and then



started to look closdly at the fabric. A torrent of imagery flooded over Gabrid, picked up second-hand
from her. Whirling virtual shdll-gtructures of atomsthat did not yet exist but could if conditionswere
correct, the probability clouds of their attendant particles even more subjective and uncertain than usud,
and other particles, exotic but easily enough produced for short periodsif you gave them achance. Then
came aflood of equivaencies between the symbology a which Gabriel had been looking and her own.

A long pause. Even Delde Sotawas briefly confused by what she saw. Then suddenly Gabrie felt her
suck her breath in, and hefdt agreat cry of astonishment and hope go up inside her.

Sdes balance, she said slently to Gabrid.
Of the equation?
Possibly of the battle as well. Possibly a little imbalance.

Take all thisinformation, Gabrid said. Soreit in every ship's computer in the fleet that you're able
to reach. If even one survives to bring this home, we may lose this battle, but we'll have a better
than even chance of winning the war .

"After that?' she said doud.

We'll seeif we can make thislittle change in the Externals ships, Gabrid said, and even things up
dightly.

Query: chances of success? Delde Sota asked.

Gabrid shook hishead. We're rolling double or nothing on this one. Do what you need to and
hurry. | won't move until you're done.

Hewas afraid, afraid that the pulse he felt from the "mind" of theingtallation, considering so camly, might
burn him out in its passng. He was dso afraid that using the information in thisway, targeting the Externd
ships with the pulse meant to burn out their protective screen, might aso tempt them to destroy the facility
itself, no matter how much they wanted it. Gabridl knew little or nothing about the psychology of his
enemy, except that it wasinimicd to everything human. He was moving in an information vacuum and
wasvery afraid to movein any direction a dl, yet at the same time he didn't dare not move. People were

dying.

Delde Sota had withdrawn from Gabridl, standing still for amoment, planning out how to handle her
intervention, concentrating. Gabriel stood there and shivered, for the wash of terror and pain that he had
picked up earlier was even stronger now. The battle wasin full career, and it was not going well for the
Concord. The Externa ships were dicing them up with great energy beams like blades, and the Star
Force wegpons were just diding off them, unable to inflict any smilar damage. Kroath were landing on
Gavin and Alitar, killing people, steding people. Here and there, bizarrely, were the VVoidCorp ships,
waiting, doing nothing, but everywhere else, loca space wasfull of the silvery bloom of lost amosphere
as shipsburst gpart, spilling their crews into vacuum, exploding. One swung past with an Externd shipin
pursuit as another ship akin to it blew not far away, and Gabriel got a sudden sense of familiarity.

"Schmetterling!" Gabrid cried.

"Schmetterling comms." There were screamsin the background, sirens, avoice ydling "Get me that
damage report! What the hell's happened to the main battery?"

"Thisis Gabriel Connor. Get methe captain. | think | can save her ship.”



A pause. Then that fierce voice. "1 thought | would have taken help from one of them sooner than from
you, but the ruthlessness of the situation makesliars of usdl. What have you got? Did you find what you
were after?'

He had no immediate answer for that. "Listen, | think we can even up the odds alittle. These guyshave a
shidd—"

She swore. "Tel meabout it. | hit them with everything I've got and it makes no difference!”

"I think | can do something about that. If it works, they're going to |ose those shields shortly. They may
not even redizeit's happened at fird."

"I'll pass the word, but you'd damned well better hurry up!”

Gabrid felt around inside the ingtallation and was shocked to fed the wave of power growinginiit,
beeting againg him like awind felt from behind.

"It won't belong. Theresinformation well be dumping to Schmetterling's computers—and to al the
other shipsin the fleet. It hasto get back to the Concord. It's the hardware and software information for
agmilar shidd."

"Wl do it, then! We have afew problems up here a the moment, and | don't have—"
An explosion, and sudden silence. Gabrid frantically groped for the contact but couldn't get it back.
"Delde Sota, go!" he screamed.

In her mind, she fled down her contact with Schmetterling, still dive though her audio commswere
gone. She had carrier; it was enough. Down into Schmetterling's computers, which resisted her for
ages—severa seconds at least—Gabriel could hear the doctor's cry of frustration as she worried her
way through course after course of firewall meant to prevent just thiskind of attack. Then shefound a
chink, dipped through, and wasin.

Now thetricky part. She was intent. She was aso a doctor and was not distracted by the blood and
screams that she could "hear” dl around her. She wasin the middle of a procedure. Doctor Sotaran
down the circuitry and solids of the ship's compuiter, found memory empty there, and impressed the plans
on it—the equations, the ingtdlation's own visudization of the hardware needed to manage the mass
reactors and gravitic coilsand all the other changes and tweaks that would be necessary to make the new
shidd work.

All around Gabrid, the power of the Precursor facility was building to its peak. Hewas Hill afraid, afraid
that it wouldn't be enough and that all these shipsfull of brave and desperate people were going to die.

The power peaked.
"Delde Sota!" Gabriel shrieked.

She did not bother to answer with her voice. She knew he could fed her flashing out of the computersin
Schmetterling and legping to the computers of other shipsin the fleet. In microsecond jumps, she printed
the dataiin their computers memories, firewalling them so they could not be accidentally overwritten or
atered. A moment of approval and surprise, even for her, as she dipped into the Lighthouse's Grid and
planted the data there. The sheer Sze of it impressed her. Then on to the rest, packing the data down into
every one of even thetiniest ships. Some exploded behind her, but she did not stop. She kept up the
dance from machine mind to machine mind until every one till extant had the data.



The Precursor facility's power was beating harder against Gabridl, impatient to belet go, but he had to
wait until Delde Sota had done what was needed. She was il in the midst of the dance, checking her
work, making sure that none of the ships computers had dumped the data.

"Dond" shecried.

With the power of the Precursor facility rushing through him like the great waterfal on Danwell, Gabriel
picked up oneimage he had not intended to. The landscape inside Elinke Dareyev's mind, now suddenly
flooded with horror and grief as she saw the huge spheroid ship swing away from cutting up Tour nant
not twenty kilometers from her, then comein with that great blade of energy ready to dice Schmetterling
intwo. Thisisit, he heard her think. My people, my poor people, oh, my poor crew! She got ready to
die, but shouted, "One moretime! All weapons, fire!”

"Go!" Gabrid said to thefacility.

The force blasted out around him, through him, whiting out Gabrie'sworld in atorrent of power and
pain. He had no ideawhat kind of pulse was being generated. It seemed to him to be running around
under the crust of the planet asif under askin, then pouring out of from every crack and crevice, blasting
into al neighboring space and propagating at lightspeed, possibly faster. Were there tachyons and other
faster-than-light particlesinvolved in this? No way to tell for sure. All he could do was concentrate on
bearing this, not losing himsdlf init, for there were more things he would need to do afterwards. The pulse
tore through al loca space, and he could fed it begin to impact the Externals ships. Where it touched
them, something happened that he was not sure how to define. Asthe pulse touched those shields, he
could fed them. They seemed to be in the process of creating subatomic particlesthat did not actualy
exist. Firefrom the Concord ships hit the enemy vessdls, creating patches of these not-redlly-existing
particles, and the patches turned the ships fire away—until the firestorm stopped, a which time they
vanished.

Except now, when the pulse hit the ships generating the screen. For amillisecond, the shipswere
completely screened—and then suddenly their screens could no longer generate the particlesat all. The
hulls of the Externals ships were suddenly just so much meta and dloy.

Gabrid fdt Elinke watching hopelesdy asthat Externa ship swung toward her, swung in close with that
blade of energy.

A lineof firefrom Schmetterling struck the ship.

The great spherical monstrosity cracked open, spilled atmosphere and bodies out into the void, then
cracked again, flaming wider, and blew up in adazzling array.

"It workd" Delde Solacried and burst out laughing.
Gabrid laughed, too. It works!
"Captain,”" Gabrid shouted down the commslink, "it worked! It worked!"

"What did you do?' Elinke yelled, and over her shoulder yelled again, "Where the devil are my front
batteries, someone's going to have their pay docked in a minute! "

"l can't explain right now," said Gabrid.
"Well, what do | care? Will it last?"

"For these ships, yes," Gabrid said. "They'll never screen again.”



"Well find out inamoment,” Elinke muttered. "Here comes another one. Forward batteries, are you up
now? That one, there, hit him!"

The torpedoes and the forward energy weapons both let go together. The energy weagpons took the big
approaching sphere amidships, and the torpedoes followed, hitting dightly off to one side. It exploded
brilliantly.

Therewasalong pause. "Y ou're the devil himself," Elinke Dareyev'svoice said. "I've dways said 0. Are
you surethiswill lat?!

"It's permanent, Captain.”

"Good. Then all we haveto do is deal with two-to-one odds,” she said. Her voice was grimly pleased.
"Well al just haveto shoot twice, that'sall.”

Insde the facility of which Gabrid was now a part, the battle now seemed to have begun happening
insde everyone who watched. They were al being drawn in as the power turned its attention away from
Gabrid and began to focus outward, as the facility witnessed what it had been placed herefor, agreat
stroke againgt the enemy that had destroyed its makers so many millions of years before. Through Delde
Sotait flowed into them from a thousand viewpoints, for she wasin the system Grid and the tactical
sub-Grid connecting the Concord vessdls. For his own part, Gabriel was struggling for control, unwilling
to be forced permanently into this status. Limiting that power too strictly now could mean the end of
everything for the Verge, and so Gabriel walked the edge of that glassy razor with care, trying to keep a
steady course and not to let emotion tip him over one way or the other.

Thefear was il there. He could see, as hisfriends could see through him, the terrible carnage thet the
Externds shipswere wresking—great blasts of energy lancing out, flowers of fire blooming in the night,
carving up Concord, Gavinite, and Alitarin ships. Already something was happening. Something was
beginning to shift. Shipsthat had fired again and again at their enemies without result were now getting
results—those of them that had survived that long—and were throwing themsdvesfeverishly into the
offengve, looking to make up lost time. The biggest Concord ships, which had been cautious not to
throw themsalves too hatily into battle with the very biggest Externd ships, now went after them with a
vengeance. Even the Lighthouse dowly moved into the center of the bettle, itsterrible wegponry lancing
out and wreaking the same kind of destruction on the Externadsthat they had been meting out to the
Concord fleet. The odds were still bad, but the tone of the fight had changed. People were il dying,
Gabrid knew, but at least they were now doing so with the hope that it might make some difference.

They watched for awhile, knowing that there was no danger of attack to them at the moment. Asthe
minutes passed, dowly at first, then more quickly, thetide of battle began turning. The Concord ships
took the battle to the Externals in earnest, and now the shipsthat bloomed fire and breathed atmosphere
into the vacuum were more often those of the invaders. There was along hesitation, an uncertain period
during which the fighting went on much as before—but then dowly the Externa ships gathered together
and started to make for the outer reaches of the system asif to regroup. The Concord ships pursued
them, and even more of the External vessals made starfall as minutes and tens of minutes and an hour and
two hourswent by. .

The Marinesingde the cavern were recouping themsalves, dedling with their dead and binding up the
wounded. Gabrid looked out of the pillar at where Grawl was working on Helm.

"What asong thiswill make," Grawl was saying as she bound up hisface and eye with pressure tape.
Gabrid sucked in breath as he watched her do it, for the eye clearly would never be the same, no matter
what bionics could beingalled in the ruined socket later. " Greet was the daughter. The kroath fell in



hegps. Then Helm Ragnar's son strode forth with the axe and paid the price for wisdom: an eye—"
"The meter will need work," Endasaid, "but you begin well."

Gabrid dretched, came up againg the resistance of the crystd, and abruptly felt it bend in front of him.
He was that crysta now. No need for this, he said sllently, and dowly the glasdike substance started to
retract, dipping back down into the fibril bed of the master facility.

The Patterner, too, was coming undone from its shackles and came over to Gabrid. Harbinger, it said,
your initiation is done.

Gabrid dretched. .. then felt something odd in hisglove. Or rather, something odd that was not in his
glove. The stone was gone.

| am the stone now, Gabriel thought. Everything that it had been, directiona source, ancient persondlity,
power feed, information storage core, all of that was part of Gabriel now, wound into hisDNA,
engraved on hisgenes. | am what it was, he thought, amap. .. aguidepost. The harbinger. The onewho
showstheway. And if there were ever children at some point down the line, they would carry the same
map in their genes. They would dways know the way to wonder....

Heglancedidly &t Angela

Shelooked up at him from an injured Marine whose head she was holding in her lap. Well, who knows?
He heard her think. Maybe just once.

Gabrid swalowed.

Heturned his attention slently upward and outward. The battle had plainly reached that moment when
the enemy saysto itsdf, "Thisisnot fun any more. We aren't winning." The system was dmost empty of
External ships now, except for the remnants of those that had been destroyed. A few of the great
pherical shipstill lingered in the outer regions of the systemn, but one by one they were vanishing into
drivespace as the Concord vessels took control of the area, most massing over and around Argolos. The
VoidCorp shipsthat had turned up aso took themsalves out into the darkness, vanishing into the
darkness beyond the farthest fringes of the Algemron system.

"They're going to have some explaining to do about that,” Gabrid said softly.

Hewould be interested in hearing them. Probably they would make the excuse that they had initialy been
as over-gunned as the Concord ships had been. He would have loved to hear how they explained leaving
just asthe Externdslost their shields and became vulnerable.

That would keep. He would probably have plenty of time to see their reaction in the Grid newsto that. ..
while spending dl histimein custody, before thetria and afterward.

Helm came over to him, the didocated left arm bound against his side a the moment. Delde Sota had
done afield relocation but would want to do more work on it later.

"You know..." Helm rasped.
Gabriel looked a him quizzically.

Helm gave Gabrid aone-eyed ook of amusement. "Aw, it didn't work. | thought we could al just sort of
think at you now."



Enda came up beside him. "That isasure way to give him aheadache," she said, "assuming he doesn't
have one dready.”

Gabrid amiled a her somberly. "l ache dl over, and my head fedslikeit might fal off shortly, but there
are other thingsto do first."

"Yeah," Hdmsad. "l wasthinking..."

Gabriel heard the thought but said nothing about it for the moment. "We should get suited up,” he said,
"and get the hurt people out of here.”

Helm looked a& him alittle strangely.
You know what he has in mind, Endasaid slently.
| do, Gabridl said. | won't do it.

He turned to the Patterner, which stood nearby, watching the others prepare to leave. Thisfacility istoo
dangerous to leave open, Gabrid told the creature. There are inhabitants of this system who would
attempt to make inappropriate usage of it.

Thisfacility has no further use, the Patterner said. When you depart, it will be destroyed.
That shocked Gabrid alittle. Don't you think it would be wise to keep a backup?

It felt around in hismind for his meaning and then made asmple sense of negation in reply. The data
was not copied but transferred. It was always intended to be held inside a life form. It had been
hoped that we might serve that purpose, but it seemslife is more than intelligence and free will.
When there were no more of our makers left and our prototype program was discontinued
unfinished, that data was stored solid, but such storage is merely static and is seen as far more
insecure than that in living beings.

Oh?

That was their way, it said. That is the way the programming was laid in. You must now see to the
propagation of the data yourself.

Gabrie laughed alittle, seeing that what he was going to have to do with Jacob Ricd's memoriesfor his
testimony was the same thing he was going to have to do with the mapping information of which he was
now the sole bearer. More homework, he thought. Is the testing stage ever going to end?

The Patterner gave him adry look with all those eyes.
What about you, Patterner ? Gabridl asked.

| and my other selves are done, it said. We have fulfilled our programming and our purpose. Go
well, Harbinger. Fulfill your programming as well.

It fell slent. Gabrid fdt for itsmind. .. and found that it was gone.
Helooked at Enda, sad and alittle shocked. " That was sudden."
She shook her head and turned to look at the others.

The Marines, suited and waiting, stood alittle distance away, regarding Gabriel with expressions of which



he could make little. There was horror in some of them and awe in others. Some seemed afraid to look at
him. Others seemed unableto take their eyes off him.

Gabriel could only shake his head and wonder what they saw. He had seen too much of the insides of
others mindsfor the moment. For the next little while, the only mind he wanted to see the inside of was
hisown. It would take awhile to get a sense of what it looked like these days, but he would have plenty
of timefor that.

Heturned to Endaagain. "Let's get my cousins hereinto Longshot and Lalique.”
Helm looked thoughtfully at Gabridl.

"Givethem aride back to Schmetterling, but youand | will goinfirst." He put hisarm through Endas,
and they headed toward the corridor entrance. "1 have an appointment to keep."

Chapter Nineteen

They were aboard Schmetterling for severa days before anything significant happened. Mostly
everyone in the system was preoccupied with repairing damage done during the battle, helping add their
own information to the master report that was being assembled, and smply recovering.

Gabrid was returned to the same cell where he had previoudy been kept, and Endaand the crews of
Longshot and Lalique were dlowed to visit him pretty much at will. Gabriel spent hisfirst day aboard in
collapse, and the next couple of daystrying to sort out what had happened to him. For onething, he
understood the strange looks on the faces of Bertin and the other Marines. When he had finally had
strength to get up and have ashower and a shave, thefirst look in the mirror shocked him. The hair had a
little ways yet to go before it became completely white, but the eyes, his eyes, were now silver-pale,
gone white as Precursor glass. That he had not expected. Shaving had taken along time that day.

Longer ill would be the business of sorting out everything he now had in his head—atask Gabriel began
to despair of ever completing before he died of old age. | was so bloody worried about not being human
at the end of this, he thought late one night, and it turns out the problem was the reverse. I'm ill too
human. I'm terrified of losing thisdata. ..

It seemed to be safely esconced ingde him for the time being, and by the third day he found himsdlf able
to start to relax. That was his error, for he came out of the little head down at the end of the cell corridor
that evening to find the door to the living area open. Gabriel went toward it, smiling dightly.

Inside, sitting on one of the pulldown sofas and looking at the wall display, was Lorand Kharls.

He stood up to greet Gabrid, which he did not have to do, and saw him seated first, as he might have
done with an honored guest. Then he sat down and looked at him for awhile.

"Areyou surprised to see me back here?" Gabrid asked at lagt.
"Oh, no," the adminigtrator replied. "I was expecting you."
Gabrid looked a him. "I could have left.”

"I didn't expect that," Kharls said, "but indeed, here you are back. So | came partly to ask whether you
have the proof you went for."



"Not inany formthat islikely to be useful," Gabrid sad, "but | haveit dl.”
Kharlslooked a him strangdly. "What formisit in?"

"Telepathic. Jacob Ricd dumped me the story of hislife before he died.”
Kharlsblinked. "No, you don't makethis easy, do you?"

"That doesn't seem to have been the story of my liferecently,” Gabrid sad, "no."

Kharls nodded and said, "Wéll, | would imagine that we should be able to find someone in the Concord
Legd Servicewho's also amindwalker, one certified highly enough that he would be empowered to
asessyour evidence. .. seeing that thisisthe only form in which it can be provided.”

Gabrie nodded. His main fear was that whatever mindwalker they found would either not be ableto
work out what had happened to the inside of hishead and synchronize successfully with it or to clearly
perceive dl the nuances that Gabriel had acquired from Ricel while going over hismemories. But it wasa
better outcome than he had hoped for, and all he could hope for, under the circumstances.

"Wherewill thetrid be had?' Gabrid asked.

"On Lighthouse," Kharlssaid. "It's here now, and | will be moving my adminigtrative work therefor a
while. If | can, during my own part in these proceedings, | will suggest to the adjudicators that your
sentence, for | assume there will be one, should be served on Lighthouse aswell. It strikes me that we
might be able to use your services should you beinclined to give them.”

The man's presumption was amazing, Gabrid thought. "If you think that after everything I've been
through, the way | was set up, that | would—"

Then he stopped himself, for he knew that he would do exactly that.
Damnit, Gabrid thought.

"Qaths," Kharls said, "are an annoyance sometimes, but once taken, they seem amost impossibleto
remove. | see you have been unable to remove yours."

"Kharls," Gabrid sad, "are you amindwaker?"
He shook hishead. "Heavens, no, and | resist any attempt to turn me into one, so keep your distance.”
"Then how do you dways know what's going on around you?"

"l keep my eyes open. Most people don't, Connor. They look but don't see, listen but don't hear—the
great fault of our age, | think, and probably of most ages before it. The mind that already is made up and
sees only what reinforcesits own beliefs, no matter what else it perceives... that's our greatest enemy.
Me, | don't have any beliefs. | just look at people.”

"And judgethem.”
"That'swhat I'm paid for, partly."
"Theres something | want to talk to you about in that regard.”

"Y our friend Ragnarsson,” said Kharls, "and Delonghi.”



"Possibly | shouldn't say thiswithout counsdl present.”

Gabrid sad, "but | very muchwish | had killed her mysdif.”
"If I understand the circumstances correctly, you weretrying.”
"And now Helm's going to teke the blame for it."

"Wdl," Kharls said, "there are some aspects of thisbusinesswith which | caninvolve mysdlf without there
being aconflict of interest. Thiswas abattlefield Stuation..."

"Bth it_ll

"Those who understand theissues,” Kharlsinterrupted, "are aready caling this not the Battle of
Algemron, but the Battle of Argolos—with good reason, especidly after we Sarted to anayze the
inbound data tracks on the External vessals. We redlized that, excepting the sweep past IImater and
Caderon, dl of them were heading in your direction—right past Galvin or Alitar or anything else of
interest in that part of the system, so a battlefield Situation. Witnesses saw that Delonghi was infected with
something clearly identifiable as not part of anormal human organism. Those witnesseswill later be able
to identify thisas ateln, when we remove atangle to show them from one of the sources we've acquired.
Further investigation will, | believe, show that if the organism had succeeded in what it intended, then the
whole battle would have been lost with tremendous equipment and personnel losses to the Concord and
the associated stellar nations. | rather think al that will be set in the Sde of the scales containing actsto
your friend's credit—not to mention his exploits later on down deeper in the facility, where he apparently
bought you the time needed for reservesto arrive. An amazing fedt, redly. If hewerein any of the
sarvices, | would have thought they would have decorated him so heavily he could barely stand, though
plainly that would take a cartload of medals.” Kharls stretched hislegs out in front of him. "So | think you
can put your mind to rest on that account.”

Gabriel nodded.

"Asfor Delonghi..." Kharlssaid, then fdl slent amoment. "Y ou know, | think the standard trestment for
aspy when you know that one has been placed in your organization isthe fungd trestment. Keegp themin
the dark, feed them..." He smiled.

"Waste products,” Gabrid sad.

"It can be very difficult to do that,” Kharls said. "I have suspected such emplacementsin my own
organization for along while. It can be very hard to let them continue doing damage whiletrying to
contain the larger damage they might do otherwise... or which might be doneif they were forcefully
removed. Off the record, | will thank you for doing me afavor. Asfor the others'—he shrugged—"there
isno doing everything at once. These Externals are not a problem to be so lightly solved. We have won
an engagement with them, but it will be many years, | think, before we have enough intelligence about
them to know how mgjor or minor an engagement it was. Meantime, good intel practice at my end
involvesleaving their present agentsin place... and making sure | have abig enough bag of waste
products handy."

Gabriel nodded at that, too.

"S0," Kharlssaid. "I'll be moving over to Lighthouse for at least afew weeks. Meanwhile, you will be
held here, inwhat | hope you will find reasonable comfort. | would have preferred something alittle less
spartan, but the Marines—"



"l just saved awholelot of their asses," Gabridl said, rather more hotly than he had intended, " and half
the Verge, asanincidental. Y ou'd think that would count for something.”

"Wel, | would," Kharls said, "but you should know, as aformer Marine yoursdlf, that the lives of your
own people count for more than anything else. If you don't take care of yourselves, who will? The deaths
of the Marinesfrom Falada and the pursuit of thistrial remain important to the organization, and | am
unwilling to do anything that might impair moraeat thispoint.. . such as show undue favor to the

Gabrid made arueful face. "Wdll, yes, | do understand, even though at the moment | don't much carefor
it"

"That said," Kharls continued, "1 am willing to listen to anything for which you might persondly ask me."
Gabriel looked at him quietly for afew moments then shook his head.

"No," hesaid &t last.

"Unusud," said Kharls, after a pause nearly aslong.

"Maybe not,” Gabrid said.

Kharlswas quiet for amoment. "Y ou have given us" he said, "perhapsthe onetoal that will turn this
strugglein our favor. It may take yearsyet to tell, but thiskind of defense leaves us freer than we would
have thought possible to turn our attention to offense.”

"Always my preferred mode,” Gabriel said.

Kharlsgave him alook. "I wonder. | was about to accuse you of mellowing, but possibly that's
premature. It's probably just aswell, for you have alot more searching ahead of you after you serve your
sentence... and that edge will help keep you dive."

Gabriel nodded. "One question, though.”
"Certainly.”
"VoidCorp."

"Yes" said Kharls. He stood and stretched again. "There isa Stuation that will want to be looked at
closdly in the coming weeks and months. It was interesting to note'—he looked sideways at
Gabrie—"that during the battle, though there were a surprising number of them there, none of their
vessal's seemed willing to do anything on either Sde. It is... suggestive.”

"Yes" Gabrid sad. "Almogt asif they were unwilling to annoy a potentia dly, before they knew which
way things seemed to be going.”

Kharls nodded, then he seemed to stand indecisive for amoment. A strange sight, one which Gabriel had
never seen. "Tell me something. Y ou have apparently been through something... very strange. Who were
they? The Precursors, | mean.”

It was aquestion that had been on Gabriel's mind. "Adminigtrator,” he replied, "1 wish | knew. The
Patterners seem to have been built to be very like them, and the Patterners have dmost no sense of sdif
assuch. Inwhat | haveinsgde me now, which is everything that was there—agreet library of practica
science materia mostly, and directionsto other facilities—there are no images of them. Either they had a



religiousinjunction againg it, or"—he laughed once, softly—"or we are them come back again after a
gresat failure for another chance at success. Who knows? The Patterner seemed to think so, but even it
was unsure.”

Kharls nodded dowly.

"Andyou," Kharlssaid. "Who are you, now?"
"You mean, 'What areyou? " Gabrid said.
"No," Kharlssaid. "Who?"

Gabriel amiled dightly. "I am aman. Maybe not 'just another human,’ but definitely aman, and very
confused.”

"And not guilty."
"Of murder," Gabrid said, "no. Not guilty.”

Kharls made for the door, paused there. "After thisisal over, | think | can tell you that, should your
oaths guide you in that direction—as they seem to have done for the last year—the Concord would
deeply appreciate your service."

"After thisisover, Adminigrator,” Gabriel said, "I would certainly meet you in the gym of your choosing
and attempt to knock your block off for al the trouble you've caused me." He smiled, but it was one of
those smiles he had borrowed from Grawl, with fangs showing. "After that well discuss service.”

"Yes" Kharlssaid, "that | did expect. | would say wewill certainly have some dedlings outside the
judicial process." He went down to the door at the end of the corridor, rapped on it, and the guard | et
him out.

Thetrial happened about amonth and a haf later and |lasted for severa weeks. They did not try to rush
it. There was too much attention being paid to it in the media, for whom interest in Gabrid had greatly
increased after news of the events at Argolos got out. Gabrid tried to contact hisfather during that period
and got the expected response. Silence. It would be awhile before that particular diguncturein his
personal universe would be hedled, if ever.

There werefew surprises at thetria, except that it took so long to actually happen. Finding someoneto
take Gabrid's testimony was the main difficulty, but finally the Concord authorities found afraal working
on Luculluswho was able to seeinto Gabriel's mind in enough detail to do the necessary documentation.

Gabrid's own written testimony, adong with his eaboration of the materid the fraal was ableto licit from
him, was dl entered into the record, and the evidence about Ricel was much argued.

"Everything Connor has given usindependently,” Gabriel's defense attorney argued, "matches exactly the
records concerning the development and use of this clone group as we understand it. To earlier data, we
have no access."

"It doesn't mean anything," countered the other prosecutor. " Just because thisinformation is correct does
not mean that the defendant isinnocent of the actions of which heis accused. Indeed it could suggest, if
looked at by an unfriendly eye, that the two were in even deeper collusion than the court originaly

thought.”
"Nonethdess, theinformation is accurate, and this must be taken into account..."



It went on for days like that, and Gabriel knew whereit was al going, even without telepathy. The
judges mindswere dl too open abook. Kharls himsdlf was not adjudicating, much to Gabrid's
disappointment, but it was precisay because of the contact between them that he had disqudified himsdif.

When the discovery stage was over and the nonevidentiary phase began, Endawas thefirst oneto
request the right to testify before the panel. After that came Helm, Delde Sota, Angela, Grawl, and the
Marineswho had been present at Delonghi's killing (of which Helm had been acquitted days beforein a
separate proceeding). Thiswasthe hardest part for Gabridl, for he knew that, while the judges were
listening, they had their minds made up aready. The pain hisfriendswerein affected him directly, despite
his attempts to shut it out. He wound up taking lessons with the fraal who had taken histestimony on how
to erect persona barriers.

"You know," thefraa said, after thelast of four wearying lessons was done, "that you cannot keep your
friends out of your mind, anyway."

Gabriel Sghed a that and lay awake that night, listening to the others worrying down in their ships
attached to the Lighthouse's spars. The next day was sentencing, and he knew what was going to
happen. He had said nothing to them, because it would have depressed them. An extraday of hopeis
better...

Thefollowing morning he was brought in for the sentencing and received the only surprise of the
proceeding. The judges announced that there was one more nonevidentiary statement to be made.

Elinke Dareyev waked in.
Gabrid sat there and, to his own astonishment, began to shake as Elinke spoke.

"Your honors," she said, "menta reservation does not protect one from charges of perjury. Maybe it
would just be sSmpler to say that in the aftermath of the Falada shuttle disaster, | testified that Jacob
Ricd was not working for Concord Intel in any capacity. That wastrue. However, | did know that he
was VoidCorp... and | withheld thisinformation from the court.”

Therewere very few peoplein the courtroom, not enough for there to be agreet ruckus of any kind, but
the judgesimmediatdly retired to review al the evidence with an eyeto this sudden new development.

Gabrid, for hisown part, could only sit numbly as Elinke made her way out of the courtroom. The two of
them would spend the next severa days daborating on the information behind that statement. She went
past him, and Gabrid fdt, likeacoal draft, thet terrible ambivalencein her, the divison between kindness
and cruelty, aline she dways had trouble straddling. | might have known this could happen, he thought.
There had been the matter of adoor |eft open one night, without explanation, on Schmetterling. He had
heard that awful, anguished thought, my poor crew... and later, | always said you were the devil
himself. He had not done that favor for her. She would not have accepted it from him if he had, but for
her crew...

She went by him, cool, composed, the uniform perfect, and glanced down as she passed. "Now al debts
arepaid," she said as she passed, and the security people went after her.

* kx x % %

Four days later Gabriel stood up for the sentencing and heard the chief judge read the long statement that
garted out detailing the events on Falada and ended with those on Schmetterling. Therewasabrief dry
mention of the extenuating circumstances and the great ass stance the defendant had lent to the Concord
forces a the Battle of Argolos.



"Of thefirgt charge of murder and al subsequent charges relating thereto,” the chief judge said, "wefind
the defendant not guilty. The circumstances require us, however, to find him guilty on twenty counts of
mandaughter in the second degree. With mitigating circumstances considered, we sentence the defendant
to ten years confinement, to be served in the Marine confinement facility on the Galactic Concord vessel
Lighthouse, beginning immediatdly and minustime served.”

That was dl. Everyone stood up, and the guards came for Gabridl. Enda, Hem, Delde Sota, Angela, and
Grawl were waiting behind the bar separating court from spectators, and their faces were sad. Helm
looked positively dour behind his new eyepatch.

"Y ou knew it was going to happen,” Gabrid told them.
"Wel..." Endasad. "l think Sunshine will beriding with the Lighthouse for awhile.

"Well comeand go,” Hlm said, "but we won't befar, not for long." He looked around. "Thisisanice
place... good facilities here. Y ou could get used to not roughing it for ten yearsor 0."

Gabrid smiled at him and Delde Sota and then turned to Angelaand Grawl.
"WEell behere" Angelasaid.
"I know," Gabrid sad. "Thanks... thank you dl."

They took him away to the comfortable but windowless cdll that would be his home for the next ten
years.

Chapter Twenty

Two evenings later, Lorand Kharls came by to see him.
"S0," Kharlssaid, "no surprises.”

Gabrid lay on the bed in the small bare room. He nodded. Thiswas Phorcysal over again, but at least
there were Marines outside this cell. Also, Gabridl was not quite who he had been nearly three years
before, and the walls seemed rather more transparent thistime.

"None?' Gabrid sad. "Not even Elinke?"

"Not at dl,” Kharls said. "When you have my job for long enough, you learn not to waste your time with
platitudes or beliefs about human nature. Human beingsin the specific, rather than the genera are my
study. Trends and large movements... yes, those, too, but separately. Lumping them al together,
expecting human people to behave in ahuman way is always a mistake. We're much too, well, too
personaly Brownian a species to behave as expected. Gresat trends may move us. Great threats or
inducements cause large groups of people to move one way or another, but there is always room for any
particular particleto jiggle, and it tendsto do so exactly in the way opposite from what one might
reasonably expect. Shejiggled, that'sal."

Gabrid filed that away for later analysis, but said nothing in response.

Kharls sighed. "Thiswill be my lagt visit for awhile. | ammoving oninaday or 0."



"I suppose | should thank you," Gabrid said.

"For what?' Kharlssaid. "Y ou must now spend ten yearsin confinement. Lives arelonger than they used
to be, but ten yearsisalong whilefor so young aman. Toolsrugt, talentsgo to hell." Kharlslooked at
him sharply. "1 expect you not to let that happen.”

And hewas gone, just that suddenly, while Gabrie ill wasin the process of opening his mouth to say
something cutting.

Too late. The door of the cell was shut. Gabrid looked at it and said silently, 1'll get you for that some
day.

Late that night something woke Gabriel up, a sense that he was being looked at. This happened often
enough, especialy now that a mere glance at his door by a passerby could cause Gabriel to come dert,
but thistime he genuindly was being looked at.

Blue eyes. Big blue eyes, dmaost luminous even in this near darkness.

Will you come with me? Enda asked.

Gabrid sat up in the bed, half confused by deep. How'd you get in here? Where's the guard?
Gabriel, be still and come on!

They made their way swiftly out of the cell and through the dimmed corridors of the security area. Not a
soul was to be seen. The one duty officer who routinely manned the desk down at the corridor's end was
not there.

Gabriel came out at the end of the corridor, and someone dipped near him from around a corner and
threw acloak over him, the kind of thing an Orlamu based on the station might wear.

"Comeon," said Delde Sota's voice as shefdl into step beside him. "Window of opportunity only so
wide. Put these on." She pushed apair of shaded glassesinto his hands, something like a vacationer
might wear on asunny Bluefd| day. "Will help to hide your eyes.”

They do attract attention. Enda smiled at him gpologeticaly as he donned the shades.

Ten minutes later they were on the public trangport that led down to the main lifts serving the docking
spars. The transport was full of agroup of people coming back from a party, laughing and joking. No
one had time to spare aglance for afraal, amechalus, and adeepy Orlamu, al clinging together like the
punchline from some offcolor joke.

The three of them got off thelift and headed down spar five. Asthey passed a port, Gabrid could see
four ships berthed together there. Sunshine, Lalique, Longshot, and another ship he didn't know. To his
astonishment, Enda pushed him past the lock serving Sunshing's tube and into the next one dong, the
onefor the larger deek ship he didn't know, the one aslarge as Lalique.

"But Enda—!"
"Grawl ishandling Sunshine a the moment,” she hissed. "Hurry!"

She pushed him into the new ship, shut the outer door and the inner door behind them, dapped the
control to disconnect the tube, and headed forward to the pilot's cabin.



"Go, Hdm!" shecdlled.

"Grapplesaway,” Helm said down comms, "starfal in one minute. Last one away getsto cook when we
comeout.”

"Endal" Gabriel raced after her, ditched the cloak and glassesin passing, and did into the pilot's seat
acrossfrom her. They werein acabin that had to be three timesthe size of Sunshine's. "How did
we...? Hdm?'

"Someone died and lft it to you," Helm answered.
"Who?'

"Bald guy with afunny staff. Just an opinion, of course. Can't swear to it. | didn't see anything. Can we
get out of here before he changes hismind?!

"Where are we going?'

"Away out where you can look for al these other strange places you've been told about,” Enda said,
"and where we can use up al those staples you bought!" She tsked softly. "I redlly am going to haveto
find away to get some more exercise. | shdl put on weight, otherwise.”

We will certainly have some dealings outside of the judicial process, Kharls had said.

The ships arrowed away from the docking spars, and Gabriel looked over his shoulder at the great bulk
of Lighthouse. The sde turned toward Algemron shone brilliantly. The battle scars from the battle had
been thoroughly cleaned, though afew rentsin the hull were il being repaired. The vast ship's darker
half sparkled with dozens of lights, any one of which could have come from the viewport of the Concord
Adminigirator's office. Perhaps....

You son of a bitch! Gabrid thought asloudly as he could.
Four vessels soared away briefly on system drive, then made starfall.
And dl the starfallswere black.

Aboard the Lighthouse, aman in the act of packing hisfew belongings stood up straight, suddenly
possessed of aroaring headache.

I've brought this on mysdlf, he thought.

The Concord Administrator stood there with his head throbbing. The pain was probably only aharbinger
of things to come. The events of the past weeks were going to take a good while to settle, and he
expected afair amount of recrimination from his superiors over exactly how his plans had worked out. It
was the cross he routingly bore that they usualy did not understand what he had been doing, even when
he explained it in mind-shattering detail.

Reaults, though. .. those they understood. .. eventudly. They would be weeks digesting the onesthat had
resulted from the events at Algemron. It would give him timeto marshd histhoughts and recuperate a
little. It never took him long, for completing any piece of work alwayslent him energy. Then he would
gart the next plan of action, which would also have to be explained to the people above him in the
hierarchy, and which despite the explanation, they aso would not understand.



He was used to that, though. Such situations often provided their own refreshments—such as beingswho
were not his superiors but did understand.

He paused, went out to the window, and looked out into the darkness. There was agreater darkness
coming, one with its own terrible agenda and possessing power much greater than had recently been
seen. Humanity and its cousinswould need al the help they could find in the fight againgt that encroaching
darkness.

If there was anything he was sure of, it was that bureaucracy and governments and armies and mighty
weapons were not the force that would finaly win that fight. Individuaswould do it, people who walked
their own road, lifting their single wegpons againg the night and refusing to be cowed by the darkness
around them. They were hiskindred spirits, the ones who understood the old saying, "Thelifting of the
single sword will keep the wholeworld in peace.” He would help them as he could, knowing that their
swords and hiswere lifted in the same cause. Eventually they or their successors would triumph. Months
or lifetimes... it did not matter to him. Together they would get the job done, though some of them
walked strange roads to do so.

In the meantime, Lorand Kharls smiled to himself, enjoying the headache, for he knew whereit came
from. Then he picked up histri-staff and headed off toward his next job.

Glossary

Aegis - A G2 ydlow star. The metropolitan center of the Verge.

Al - Artificid Intelligence. Sentient computer programming whaose sophistication varies from model to
modd.

alaith - A tropica tree native to Bluefall.

Aleerin - seemechalus.

Algemron - A G5yellow dar.

Alitar - Fourth planet of the Algemron system, and home to the Imperid State of Algemron.
Angolas - A large asteroid of the Algemron system.

AU - Agronomica Unit. 150 millionkm

Augtrin-OntisUnlimited - A corporate stellar nation that isthe strongest arms dedler in the Stellar Ring.
Most Augtrins view themselves as strong individuaists with adeep sense of atruism.

Beranin - Oncethelargest and most beautiful city of Alitar, Beronin was nearly destroyed by the
Galvinitesin 2461. It has since been rebuilt asafortresscity.

Bluefall - Capital planet of the Aegis system. Ruled by the Regency governmen.
Builder - A segment of fraal society that believesin integration with other species and cultures.
Calderon - Theinnermost world of the Algemron system.

caulia - A red vegetable from the Stellar Ring noted for itsrich flavor.



cerametal - An extremely strong aloy made from laminated ceramics and lightweight metals.

char ge weapon - A firearm in which an éectric firing pin ignites achemica explosveinto awhite-hot
plasma prope lant, thus expelling acerametdlic dug a extremdy high velocity.

Churgalt Insurgency - A force of rebels on Galvin who clam that the Federd State of Algemronisin
leegue with unknown diens.

Churgalt region - A densely forested area of Galvin's equatoria regions.

CM armor - cerametal armor.

Concord - see Galactic Concord.

Concord Survey Service - A divison of Star Force dedicated to scouting, surveying, and first contacts.
Conker - A derogatory term for citizens of the Galactic Concord.

Connor, Gabrid - A former Concord marine lieutenant, now fregance explorer and infotrader.
Corpse - A derogatory term for aVoidCorp Employee.

Corrivale - An F2 ydlow-white star.

Coulomb - A red dwarf star near the edge of the Verge.

CSS - see Concord Survey Service.

Dalius - A samdl gasgiant and the fifth world of the Algemron system.

Danwdll - The only hospitable world of the Eldala system; homeworld of the edanweir.
Dareyev, Elinke - Captain of Star Force vessel Schmetterling.

David, Lemke - A Star Force second lieutenant navigator, usualy called "Lem." Now deceased.
Delonghi, Aleen - A member of Concord Intelligence.

DeVrona, Mara - A Concord Administrator currently assigned to the Algemron system.
drivecore - The centrd engine core of astardrive.

drivesat - A communications satellite that drops into drivespace in order to transmit and receive
messages.

driveship - Any spaceship that is equipped with agtardrive.

drivespace - The dimengon into which starships enter through use of the stardrive. In thisdimension,
gravity works on aquantum leve, thus enabling movement of a ship from one point in space to another in
only 121 hours.

durasted - Stedl that has been strengthened at the molecular level.
edanwe (pl. edanweir) - A sentient species native to Danwell.

Eldala - A newly discovered system past Mantebron.



Enda- A fradl.

Erhardt Fidd - The main spaceport and airport of Galvin. Located about 20 kilometers from the city
center in the Verdant Mountains.

e-suit - An environment suit intended to keep the wearer safe from vacuum, extreme temperatures, and
radiation.

External - A term used to describe anything that originates beyond known space.

Falada - A Concord Star Force Heavy Cruiser.

flechette gun - Any firearm that utilizes bundles of tiny, razor-sharp aerofoils as projectiles.
Fort Drum - The capitd city of the Federal State of Algemron on Galvin.

fraal - A non-Terran sentient species. Frad are very dender, large-eyed humanoids.

Galactic Concord - The thirteenth stellar nation, formed by the Treaty of Concord. Concord law and
adminigration rulein the Verge.

Galactic Standard - The linguafranca of known space.
Galvin - Home planet of the Federd State of Algemron.
gillie - A amdl gamefish native to Bluefal noted for its seventeen gill-dits.

gravity induction - A process whereby a cyclotron accelerates particles to near-light speeds, thereby
cregting gravitons between the particle and the surrounding mass. This process can be adjusted and
redirected, thus alowing the force of gravity to be overcome. Mot starships use agravity induction
enginefor in-systemtravel.

Grawl - A weren poetess.

Grid - Aninterstellar computer network.

Grith - A moon of Hydrocus and the only habitable world in the Corrivale system.
gurnet - A quadripedal species nativeto Kurg favored for its mest.

Gyrofresia ondothalis fraalii - see"Ondothwait"

Halo - A amdl gasgiant of the Algemron system.

Hammer'sStar - A yellow G5 star. Site of the outermost Concord outpost in the Verge.

Hatire Community - A theocratic stellar nation founded on the founded on the general anti-technology
religion of the same name.

Hatirefaith - A rdigion that preaches ascendance through union with the spirit of the Cosimir, a
Precursor deity that the Hatire adopted as their own. Most Hatire hold attitudes antagonistic to
technology and abhor al forms of man-machineintegration.

Havryn - A gasgiant of Algemron and largest planet in the system. High Mojave - The only inhabited
world of the Mantebron system. Also the Site of the best-preserved Glassmaker ruins.



holocomm - holographic communication.

halodisplay - The display of aholocomm that can be viewed in either one, two, or three dimensions,
lImater - A lifdessworld of Algemron.

Inseer - A citizen of Indght.

Indght - A subsidiary of VoidCorp that broke away to form aseparate stdllar nation. Citizenry is
dominated by freethinking Grid pilots who bdlieve that humanity can reach itsdestiny only in Gridspace.

I phus - A planet in the Corrivale system.
I phus Collective - A mining facility run by StarMech Collective on Iphus.

JustWadeln - A software program developed by Insight that alows the user to learn space combat at
ever-increasng levelsof difficulty.

Kendai - A planet of the edge of the Stellar Ring that houses the drivespace relay that connects
communications between the stellar nations and the Verge.

Kharls Lorand - A Concord Administrator.

kraath - A hostile externa species of unknown origin.

Lalique - AngdaVdizsdriveship.

lanth cell - The standard lanthanide battery used to power most small eectronic equipment and firearms.
lighthouse - A huge space station, capable of 50 light-year starfalls, that roamsthe Verge.

Lightning Nebula - An unexplored region of space beyond Hammer's Star.

Longshot - Hm Ragnarsson's weapon-laden driveship.

L ong Silence - That period of timewhen the Stellar Nations lost contact with the Verge because of the
Second Galactic War.

Mantebron - One of the outermost star systems of the Verge, mass weapon - A weapon that firesa
ripple of intense gravity waves, driking itstarget like amassive physical blow.

massreactor - The primary power source of astardrive. The reactor collects, stores, and processes
dark matter, thus producing massive amounts of energy.

mechalus - The most common term used for an Aleerin, a sentient humanoid symbiote speciesthat has
achieved a union between biologica life and cybernetic enhancements.

mindwalker - Any being proficient with psonic powers.

Monitor Mandate - The mandate of 2497 that granted both Alitar and Galvin full independence from
the Thuldan Empire and Austrin-Ontis Unlimited.

neurocir cuitry - Cybernetic implantsintended to fuse eectronic or mechanica systemswith aliving
biologicd entity.

Norrik. Garth - Deputy Chief of Field Operationsfor the Federa State of Algemron's Intelligence



Directorate.
ondothwait - A plant. Scientific name: Gyrofresiaondothdisfradlii.

orbweaver - A sentient organism, whose body is made of living crystal and glass, believed to have been
created by the Glassmakers. Though highly intelligent and curious, no orbweaver encountered thusfar
has ever displayed any inherent sense of sdif.

Orion League - A heterogenous stellar nation founded on principles of freedom and equd rightsfor dl
sentients.

Palshizon - A planet of Algemron on which the Concord keeps a permanent instalation in order to
enforce the Monitor Mandate.

Pariah Station - The Concord ingtalation orbitting Palshizon whosejob it isto enforce the Monitor
Mandate.

Phorcys - A planet of the Thaaassa system.

phymech - An automated emergency medica system with afairly sophisticated Al syslem. Most
phymechs come with fairly specidized medica supplies—skinfilms, bandages, antiseptics, painkillers, etc.

plasma weapon - A wegpon that converts an eectro-chemica mixture into white-hot plasmaand then
utilizes amagnetic accelerator to throw ablast of the plasmaat the target. The super-heated plasma
explodes upon driking itstarget.

prassith - A genetically enhanced sweet root firgt introduced in the Stellar Ring by the Orlamui.
Ragnar sson, Helm - A human mutant.

rail cannon - An eectromagnetic accelerator that fires projectiles at extremely high velocities.

Rand - Lorand Kharlss assistant.

Red Rain - A bioweapon that converts any kind of organic matter into alethal mycotoxin.

Reliance - A world of Algemron.

rhin - A weren lap-harp.

rlin noch'i - The common garb of the mechalus. Congsts of a multi-pocketed smartsuit and soft boots.
RS201 67LEK - A VoidCorp intelligence officer.

sabot weapon - A firearm that uses e ectromagnetic pulsesto accelerate a discarding-rocket dug at
hypersonic speeds.

Schmetterling - A Concord Star Force Heavy Cruiser.
Sealed Knot, the - A mechadus symbol favored by medica practitioners of that species.
seeker - Theformd term given toinitiates of the Orlamu faith.

sesheyan - A bipeda sentient species possessing long, bulbous heads, large ears, and eight
light-sengitive eyes. Most sesheyans are about 1.7 meterstal and have two leathery wings that span
between 2.5 - 4 meters. Sheya, the sesheyan homeworld, has been subjugated by VoidCorp. However,



asubgtantia population of "free sesheyans' live on Grith.
Silence, the - seethe Long Silence.

skinfilm - An artifical polymer membrane, usualy only afew moleculesthick, that is often used for
sanitary protection or containment.

Sota, Delde - A mechalus doctor and former Grid pilot.
spaceport - A planetary landing zone for driveships.
spee-g - short for specific gravity.

Standard - see Galactic Standard.

sardrive - The standard starship engine that combines a gravity induction coil and amass reactor to
open atemporary singularity in space and thus dlow a ship to enter drivespace. All jumpstake 121
hours, no matter the distance.

garfall - The term used to describe a ship entering drivespace.

Star Force - Thenava branch of the Concord military.

garport - A zero-g, orbital docking zone for driveships.

starrise - Theterm used to describe aship leaving drivespace.

stellar nations - The thirteen sovereign governing the Stellar Ring, the center of whichis Sol (Earth).
Stellar Ring - The systems that make up the thirteen stellar nations, the center of whichis Sol.

STG shuttle - Space-To-Ground shuittle.

Stricken -A largeidand in Bluefdl's northern hemisphere.

stutter cannon - A powerful but nonlethal weapon that uses blasts of compressed air to render targets
unconscious without causing serious harm.

sunfish - A shdlow water fish ntiveto Bluefal.

Sunshine - Gabriel Connor and Enda's starship.

system drive - Any form of non-stardrive propulsion used for inner system traffic.
Thalaassa - An F2 yellow gtar. Also the name of the system.

Thuldan Empire - A militarigtic, fiercely patriotic stellar nation that considers the unity of humanity under
the Thuldan banner to be its manifest destiny. The largest of the stdllar nations.

Tisane - A small settled idand near Stricken.
Tlelai - An edanwe hunter.

Treaty of Concord, the - The Treaty that ended the Second Galactic War and formed the Galactic
Concord.



tri-staff - Thetraditiona wegpon carried by Concord Administrators.
Valiz. Angela - A human fredance trader and explorer.
Verdant Mountains - A chain of smal mountains near Fort Drum on Galvin.

Verge, the - A frontier region of space originaly colonized by the stellar nations that was cut off during
the Second Galactic War.

verjuice - A beverage made from the berry of the verrilliaplant in the Boredlis Republic.

Void Corp - A corporate stellar nation. Citizens are referred to as Employees and dl have an assigned
number.

Wanderer - 1.) Fraal: A term used to describe that segment of fraa culture that preferslife aboard their
wandering city-ships rather than settling down to mingle with other species. 2.) Sesheyan: Weyshethe
Wanderer, a sesheyan deity.

Welsh, Rina - An officer of the Department of Hospitdity at Erhardt Field.

weren - A sentient species native to the planet Kurg. Most weren stand well over 2 meterstall, are
covered in thick fur, and have sharp claws. Mae weren have large tusks protruding from the bottom jaw.

weren - A sentient species native to the planet Kurg in the Stellar Ring. Most weren stand well over two
meterstdl, are covered in thick fur, and have sharp claws. Mae weren have large tusks protruding from
the bottom jaw.

werewisp - An eectromagnetic creature, usually aggressive, that is most often found on High Mojave.
whilom - A quadripeda species native to Kurg, favored for its mest.
whitetails - An arbored bird native to Bluefall.

Wreathe -A large asteroid of Algemron. The planetoid possesses athin but very toxic atmosphere.

Adventure beyond the star swith Diane Duane

TheHarbinger Trilogy

Starriseat Corrivale

Volume One

Gabriel Connor isup againgt it. Expelled from the Concord Marines and exiled in disgrace, he's offered
onelast chance by the Concord to redeem himsdf. All it involvesis gambling hislifein avicious game of
desth.

Storm at Eldala

VolumeTwo



Gabriel and hisfraal companion are scratching out aliving among the dangerous stars of the Verge when
they stumble onto new, unknown forces. Only their deaths seem likely to avert disaster. But an
agtonishing revelation from the depths of time makes the prospect of surviva even moreterriblethan a
clean desth.

Nightfall at Algemron

Volume Three

Gabriel Connor's quest to save the Verge and clear his name leads him to a system ravaged by war and
to theruins of along-dead aien civilization. Along the way, he discoversthat to save himsdf and al he
holds dear, his one sdvation may aso be his ultimate destruction.
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