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CHAPTER 1

There were two of them waiting as Jereko K osta climbed awkwardly up the ladder through the
shuttle hatch: ayoung ensign and an equally young crewer second class, both clothed in shiny black
and slver Pax military uniforms, the glistening red and blue threads of the Komitadii's inggniapattern
swirling with arrogant pride across collarbone and shoulder. "Mr. Kosta," the ensign said, hishand
twitching halfway into an automatic sal ute before he seemed to remember the man facing himwas a
civilian. "Welcome aboard the Komitadji. Commodore Lleshi's compliments; he'd like to see you on
the command deck immediately.”

Kosta hodded, fighting againgt astrange fog of unredlity as helooked around the docking bay's
spotlessgray wallsand cellings. The Komitadji. Hewas actually aboard the Komitadi.
"Understood,” he said, trying to match the ensggn's neutral tone and not entirely succeeding. "I have
just the two bags...?!

"They'll be stowed aboard your ship,” the ensign assured him as the crewer brushed smoothly
past Kosta and disappeared down the ladder into the shuttle. "If you'll follow me, please?’

The didecar door wasin a protected alcove in the docking bay's rear wall. The ensign ushered
him in and keyed a switch, and they started up toward the center of the ship.

Toward the center of the Komitadii.

It was, Kostathought, like being aboard aliving legend. Not even the crystal-walled towers of
academia had insulated him from the ories of the huge ship's military victories, and even if they had,
the eight weeks of intensive training held just finished would have quickly remedied any such omission.
Practically every one of Kostal's military trainers had had his or her favorite story to tell about the
Komitadji, storiesthat wereinvariably told with asort of grim glee. For the military, aswell as most
ordinary Pax citizens, the Komitadji wasasymbol of pride and glory and power. A symbol of the
protection and strength that was the Pax.

To betraveling the corridors of alegend would have been impressive enough. To betraveling
the corridors of a ship that had achieved such legendary statusin barely five years of active service
wastruly ave-inspiring.

Thetrip to the command deck seemed to take an inordinately long time, even for aship the
Komitadji's size, and to be unreasonably complicated besides. It added an extratinge of nervousness
to Kosta's dready mixed fedings about his place in thismisson; and it was only asthey switched
didecarsfor thethird timethat it finally occurred to him that the inefficiency was probably deliberate.



Onawarship, it didn't pay to make critical control areas too easy to get to.

The command deck, once they findly arrived, wasjust as Kosta had pictured it: along room
filled with consoles and black/slver-suited men and women working buslly at them. He looked
around, hoping to spot the captain—

"Koga?' avoice boomed down from above him.

Kogta craned his neck. At one end of the room asmall balcony-like ledge jutted out over the
command deck. An older, silver-haired man stood at therailing, gazing down at him. "Yes, Sr?"
Kosta called back.

The other jerked his head fractionally and turned away. Wordlesdy, Kosta's escort led the way
to alift platform benesth the rear of the bal cony. The memory-metal cage wrapped around the
platform, and amoment later it opened again on the bacony.

The older man waswaiting for him. "Kosta," he nodded gravely in greeting, hiseyesflicking up
and down in quick evauation. "1'm Commodore Vars Lleshi. Welcome aboard the Komitad;i."

"Thank you, sr," Kostasaid. "I'm—well, it's..." He broke off, feding suddenly like anidiot.

Lleshi'smouth twitched inafaint amile. "Yes; it ishig, ian't it? Did you get your find briefing
below?'

"Yes, dr," Kostanodded, trying to shake the feding of being the new kid a schoal. "Asmuch
briefing asthey thought | should have, anyway."

Lleshi eyed him. "They were alittle short on details?"

"Wdll..." Kostasad hestantly asit occurred to him that sour-mouthing amilitary prep unit to a
officer of that same military might not be asmart thing to do. "They kept it abit on thelight Sde" he
sad, toning his comments down to something tactful. "1 get the feding I'm supposed to play alot of
thisby ear.”

"Y ou were expecting ascript?' another voice put in scornfully.

Kogtaturned, histhroat tightening reflexively, to see athin-faced man in apainfully nedt, totaly
unadorned gray civilian suit striding toward him from one of the command boards at the balcony's side
edge. "'l—ah—I'm sorry?" he asked, floundering for words.

"l asked if you thought you'd be getting ascript for this,” the other repeated. "Y ou've just
undergone the finest intensive-training course money can buy. I'd have thought the absol ute first thing
they would have besten into you isthat spies play nearly everything by ear.”

Kogtatook acareful breeth, fighting againgt the old automatic submission urge. This man wasn't
his adviser, or hisdean, or his department chairman. "I'm sure they taught me as best asthey could in
eight weeks," he said. "Perhaps I'm just not good spy materia.”

"Very few people are naturdly that way,” Lleshi cut in, throwing a brief glance at the other man.



"But on the other hand, thisisn't your average spy mission, either. AsMr. Telthorst has atendency to
forget. For secret information, you send aspy. For secret academic information, you send an
academic." Hefavored Kostawith atight but reassuring smile. "And for twenty years worth of secret
academic information, you send an academic with aknack for digging nuggets out of froth."

"That person being you, we dl hope," Tethorst said sourly. " Otherwise thiswhole thing will be
nothing more than a colossal waste of money."

Kogtagazed a him, again fighting against the urge to gpologize. But a least now hefindly had
the man pegged. "'l takeit, Mr. Telthors, that you're the Komitadiji's Adjutor Corps representative.”

Therewas afant sound from Lleshi that in alesser man might have been asnicker. Sowly,
Telthorst turned his head to look at the commodore; just as dowly he turned back to face Kosta. "'l
amnot," hesaid, quietly and digtinctly, "arepresentative of any kind. | am afully qualified Adjutor,
authorized to St a Supreme Council meetings and to advise the government on any and al matters
dedling with the financiad and economic well-being of the Pax, or of any group, sub-group, world,
nationia, district, or sub-district within it."

Hisglareturned colder. "Including such totaly inconsequentia matters as the academic debts
incurred by tridoctorum students from small towns on minor worlds of backwater planetary groups.
Your debts, Kosta, and whether they will be canceled or not.”

"I'm sorry," Kostamanaged, wishing held kept his mouth shut. The veiled power lurking benesath
that icy disdain was every bit asintimidating asthe Komitadji itsdf. "I didn't mean any disrespect.”

"| trust not," Telthorst said. Helooked again at Lleshi. "And I, inturn,” he added grudgingly,
"didn't mean to imply you were unprepared for your misson. Y ou understand that liberating the
people of this so-caled Empyrean from their alien domination and bringing them under Pax
enlightenment is going to be a very expensive proposition. My job isthe same asthat of every
Adjutor: to make sure the Pax gets its money's worth.”

"l understand,” Kostasaid, hisreflexive fear fading into arather annoyed nervousness. Hewas
about to risk hislifein enemy territory, and adl Telthorst could think about was how much money it
was cogting. "I'll do my best not to waste the Pax's investment in me."

Telthorst's forehead creased, just abit—"1'm sure you'll do fine, Kosta," Lleshi put in before
Telthorst could speak. "But enough talk. Y our ship isin the Number Six cargo hold—you'll be taken
there directly from here. Y ou know how to handleit?

"Yes, dr," Kostasaid. Hedid, too, after afashion, though dmost everything the ship would need
to do should aready have been pre-programmed into it.

"Good," the commodore said. "Remember that you're not to leave the cocoon for a minimum of
twelve hours after you've been dropped. That's a minimum—if Empyred shipsare still poking
around you'll obvioudy need to Sit tight longer. Just take your time and don't panic. Y ou should be
totally undetectable indgde the cocoon, and if we do our job properly they'll never even notice you
leaving the Komitadji. We should a so be getting a data pul se from the automated slegper drop on
Lorelel as soon aswe arrive, provided were grabbed by the proper net and our timing is on mark. If
therestime, I'll dump acopy to you before you're dropped. Once you're down, go to the coordinates



programmed into your ship's computer and pick up the fina current-conditions compilation, the false
identity papersthat should be waiting for you, and the accessinformation for your credit line."

"A very limited credit line" Telthorst put in. "Keep that in mind, and try to find waysto be
economical.”

"Yes, gr, | will," Kostasaid, trying not to grimace. Money again. With Adjutors, it was always
money. "If that'sal, Commodore," he added, "I'll get down to my ship.”

Lleshi nodded. "Go ahead. And good luck on your little trip to heaven.”

"Thank you." Kostalooked the commodore squarein theeye. "I wont fail, air.”

" Scintara Catapult Control, Commodore,” the man at the communications board called up to the
bacony. "We have sgna green.”

"Acknowledged." Lleshi gave his status board aleisurdly scan. Ship'srotation was at zero,
energy weapons charged and ready, missiles loaded into their tubes and stand-by armed. Everything
in placefor alittle jaunt into enemy territory. "SeTO?"

"All green, Commodore," Senior Tactica Officer Campbell reported from his console. "Alpha
and Beta both. Ship and crew at full battle stations.”

Peripherdly, Lleshi saw Tethorst swivel around from his observer's console at one side of the
balcony. "Beta?' he asked, asuspicious overtonein hisvoice. "What's Beta?'

"It'sasmulation run,” Lleshi told him. "Fighters at station; that sort of thing. We do intend an
eventud invasion of these systems.” He eyed the Adjutor, noting the other's tight-lipped expression.
"Your last chanceto get off hereif you'd rather," he offered.

Tdthorst returned his gaze without blinking. "Your last chance, Commodore, to not risk this
ship.”

Lleshi looked back at hisboard, fighting back aflash of very unprofessional anger. Zero hour
was not the time to reopen old arguments. They had no choice but to use the Komitadji onthis, for
reasons Telthorst dready knew. "Helmsman: Move usinto position.”

"Yes, ar."

A visud representation of the foca point of Scintaras hyperspace catapult sat directly in front of
the Komitadji on the hdm display: ahazy red dlipsoid hanging in space, undulating dowly asitsthree
axes rhythmically fed from and into each other. In the early days of catapult travel—and it wasa
thought that dways intruded into Lleshi'smind & this point—aship that didn't fit entirely within that
focal arearisked leaving pieces of itself behind while the rest was thrown acrossthe light-years.
Without the discovery of paraconducting metd, aship the size of the Komitadji would never have
been possible.



Such awonderful thing, progress.

The proximity darm trilled: the Komitadji's bow had touched the foca dlipsoid. "Stand by,"
Lleshi ordered. " Scintara Catapult, you have the timer. Launch a T-zero."

Scintara acknowledged. Thirty-eight seconds later, with ametalic Sutter of stressfrom the
paraconducting underskin, the stars abruptly disappeared from the viewscreens.

Lleshi took acareful breath, mind and body dipping automatically into full combat mode. It was
nearly three hundred light-years from Scintarato the Empyrea world of Lorde: just under six
seconds of hyperspace travel. "Stand by," he murmured, more from habit than any expectation that his
crew wasn't ready. He settled himself... and, as abruptly as they'd disappeared, the stars were back.

"L ocation check,” he ordered. The nav display had sprouted multicolored relative-V arrows
now: many of the"stars' on the visua were, in fact, asteroids. But that didn't necessarily put themin
theright net—all the nets around L orelel seemed to be deep in the system's extensive asteroid belts.
"If werein theright net, key for detaretrieval.”

"Focused pulse transmissions from the planet, Commodore,” the comm officer reported. "Were
in theright net. Copying now."

"Campbd|?'
"Tactica coming up now, gr," the SeTO said. "Defenses as expected.”

Lleshi nodded, hiseyeson thetac display... and it wasindeed as expected. Arrayed in arough
triangular pyramid two hundred kilometers on an edge around the Komitadji werefour smal ships.
Each of them carried the pole of a hyperspace catapult; together, they guarded the center of the net
field that had—somehow—snatched the Komitadiji fromitsorigina hyperspace vector and deflected
it to this precise point. Any three of those ships, acting together, could throw the Komitadji right
back out of the system, in any direction they chose.

And if they did so immediatdly, young Kostamight aswell not have bothered coming aboard.

"Message, Commodore,” the comm officer announced. " They remind us the Empyrean has
closed its bordersto ships of the Pax, and request that we state our business here."

Lleshi smiled tightly. So thefirst part of the gamble had succeeded: the Komitadii's sheer sze
had caught the Empyreals off guard. Even now they were scrambling to recdibrate their catapult as
they tried to make the invaders waste time with useless conversation. He threw aglance in Tdthorst's
direction, saw only the back of the Adjutor's head. "No return message,” he said quietly. "Attack
pattern Alpha."

The Komitadji's lightsdimmed dightly as, on thetactical, four lines of blue light lanced out, one
focused on each of the distant catapult ships. Behind the laser beams four yellow plasmajets boiled
out; following right on their heelsthe red lines of adozen Spearhawk missiles shot smilarly outward.
Lleshi was pushed back into his chair asthe Komitadji's enginesroared to life, driving the ship away
from the center of the pyramid. The Empyred ships moved to stay with them, the Spearhawk missiles
shifting vectorsin turn to match the movement. The Komitadji's computers refocused the lasers,



launched new plasma clouds—

And asecond later, dmost in unison and at least thirty kilometers out from their targets, all
twelve Spearhawks exploded.

"Premature detonation; dl missles," Campbdl reported. "Plasmaand lasers having no
discernible effect; catapult ships il tracking us. Second Spearhawks away.”

"Data pulseretrieva complete,” the comm officer called as another set of twelve Spearhawks
appeared on the tactical, arcing toward the defenders. "' Copy dumped to cocoon.”

Behind the four beleaguered catapult ships eight smilar spacecraft had now appeared on the
tactical, emerging from cover behind various asteroids. Back-ups, aready starting to configure
themsdalvesinto catapult arrangement. "' Cocoon launch on my command,” Lleshi ordered, frowning
with concentration as he watched the second group of Spearhawks climb toward their targets. With
the detonation codes aready computed by the Empyreals, this set ought to go considerably closer to
the Komitadji than the previous ones had—

In twelve smultaneous flashes, they did... and surrounded by light and fire and expanding clouds
of debris, the Komitadji was momentarily hidden from enemy view. "Cocoon: launch!" he snapped.

The Komitadji didn't lurch—it wasfar too big for that—1but Lleshi imagined he could fed the
dull thud of the explosive springs astheir cargo was blown clear of the Number Six hold. "Third
Spearhawks away," Campbd| called.

"FreHarpies," Lleshi ordered. "Random minus one pattern.”
"Acknowledged. First Harpiesaway."

On thetactical the twelve Spearhawk trails were abruptly joined by fifty more, bursting outward
from the Komitadji like the time-Igpse flowering of astrange and exatic plant. Almost lost among
them wasthe tiny spot drifting with maddening leisure from the Komitadii's starboard side. "Hard
gport," Lleshi ordered. "Draw the catapult focus away from the cocoon.”

Hewas pushed into the Side of his chair asthe helmsman complied. With plasmaand missile
debrisblocking their view it took afew secondsfor the Empyreal shipsto notice the maneuver and
moveto match it; Smultaneoudy, the Harpy missiles began exploding. "They've found the Harpies
code," Campbell said. " Second Harpies ready."

"Focusforming,” the hedmsman cdled. "Five seconds mark.”

"Hold second Harpies," Lleshi ordered. If Kostaand the cocoon weren't in the clear now,
wasting another batch of expensive missles on what waslittle more than afireworks display wasn't
going to make the difference. " Stand ready for catapult.”

And with the usud stuttering from the hull, the universe vanished.

Automaticaly, Lleshi started counting the seconds; but held barely begun when the stars
returned. The stars, and adull red sun barely visbleto one side.



Carefully, helet out aquiet breath. That had been the find gamble of this phase of the operation,
and now it too had come up clean. " Secure from battle sations,” he ordered. "L ocation check, and
scan for the cocoon.”

"L ocation computed, Commodore,” the navigator said briskly. "We'refifty-four point seven
light-years from the Lordlei system; running a hundred thirty million klicks out from theloca sun. I'll
have an orbit profilein amoment.”

"No trace of the cocoon within inner scan limit," the scanner chief added. Shifting to midrange,
but looks like a clean drop.”

"Good. Get us some rotation, and have engineering start putting the kick pod catapult together."

Theweight warning trilled through the command deck; and as the huge ship started dmost
imperceptibly to rotate, Lleshi turned to look at Telthorst. Y ou see now why we weren't al that
worried about risking the Komitadji."

The Adjutor gazed back, his eyes hard. "Two hundred million kilometers further and you
wouldn't bein aposition to gloat," he said pointedly. "Our vector would have passed straight through
that star out there and we'd dl be very, very dead.”

"Agreed,” Lleshi nodded. "Which | imagineiswhy it took the Empyredls so long to get rid of us.
Laser-point precision on top of afast field reconfiguration.”

Telthorst looked at the dim star on the viewscreen. "1 suppose they expect usto be impressed
by that."

Lleshi shrugged. "I'm impressed. Aren't you?"

The Adjutor looked back at him, hislip twisted in contempt. "Impressed, Commodore?
Impressed by a people who've become so sheep-like that they won't kill even in their own defense?
Y ou'retoo easy to please.”

"Am|7?" Lleshi countered, the dow unprofessona burn starting again. " Those Empyreadswere
risking their lives, Adjutor—make no mistake about that. If those Spearhawks had hit them they'd
have died, with or without those fancy sandwich-metd hulls of theirs. In my experience, sheep seldom
come equipped with that degree of courage.”

Tdthorst's expression didn't change... but abruptly Lleshi fdt achill intheair. "Admiration of
one's opponentsis said to be auseful trait in diplomats,” the Adjutor said softly. "The same doesn't
apply to soldiers. Bear in mind, Commodore, that we're not dedling with men here. Were dedling
with men under dien control. Thereés aconsderable difference.”

"I'm aware of what we're up againg,” Lleshi said, keeping afirm grip on histemper. "But then,
that'swhy we're here, isn't it? To rescue our fellow human beings from these dangerous angels?!

Thelines around Telthorst's mouth degpened. "Don't mock me, Commodore,” hewarned. "l
may not profess admiration for their soldiersthe way you do. But | wasn't the one who set up adry
scorch run, complete with afull complement of fighters and Hellfire missilesready in their launch



tubes."

Lleshi swallowed acurse. Hed hoped that in dl the excitement Telthorst would have forgotten
about the Beta smulation. Not only hadn't he forgotten, hed obvioudy even taken the time to monitor
that part of the exercise. "My orders are to subdue the Empyrean and bring it under the Pax
umbredla" he said tiffly. "I intend for my crew to be ready for any contingency that may arisein the
act of carrying out those orders.”

"| gpplaud your foresight,” Tethorst said. "Just remember that the operative word is 'subdue!’
Not 'destroy’; 'subdue." "

"Understood,” Lleshi growled. No, of course the operative word wasn't "destroy.” Y ou could
put an Adjutor into acold sweat Smply by suggesting something with cash vaue or money-making
potentid might be damaged. "L et me remind you in turn that that was the main reason we chose the
Kogtafeint over the other scenarios Spec Ops suggested. If he isn't caught, he may be ableto
provide uswith vauable informeation on the angels.”

Tethorst snorted. "Of course helll be caught. Isn't that the whole purpose of afeint? To get
caught?'

Lleshi nodded reluctantly, feeling atwinge of discomfort. Dangerous Situations were hardly
anything new to him, and he'd had hisfair share of ordering men onto what were little more than
suicide missions. But dways before they'd been military men, who had known what they were
getting into and had had the best possible chance of getting out dive. Not acivilian with barely eight
weeks of training.

Especidly not acivilian who'd been lied to straight from square one about what his contribution
was expected to be. "He may get lucky,” he said.

Tethorst eyed him thoughtfully for amoment. "Perhaps. I'd like a copy of that Lorele data
pulse”

Lleshi caught Campbell's eye, nodded. Wordlesdly, the other stepped over to Telthorst and
handed him adatacyl. "Thank you," the Adjutor said, getting to hisfeet. "If you need me,
Commodore, I'll bein my stateroom.”

He went to the bridge lift platform; paused there. "By the way, you'll want to do a complete
survey of thissystem,” he added over his shoulder. "Aslong as we have to leave afunctioning catapult
here anyway, we might aswell seeif theré's anything worth coming back for."

"Thank you," Lleshi said. "'l am familiar with standing orders.”

"Good." For amoment Tethorst let his gaze drift leisurdly around the bacony, asif to remind
them al who was ultimately in charge of this operation. Then, without another word, he disappeared
down thelift plate shaft to the lower command deck and | ft.

Badtards, Lleshi thought after him. Carved-ice bastards, every one of them. He turned back
to his console, keyed for an engineering status report. Work on the kick pod catapult was aready
underway, with an estimated completion time of five days.



At which point they would be able to send word back to the Pax that Kosta's drop had been
successful. And the Empyrean would be on itsSow, leisurely way to defegt.

"Tdl engineering that as soon asthe kick pod is away they'reto put triple shiftson the main
catgpult congruction,” he ingructed the comm officer. "1 want it ready in four months."

"YS, S'r.ll

With agrimace, Lleshi keyed for acopy of the Lorele data pulse. To be trapped out here for
four months, only marginaly in touch with what was going on with histask force, was going to be an
unpleasant exercisein patience. But for the moment, at least, he possessed information that no one
eseinthe Pax had. Plusfive daysto decide how much of that information would go out with the kick
pod.

Settling himself in his seat in the ship's dowly returning gravity, he began to read.

Thetimer pinged quietly, and Kostalooked up from hisreading. The twelve hours Lleshi had inssted
on were up, and acareful look at the displays showed no Empyred shipswithin inner scan range.

It wastimeto go.

Unhinging the control cover, he turned and then pressed a button; and with an awful racket of
explosive springs he was shoved back into his seat as histiny ship was thrown forward through a
tunndl that magically appeared in the rock-textured surface of the cocoon. He held his breath, waiting
tensdy for theinevitable enemy fighter ship that must surely have been skulking behind an asteroid
waiting for him.

But nothing. Not asthe tiny ship oriented itsdlf; not asit began its preprogrammed flight inward
toward the Empyreal world of Lorelei; not even as Kosta bresthed a sigh of relief and dared to relax.
The gambit had worked, and he was on hisway. Heading to Lorelel, and arendezvous with alittle
automated spy system the Pax had managed to set up before their last talks with the Empyred |eaders
broke off some months back.

And after that it would be on to Seraph. To Seraph, and Angelmass.

Staring out hisviewport at the distant crescent of Lorde, Kostafet his ssomach tighten. 1 won't
fail, hed told Lleshi confidently. But now, far from the bright lights and purposeful men and women of
the Komitadiji, the words echoed through his memory like so much empty bravado. He was alone
now, in hodtile territory, facing an enemy possibly more dien now than it was human.

Alittle trip to heaven, Lleshi'slast words echoed through hismind. It had been something of a
running gag, that, during Kostals training: the fact that the breakaway colonists who'd founded the
Empyrean ahundred eighty years ago had chosen an ancient term for the highest reaches of heaven.

Question was, had the choice of that name indeed been purely coincidental? Or had it been an
indication, even way back then, of the angels subtle influence on peopl€'s minds?



Therewere dl sortsof questionslike that hanging over this mission. Questions currently without
answers. Questions he, Kosta, was supposed to find answers for. Overwhel ming, deep, impossible
questions...

And then, as the enormity of the whole thing once again threatened to drown him, the image of
Tdthorst's face floated up into hismind. That face, and dl that contempt...

"Forget it," he said aoud to the memory, the sound of the words echoed oddly by the displays
curving around in front of him. If Telthorst expected Kostato land on hisface just to accommodate
the Adjutor's preconceived notions, he could forget it.

The pep tak helped alittle. A flashing light on his console reminded him that the cocoon's
escape tunnel was gill on standby; keying in the proper commands, he watched asthe fase asteroid
seded itsdlf up again and then went inert. Briefly, he hoped inert meant exactly what it said, then put it
out of hismind. Surely the masterminds behind this mission had understood that if the Empyreds came
across a ship berth disguised as an asteroid it would be a dead giveaway that the Pax had dippedina

oy.

And with that chore out of the way, the ship was back on automatic, where it would remain until
they reached Lordle. Keying one of the displays for acontinual status report on his course, Kosta
returned to his reading. The data pack LIeshi had sent down to him was far more extensive than hed
expected, and it was going to be abit of apush to get it dl read in the five days before planetfall.

But he would manageit. If for no better reason than that Telthorst probably didn't think he
could.

The cocoon remained inert for six hours more, until Kostals ship had passed beyond any theoretica
possibility of detecting achangein itsstatus. Six hours of totally wasted time; but the vast network of
computers and sensors and fabricators built deep inside the rock was patient, and its designers had
consdered it absolutely imperative that Kosta believe he had |eft nothing behind him but an empty
shdl.

Quietly, stedlthily, the network activated itself and began to ook around. Even without itsinertia
memory to guideit, the sensors would have had no difficulty locating the center of the net fieldswhich
had caught the Komitadji.

The hive of Empyreal ships buzzing around the areawould have been dl theindication it needed.

Quietly, stedthily, the sensorsreached out, ddlicately probing and studying. It would take
time—consderable time—for it to achieveits programmed goal.

But the network was patient.

CHAPTER 2



"Y our attention, please,” the cool, middle-class voice came over the spaceport softspeaker system.
"The twdfth and fina shuttle for the spacdiner Xirrus has now arrived & Gate Sixteen. All remaining
passengers should come to the check-in counter at thistimefor pre-flight confirmation and boarding.
Repesting: your attention, please—"

Seated at the far end of the waiting lounge, half hidden behind alarge decorative vase, the girl
hunched alittle deeper into a contour chair that felt too large for her and watched asthe last group of
passengers gathered their things and walked over to join the line at the check-in counter. She brushed
the freshly blonded hair carefully away from her face, feding afamiliar tightness squeezing her throat.
Inaminute shewould haveto get up and join them. And if Trilling Vail wasweatching from hiding, like
shewas...

Shetook adeep breeth, an acid tightness swirling in her somach. It wasthe samefedling she
aways got when she was getting ready to score atrack and suddenly had the impression that the targ
was onto her. The horrible demand of acrucia decision: whether to keep going, and hope her
twitches were wrong, or to pop the cord, lose dl the prep time, and look for atarg who would more
eadly part with his spare cash.

Should she pop the cord on thiswhole crazy idea? It still wasn't too late to do that, she knew.
She could get up right now and walk out of the spaceport and try to bury hersalf somewhere on
Uhuru ingtead of going off to awhole new world.

Only she couldn't. Trilling had friends everywhere on Uhuru. Sooner or later, hed catch up with
her. On Lorde... well, a least she'd have ahead Start.

Maybe. Reaching into her pocket, feding the sametingling in her fingertips that she dways got
when handling merchandise that had cost her blood and sweet to get hold of, she did out the precious
piece of threaded plagtic. Chandris Lalasha, the name at the top said, and for probably the
hundredth time she wished she had had the time and money to have anew ID made up. She hadn't
used the L a asha surname since she was thirteen, ayear before she met and moved in with Trilling.
But if he got into the spacdline datalistings the Chandris part would be a dead giveaway.

She snorted to hersdlf. If hegot in, hell. When hegot in. Trilling was the one who'd taught her
how to crack into fancy computer systems. Her only chance was that he wouldn't expect her to do
something this crazy, or a least that he wouldn't think she could get enough money together this
quickly to spring for aspacdiner ticket.

But, then, who knew how Trilling's mind worked these days?

Unconscioudy, Chandristightened her grip on the plastic card. Sheld heard akaosh brag once
about how he'd killed someone with aspaceliner ticket. She wondered if any of that story had been
true.

The line was beginning to shrink now, the passengers showing their tickets to the reader display
and atendant and disappearing down the boarding tunndl. Chandrislicked her lips, wincing a the
unfamiliar tart/sweet taste of expensgive lipglow, and got to her feet, heart thudding in her earsas she
went over and joined theline. Thiswasit; and it was Trilling's last chance to stop her. Sheéld sat over
in that corner for four hours straight, watching every single batch of passengers as they headed down
the tunnd, making sure that Trilling hadn't dipped aboard. If he didn't make thislast shuttle she would



be safe. At least for now.

She reached the reader and the attendant standing beside it. "Hello," the man greeted her. For
just asecond his eyes skipped down across her, taking in her bright blonded hair, her even brighter
lipglow, her probably botched attempt at an upper-class ouitfit.

And when he looked back up she could sense his quiet amusement. "And you are...?"

"Chandris Laasha," she growled, thrusting her ticket at hisface and then waving it over the
reader.

"Niceto have you aboard, Miss Laasha," he smiled. "Y ou heading off to college?"

"That'sright,” Chandris said shortly. "On Lorele.” The reader pinged acceptance of her ticket,
and she stuffed the plastic back into her pocket.

The attendant shook his head, a smile on hisface. "Thought so. | never cease to be amazed at
how inventive you college kids get with your travel outfits. Have aniceflight.”

"Thanks," Chandris muttered, heading down the boarding tunnel and hoping the sudden hesat in
her cheeks didn't show. Sheld doneit again, damn it al—taken offense a an insult that wasn't even
there. The same touchiness that had kept her stuck in the Barrio and out of the upper-classareasin
New Mexico City where the redly mgjor tracks were. Or so Trilling had dways told her—

The musclesin her back stiffened, mind suddenly snapping back to where she was. She twisted
around, half expecting to see Trilling walking behind her, his shining eyes glowing, hisscarred lips
grinning their crazy animd grin at her.

But there were only a couple of last-minute passengersin sight, and no sound or commotion
coming from the check-in counter around the corner.

She turned back, breathing again, and continued down the tunndl. At the end of it waited the
shuttle, an oversized plane sort of thing with rows and rows of contour chairs. Choosing one that
would alow her aclear view of the door, she let the straps curve into position around her and waited.
Trilling's absolute last chance...

Five minutes | ater, the door was dammed shut with adull thud... and asthe shuttle rolled away
from the terminal, she felt her muscles unknotting for thefirst timein hours. For thefirg timein
months. Finaly—finaly—she could dare to hope that she was free of Trilling Vail.

And al it had cost was leaving the only home sheld ever known.

Thetrip up to the spaceliner took about an hour. An hour, for Chandris, of absolute magic.

She had ridden on aregular plane once before, but at the time had been too preoccupied with
keeping incongpicuous to really appreciate it. Now, though, it was different. The wispy clouds
bresking in front of the shuttle like white nothing; the buildings and hills and forests beneath them; the



sensation of flying itsef—she drank it dl in, pressing her facetightly againg the cold plastic of the
window so as not to missany of it. The ground kept receding, the highest clouds cutting off most of
the view, and presently she noticed the deep blue of the sky above them was fading into black. The
dull roar of the enginesfaded away to athroaty whisper, leaving her bouncing gently against her
straps.

She gpent the next few minutes with fists and teeth clenched tightly, fighting a gut-twisting nausea
and ahorrible feding that she and the shuttle were faling back toward the ground. Then, Strangely,
both stomach and brain relaxed and she was able to concentrate again on the view outside her
window. Overhead, sarswere visblein the black sky, even though the sun could still be seen off to
one sde. She marveled at the novelty of that for awhile, shifting her attention back and forth between
sun and stars.

Presently, above and ahead of them, she got her first glimpse of the Xirrus.

It didn't look like much at first; asort of toy or mode, its shadowy shape outlined by strings of
little lights. But asthe shuttle kept getting closer, and the shape kept getting bigger, it finally dawned
on her that calling aship like that aflying city wasn't nearly as much puff-talk as sheld aways thought.

Pressing her nose against the cold window, she smiled to hersdlf. If there was one thing the
Barrio had taught her, it was how to survivein acity.

They arrived at the Xirrus afew minutes|ater, to the accompaniment of alot of clanking and the
sudden return of weight. Joining the other passengers, she climbed asteep set of fold-down stairs
through the roof of the shuttle and found hersdf in alarge room with a huge layout diagram of the
Xirrus covering onewall. Her ticket listed her cabin number; glancing once a the diagram to get its
location, she headed toward the rear of the ship.

Her roommates were aready there when she arrived: three of them, middle-classas dl get out,
chattering away about college and other middle-class things as they moved around the room stuffing
lockersfull of clothesand generally checking the place out. Silently, Chandris stepped through the
activity toward the fourth bed, where her small suitcase had aready been deposited, and the
conversation waffled alittle asthe others checked her out. What they saw made the conversation
waffle even more. "Nicetrave ouitfit," one of them commented from behind her, the dry tone sparking
umphs of not-quite giggles from her companions. "Design it yourse f?'

Chandristurned to look her straight in the eye. "Sure," she said coally. "Had to. It's one of the
requirements.”

The other seemed taken aback. "Requirements for what?' she asked.
"Where are you going to school 7' Chandris countered.
"Uh—Ahanne University on Lordd," the other said, looking even more confused.

Chandris shrugged. "Wdl, there you haveit, then."



She turned back to her unpacking, watching their quiet confusion out of the corner of her eye
and revising her class estimate downward alittle. Real middle-class types—or at least the
middle-class types sheld scored tracks on—would have dumped right away on that kind of
skidly-tak. These puff-heads must be freshly moved up, smart enough to imitate middle-class
mannerisms and speech but too dumb to redlly know what the hell they were doing.

For what she needed now, they would do nicely.

"Oh, come on, Kail," one of the others said into the slence, giving alittle snort of derison. The
proper reaction, Chandris thought scornfully, only about ayear too late. "L ook at her luggage, for
gritty'sake. Probably paid for her ticket with tabletips.”

Thethird girl giggled. "Yeah," shesaid dyly. "Or eseamore personal kind of servicework.”

She gave awarbling whistle, a pretty good imitation of the come-on hookers sometimesused in
the Barrio, and dl three laughed. "Girls, girls," the first admonished, her voice mock-severe. "I'm sure
we've got her dl wrong. I'll bet she'sjust o incredibly smart that she doesn't even care that she
dresseslike asfudd. Probably gonnamagjor in cataytic nuclear drive or politics or something equally
frizdy."

Chandris kept quiet, fighting back the awful temptation to turn around and pull thelittle
puff-head's face off by the roots. One of the girls whispered something el se, diciting another mass
giggle, and the conversation resumed whereit had left off. With Chandris pointedly excluded.

She stayed in the room another haf hour, pretending to arrange and rearrange her meager
wardrobein her locker and enduring the snide comments not quite directed her direction... and by the
time sheleft, she had it down pat. All of it: every repetitious bit of dangy, every silly gesture, every
bad joke, every word of gossip and school talk and clothestalk.

Everything that would let her pass hersdf off as one of them.

For awhile she just wandered, poking around the edges of her section's public areas—dining
rooms, lounges, recreation rooms and the like—and just generally getting afed for the ship. The
corridors themsalves were pretty well deserted, most of the passengers who were out and about
segted in the lounges getting ahead start on their socidizing. The ddlicate aromas of acohol and other
traditiona reekstugged at her, and more than once she was sordly tempted to join in and put off her
exploring until morning. It wasn't like she was short on time—they'd told her when she bought the
ticket that it would take the Xirrus six or seven daysto get to Lorele.

But she resisted the temptation. Long experience had taught her that mass confusion wasthe
best cover for scoring tracks; and the day when twelve shuttles ungorged themselves of new
passengers was probably going to be as confused as things got up here.

Besideswhich, if shedidn't get busy and make other arrangements, she was going to be stuck
spending at least one night with those puff-headed snobs back in her room.

From the different sizes of staterooms and cabins that the big floorplan had shown, it had been
pretty obvious that the upper-class sections were the ones furthest forward. Directly behind them had
been anarrow blank area; behind that the middle-class cabins, another blank area, and finally



Chandriss own lower-class section. Another blank arearan up through the core of the ship,
connecting with the ones separating the passenger sections.

Blank areas on floorplans and maps were dmost always worth checking out. Giving hersdf a
quick orientation, she headed off toward the nearest to take alook.

It was surprisingly well hidden. There were no abrupt flat walls or red-lettered warnings
anywhere advertising forbidden territory; nothing but smoothly curving corridors that kept passengers
moving adong in blissful ignorance that there was anything e se lurking behind the scenes.

Without having seen the floorplan, it might have taken Chandrisdl of ten minutesto find away
in. With the floorplan, it took her two. Sometimes the tracks scored themselves,

Sheld expected it to be either a section of crew quarters or else part of the Xirrus's functiond
aress. It was, in fact, acombination of the two: alarge room filled with machinery and pipes and
bundles of wires, but with apair of short door-lined corridors leading off of it. A handful of men and
women were visible scattered around the room, moving around the machines or Sitting at consoles,
their conversation masked by the dull hum that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

For amoment Chandris watched the activity, gauging her chances of getting past them without
being seen. If she could, it ought to give her away into the middie- and upper-class sections without
having to use the usua connecting passageways. That could be useful, especidly asthe passageways
had probably been designed to keep nowies like her back here where they belonged.

It wasworth atry, anyway. Keeping closeto thewall, trying to watch al the workers at once,
she gtarted forward.

"Y ou, there—miss?"

Chandris's heart skipped a best; but her face was al innocence as she turned around to face the
man walking toward her. About forty, she estimated his age, with an open, unsuspicious kind of face.
"Yes?' shesad.

"Sorry, miss, but passengers aren't dlowed in here," he said. "This part of the shipisfor crewers
only.”

"Oh," Chandris said, letting her facefdl alittle. Not the kind of man who'd accept a sexua
advance, she decided, at least not from asixteen-year-old girl. But he might fall for the right mix of kid
Sster and eager student. "'I'm sorry,” she said, face and voice in her newly acquired middle-class
college student role. "'l just thought that—well, you see, I'm going to be studying catalytic nuclear
drivein college and—" shewaved at the room with a self-conscious shrug—"wdll, | just wanted to
seewhat it waslikein here.”

Dead center score. His eyes widened, just noticeably, and when he spoke there was a new
admirationin hisvoice. "Y oure kidding. Redly?Which college are you going to?*

"Ahanne University on Lordel," shetold him, watching hisface closdly. His forehead seemed on
the edge of wrinkling—"At least to start with," she added before he could say anything. "I'm hoping to
transfer somewhere el se after acouple of years."



"I'd hope s0," he said with alittle snort. " Ahanne's starship engineering program isn't worth
beansprouts. Y ou'll want to do your last two years at either Landant University or else Dar Korrati on
Bamord."

"| tried to get into Dar Korrati," Chandris said. "But they said the only scholarshipsthey had | ft
were for transfer students with high enough grades.” She gazed into hisface for a split second, then
looked down, letting her shoulders sag dightly. "It'skind of scary,” she confessed.

"Yeah," he agreed, and she could hear the sympathy in hisvoice. She held her pose, waiting for
him to flip hismentd coin... "Wdll, look, | guessit'd be okay, just thisonce. Come on—I'll giveyou a
quick tour."

She gushed some appropriate words of thanks and then shut up, letting him do all thetalking as
heled her around the room, pointing out this and that and gabbing about alot of stuff that made no
sense whatsoever. But that was okay. Every word he said was going into her general mental grab bag
of useful information, maybe to be pulled out someday.

"—but since they decay within afew microseconds, we have to keep making new ones," he
commented as they passed an untended console. "The actua equipment isalittle further forward, but
we've got amonitor hereto keep tabsonit.” He pointed to afree-standing display afew meters

avay.

"l seg," Chandris said; but her eyes were on the console right beside her. Lying on top of it,
looking asif it had been casudly dropped there by someone with more urgent things on hismind, was
aflat plate that looked like ahand computer. Worth maybe a couple hundred on the open market...
and shewas going to be hitting Lorelei flat broke. "Which one of those linesisthe actud production
rate?' she asked her guide, gesturing toward the distant display.

"The blueone ontopisflux rate," he sad, pointing. "Red is particle temperature, greenis
interface transfer, and that heavy black line shows the confinement profile. Now, thisthing over
here..."

Taking her upper arm in abig-brotherly sort of way, heled her toward yet another giant
incomprehens ble machine. It was, Chandris reflected, just aswell she hadn't tried a sexua approach
onthisone. A hand around her waist, instead of on her arm, would hardly have failed to notice the
hard lump that had suddenly appeared hidden beneath the waistband of her skirt.

Indl the tour took nearly twenty minutes. When it was over Chandris thanked the engineer
profusdly, let him escort her back through the door to the lower-class section, and said awarm and
grateful good-bye.

Two minutes later she was back, dipping in through a second entrance she'd spotted acrossthe
room during the tour. Hidden from view of the crewers by along thick pipe hed cdled a
cataytic-balance difter, she made her way forward. The other end of the room opened onto a short
corridor lined with unlocked doors; choosing one, she went inside.

Theroom was small and, inevitably, filled to the ceiling with equipment—ypipes and pumping
sorts of stuff thistime. Turning on the dim overhead light, she pulled out her newly acquired toy and
sat down cross-legged on the floor to take acloser look.



It was ahand compuiter, al right. An expensive one, too, from the look of it. Sheturned it
over—

"Nurk it," she muttered to hersdf. Stamped into the back of the casng wasthe Xirrusslogo. A
ship's compuiter, then, tied into the Xirrus's central nexus and hard-programmed only with ship'sdata
and business. On the open market, worth just fractionally above zero.

For amoment she glared a theflat little plate, letting her annoyance at it subside. It wouldn't
have brought in that much money; and anyway, it would probably have taken her forever to locate a
safe buyer in an unfamiliar market. Besides, it waan't like the thing was compl etely usdless.

It took her aminute to locate awall power plate, and another minute to pry the back off the
computer with her little pocket multi-knife. The computer's ID regigter... thereit was. Snapping out
two of the knife's blades and the specidly insulated screwdriver, she eased one of the bladesinto the
lowest voltage socket on the plate and brought the computer's ID register up to lightly touch the other
blade. There was asmal spark, hardly visible; carefully, she shifted the knife point to two other spots
on theingtrument, with Smilar results. She gaveit aquick examination, then pulled the blade from the
socket and folded the knife back up. Assuming shed doneit right, the computer would now still have
full accessto the ship's centra nexus, but the nexus wouldn't be able to elther identify the particular
computer shewas using or to keep any record of which files she pulled up.

It was atrick that for years she/d had to pay Trilling or someone elseto do for her. One day
hed foolishly let her watch.

She replaced the back cover and keyed the computer on. First on her list of thingsto do wasto
pull up aset of the Xirrus's floorplans—areal set, including al the crew and equipment aress. She
leafed through them, memorizing each with aglance, and by the time she was through she'd found half
adozen waysto get from one end of the ship to the other without anyone having a ghost's chance of
spotting her.

Second on her list wasto find aplace to stay, preferably one that would be a step up from her
present cabin and roommates. Hunting around alittle, she found a passenger accommodations|list,
which after alittle sudy yielded the information that there were sSixteen empty cabins on the ship, three
of them fancy stateroomsin the upper-class section. A crewer roster was next, with particular
attention given to which servitors were on duty at the moment and which cabinsthey were assigned
to.

And findly camethetriskiest part: coaxing the nexusto give her the general passcode for
sarvitor entry into the passenger rooms.

It took awhile, but the people who'd set up the Xirrus's security hadn't been very bright. Inthe
end, shegot it.

And that was that. She could return the computer now, her tampering a cinch to be missed until
long after she disgppeared into the barrios of Lorelei. And in the meantime she could mingle with the
people in the upper-class section whenever she liked, scoring whatever tracks she could. Preferably
with people who wouldn't be stopping at Lorela; if they didn't notice their losses until afterwards, it
would take that much longer for them to howl the police onto her tail.



Onidleimpulse, she keyed the computer for the Xirrus's itinerary. Not thet it realy mattered;
but the next stop after Lorelei was—

Sergph system.

She stared at the display, ssomach suddenly fluttering. Sergph system. The place where angels
camefrom.

Sheleaned againgt thewadll, watching al her neat planstwisting themsdvesinto skidly-tak with
new possibilities. Angds. Thingsonly politicians and rich people could get—she remembered anews
story once that had talked about them, with abig security type from the Gabrid Corporation opening
up abox and handing over achain and pendant to a High Senator type, who turned around and put it
around another High Senator type's neck. The chain had looked pretty classy, at least from the one
close-up sheld seen, and she remembered trying to sit down and watch more. But then Trilling had
started yelling about something, and she'd yelled back, and somehow she'd never gotten around to
finding out more.

But the angdls came from Sergph system—that much everyone knew. They were made out in
space by something called Angelmass, and awhole bunch of little ships went out there every day to
bring them back.

Little ships. With little crews...

Don't be stupid, she growled at hersalf. They'd been turning out angelsfor years. By now they
must havefilled in every single gap in their security.

But if they hadn't, and if she could somehow crack into the system...

Sherubbed her finger over her lower lip, somach acid swirling again with indecision. It might be
atotal waste of time, sure; but even if scoring an angel turned out to be a popped cord it might till be
worth continuing on to Seraph just to throw Trilling that much farther off her trail. And it would be
easy enough to do. With the stuff she'd already pulled out of the computer—

The thought stopped short. The computer, whose circuits she'd just scorched, securein the
knowledge that no one was likely to notice for the six or seven daystill they got to Lorelel.

But if she continued on to Sergph, which the computer said would take another five or six days
after that...

Sheamiledtightly. No one ever gets anywhere if they never take chances. Trilling had said
that alot, usualy when puffing some particularly trisky job he wanted her to do. But even Trilling was
right sometimes. And if sheredly could pull thisoff...

Abruptly, she got to her feet. First thing would be to get the computer back without being seen.
Not necessarily to the same spot; people never remembered where they Ieft things, and in aplacelike
thisthey'd probably assume someone e se had borrowed it.

And after that, it would be time to rearrange her accommodations. Before, getting accessto the
upper-class section had just been something she wanted to do. Now, it was something she needed to



do.

Trilling had dways said that her touchiness would never let her fit in with upper-class society.
Shewas about to find out if that wastrue.

CHAPTER 3

Chandriss goa when putting her outfit together had been to try and end up with something that would
look upper-class without costing money she didn't have. Sheld been rather pleased with the results, or
at least she had been until those puff-heads back in her lower-class cabin had started giggling.

A single pass by one of the upper-class lounges showed her why they'd giggled.

It was a humiliating moment, not to mention adangerous one. Luckily, it was aso very quickly
over. A redly good look at the expendve outfits wasn't necessary; al she needed thistime through
wasto get the style of uniform worn by servitorsin this section. That knowledgein hand, she dipped
back through the nearest crewer door and made her way down to the maids quarters. With the work
schedule and cabin assgnment information she'd read off the computer, it was smple enough to locate
an unoccupied room. One of the genera passcodes got her insde, and she began her search.

Therewere, as she'd expected, severd different types of uniformsfor the different parts of the
ship, and she had to raid adozen rooms before she found amaid's uniform that was both the right
syle and theright size. Fifteen minutes later, having changed in aconveniently isolated
emergency-battery room, she returned to the upper-class section.

No one gave her a second ook as she dipped silently past wandering and chattering passengers,
very few gave her even afirst look. It wasthe perfect camouflage, particularly for someonelike
Chandris, who had played the role so many times before that she had the mental attitude and body
language of a servant down cold. Even in operations alot smaller than a spacdliner, she'd sometimes
blended into the identity so well that other workers had totally missed the fact that she was a stranger.
On aship thissize, assuming she was careful, they didn't have ahope of fingering her.

She reached one of the empty staterooms without incident and let hersdlf in. The place wasn't as
flat-out luxurious, somehow, as she'd expected it to be, but it somped the snot out of her own
cramped cabin. More important to her plans at the moment was the fancy computer system built into
the entertainment center, asystem that should give her accessto the ship's public library. Pulling out
her pocket knife, she stepped over to it—

And stopped short. "Nurk," she muttered. She'd expected it to be afloating nexus-connect type
like the hand-held job sheld used earlier. Instead, it was hard-wired in through the entertainment lines,

Which pretty much popped the cord on the uncoupling trick she'd used earlier. If she wanted to
get into the library without the computer howling up agtink, shewas going to haveto doit froma
room that wasn't supposed to be vacant.

Mentaly, she shrugged. No big dead—she'd planned on mingling with the paying passengers
anyway. It was high time she got Started.



The room had been fully made up, with an impressive seection of fluffy towelslaid out inthe
bathroom. Taking two of the larger ones, she folded and stacked them for carrying and dipped out of
the room. Given the crowd in the lounge sheld passed earlier, it seemed likely that most of the rooms
aong here would be vacant. Anided timeto go shopping.

It was amore difficult search than the hunt for her maid's uniform had been. Not only did she
haveto find clothes that would fit her, she dso had to find them in closets so bulging that there would
be a good chance the owner would never notice the loss. Upper-class people, shed aways heard,
were so rich that they threw their money away on everything they saw. Unfortunately, theimage didn't
seem to gpply to spacdiner passengers. Up and down the corridors she went, hitting stateroom after
stateroom: knocking, apologizing about having the wrong room if there was an answer, letting herself
inif there wasn't. And she was just about to concede defeat and move down to the middle-class
section when shefindly scored.

It was ahuge room, easily twice the size of the vacant one sheld moved into an hour earlier.
With twice the Storage space, too; and every hit of it stuffed to the throat. A family of five, judging
from the various Sizes represented, with the teenage daughter taking more than her fair share of the
closet space. Chandris sorted through the dresses, chose two of the plainest layer-style ones, and
folded them up inside her towels. An equaly bulging jewery box beckoned from the top of one of the
dressers, and for amoment she was tempted. But only for amoment. An upper-class teen might not
miss adress or two; but everyone kept tabs on their jewelry.

She took the dresses back to her borrowed room, added a third towel to her pile, and returned
to the hunt. Her newly changed luck held: the very next stateroom shetried contained not only too
many dresses, but too many shoes aswell. Neither set was exactly her size, but close enough. Again
selecting alayer-style dress, she hid it and a pair of shoesinside her stack of towels and went back to
her room.

There, using her knife and the compact sewing kit she'd brought from her luggage, she set to
work stripping the various layers of the dresses gpart. Thereld been agirl from the Barrio once who'd
swiped afancy ouitfit during a score and gotten cracked two days later when the origina owner
spotted her wearing it on the street, and Chandris had no intention of doing something that
puff-headed hersdf. The dterationstook her nearly two hours; but when she was finished she had
combined parts from the three dresses to form three entirely new and—hopefully—unrecognizable
ones.

Altering hersdf was next. First step wasto get the damn blonding out of her hair, returning it to
itsnaturd shiny black. She cleaned her face and hands next, getting rid of both the cosmetic stuff and
the underbase that had lightened her skin into line with the blonded hair. Redoing the makeup was
easy enough—from what she'd seen, the upper-class women aboard the Xirrus used far less makeup
than was common among middle-class or even Barrio women. Possibly because they didn't need to
try and make themsdves attractive; more likely because they could afford to go with cosmetic surgery
instead. Still, as Trilling used to say, vanity had its uses, provided it wasin other people.

Redoing her hair was alittle harder. Mogt of the women sheld seen while hunting for clothes had
been pretty free with the frostsprays, fancy holdings, and jeweled clips, none of which Chandris had
available even if sheld known how to fasten them in. Fortunately, she'd also spotted afew who had
smply put their hair into elaborate braidings, and she'd passed close enough to one of them to get a
good look at the pattern. Actudly recreating it was trickier than she'd expected, but with persistence



and severd fdse garts shefindly got it more or lessright.

And now camethe easy part. Giving hersdlf acareful examination in thelong foyer mirror, she
keyed off the lights and | eft the stateroom. With the outer woman transformed from lower-class
scorer to upper-classleech, it wastime to do the same for the inner woman.

Earlier, shed given hersdf aleisurely haf hour to learn how to play anewly middle-class college
student. Now, wandering between the various upper-class lounges, she had her new role down in half
that time. Part of that was sheer necessity—she hadn't eaten since late morning, and was starting to
fed thefamiliar pangs of hunger—but mostly it was that the mannerisms of these people were
genuinely less complicated. Perhaps, she thought once, their money and power did their talking for
them.

A fresh rumble ran through her somach; but fortunately the solution was dready close at hand.
He was hovering not quite obvioudy at the edge of her vision, and had been there since the second of
the lounges she had visited. Around fifty years old, he was wearing an expensive-looking jacket and
jeweled neck clasp and the look of aman on the hunt.

Under other circumstances she would probably have let him make the first move. With her
stomach gtarting to hurt, she wasn't in the mood to be patient. Drifting toward him, her eyesturned
elsawhere, she shifted direction with smooth suddenness and bumped gently into him. " Ohl—excuse
me," she said, looking up into hiseyes. "That wasn't very graceful of me, wasit?'

"Don't worry about it," he said, smiling ahunter's smile back at her. " Spaceliner travel does that
al thetimeto people. Shifting engine thrusts throw the pseudogravity off, and al.”

Sheraised her eyebrows fractionaly and returned the smile. ™Y ou sound like someone who
travelsalot.”

It was an obvious setup line, and he grabbed it with both hands. "More than | wish, sometimes,”
he said. "My company's headquartered on Seraph, but were dso heavily involved in Lorde asteroid
mining and Bamord orbita refining. Makesfor abusy schedule. Stardust Metals—you might possibly
have heard of us."

"Don't be modest," she chided gently. "Of course I've heard of you." She hadn', actudly, until
sheld caught a passing reference ten minutes earlier. But he didn't need to know that. "And what isit
you do for them?"

He grinned, the hunter's smile again. "Mostly try to keep them as profitable as possible,” he said,
offering hishand. "I'm Amberson Toomes; part owner and CMD."

Sheraised her eyebrows, higher thistime. "Really!" she said, wondering what the hell aCMD
was. "I'm impressed.”

He shrugged modestly. "Don't be. Most of the people here are considerably more important
than | am."

"If importanceisjudged by how well you ignore strangers, they're definitely more important than
you," she said ruefully, dropping her eyesabit. "I've been waking around for—oh, | don't know how



long—and you're the first person who's bothered to speak with me."

He patted her shoulder. "Don't judge them by first night out,” he warned. "Anyway, you haven't
exactly been working hard to elbow your way into conversations.”

Shelet her lip twitch in acoquettish smile. " And how would you know that?' she challenged.
"Unlessyou'd been watching me, that is."

He smiled back. "I might have noticed you," he acknowledged. "But only because | happen to
likelooking at beautiful women."

"Hatterer."
"Connoisseur,” he corrected with adight bow.

Shelaughed. "My name's Chandris Adriessa," shetold him. "I don't suppose that in and around
al that looking you happened to find the dining room?"

"I did indeed," he said, gently but firmly taking her arm. Not big-brotherly, like the engineer had,
but like a hunter who's caught his prey. "All six of them, in fact. Come; I'll show you which onésthe

Heinsgted from the start on charging her dinner to hishill, a gdlantry she accepted with amaximum
of verba gratitude and aminimum of token protest. Theissue had never been in doubt, of course; no
one at thisend of the ship seemed to use money or cards, and she could hardly charge her medl to an
unoccupied stateroom. But by making the offer up front he saved her the trouble of maneuvering him
into doing so later.

Thefood was good enough, though not asfilling as she might have wished. Asthey ate she
worked at getting her companion talking about himself, with an eye toward filling in some of her
Ignorance about upper-classlife.

No hard task, asit turned out. Toomes was a braggart—a refined and cultured braggart, but a
braggart just the same—and after the first couple of questionsal Chandris had to do waslisten and
nod and act fascinated by it dl. By the time he remembered his manners and began asking her about
hersdlf, she had everything she needed to puff him aconvincing spider web of lies, right downto a
convoluted story about how her parents manufacturing firm on Uhuru had made enough the past year
on superconductor contracts to send her to college on Seraph.

Not that he wasin any shapeto notice small dipsanyway. It was clear even before they got to
the dining room that Toomes had gotten an early start on the Xirrus's supply of reeks, giving hima
dight mental haze that the a coholic drinks held washed his dinner down with had made even hazier. It
was apersonality type Chandris had had more than her fill of back in the Barrio: men who measured
themsalves by how much they could drink or sniff or swallow before their brains were so nurked they
couldn't see straight.

Shed logt track of how many evenings Trilling and hisfriends had ruined for her with those



stupid contests of theirs. It was only fair that, just this once, it should work to her advantage.

And so shetaked, and listened, and kept the floaters and relaxers and drinks coming; and by
the time they headed back to his stateroom he needed to hold onto her arm to keep upright. She got
the door unlocked and maneuvered him to the bed, sitting him down there and helping him off with his
jacket and neck clasp.

He was fumbling with the fasteners on her dresswhen hefell adeep.

Shetook his shoes off and, with some effort, managed to get him straightened out on the bed.
For amoment she consdered stripping him al the way down, then decided againgt it. If he woke up
thinking held aready scored he might drop her back at square one and go looking for someone more
challenging. Better to keep him dangling, at least for another day or two, before considering any
aterationsto the script.

Kicking off her own ill-fitting shoes, she snared achair and pulled it over to the room's computer
termind. A minute later shed pulled up the Xirrus library's complete index of articles pertaining to
spaceship operation. With Toomes snoring gently behind her, she cdled up thefirst article on thelist
and began to read.

CHAPTER 4

"...But first I'd like to clear up any questions about how | see this new job you're sending me off to
do. Thefirgt duty of aHigh Senator, it seemsto me, isto the whole Empyrean. Not one district or
another, not even oneworld or another; but to al the people.”

The man on the screen paused, and Arkin Forsythe took amoment to let his eyes trace out the
other'sface. A care-lined, middle-aged face, with receding sandy hair, blue-gray eyes, and an oddly
intense set to the square jaw. A serious face; aface whose strong aura of professionalism formed a
perfect counterpoint to the casual, common-man pattern of his speech. A face that would inspire
loyadty in some and contempt in others, but nothing in between.

Across the room, there was aknock on the door. "Come," Forsythe called, tapping the freeze
button and looking up. The door opened, to reved Ranjh Pirbazari. "Have you aminute, High
Senator-elect?'

"Sure, Zar, comeonin,” Forsythe waved him over, noting the data.cyl in the other's hand. "What
have we got?'

"The officia follow-up report on that Pax incursion out in the belt three days ago,” Pirbazari told
him, crossing to Forsythe's desk and handing him the cyl. "They've done some more analyses of the
ship and the battle, but theré's nothing redlly new in the way of fresh data. They were ableto pull a
name off the bow, though: the Komitadji. It was the name of some guerrillaor mercenary group in
the Balkans, I'm told, sometimein Earth's distant past.”

"Mm," Forsythe said, eyeing the dender cylinder distastefully. Officia follow-up reports, in his
experience, were nearly always awaste of timefor everyone concerned. "Any fresh excuses asto



why it took them 0 long to kick the damn thing out of the system?”

Pirbazari shook hishead. "They Hill say the catapult smply wasn't designed for anything that big,
and that it took them that long to recdibrate." He hesitated. "I'd have to say, though, that that's
probably more an explanation than it is an excuse. Therésreally no way anyone could have
anticipated the Pax having awarship that big. Certainly they never showed anything even approaching
that Sze during the contact negotiations. From everything I've read about the incident, EmDef did as
well as could be expected under the circumstances.”

Forsythe nodded, till not happy but experienced enough to recognize a dead-end when he
found himself driving down one. Finding tailsto pin the blame on was standard politica ingtinct; but
Pirbazari had twenty years of Empyreal Defense Force service under hisbelt, and if he said they'd
donedl they could then they probably had. " Subject closed then, | guess,” he grunted. "Any fresh
Ideas asto what the Pax was trying to prove with this stunt?’

Pirbazari shrugged. "Number one theory is il that they've decided to escaate their little
psychological pinprick campaign and wanted to see what kind of reception they could expect if they
sent in awarship and started shooting. Second place goes to the possibility that they wanted to map
out the net's physical configuration and figured that using a ship outside our normal catapult range
would buy them moretimeto sudy it."

"Or maybe they wanted to drop something and hoped dl the noise and smoke would hideit?!

"If they did, it worked," Pirbazari said dryly. "EmDef had ships quartering the areafor severa
hours afterward and none of them picked up anything but normal asteroids. If anything was dropped,
it had to have been pretty small.”

"Or dse shidded like crazy,” Forsythe said.

"True," Pirbazari agreed. "Still, we're talking an awful lot of trouble and risk just to smuggleina
py or two. Especidly given that they've dready got elither aspy or data-sifter system in place here

aready.”

Forsythe nodded sourly. "One a the very least. | don't suppose there's anything new on that
data-pulse transmisson?’

"Only that the timing of the pulse, with the Komitadji ‘pulting in just intimeto intercept it, meant
they had the whole thing carefully planned out,” Pirbazari said.

"Still no ideawhere on Lorde the pulse originated?”

"No," Pirbazari conceded. "And if they haven't been able to backtrack it by now, they never
will. Whatever this phase-and-relay schemeisthe Pax isusing, it'sarea charmer.”

"It ought to be," Forsythe growled. "They had five monthsto set it up before we kicked them
out. For al we know they could have smuggled in an entirefifth column.”

"Yes, dr," Pirbazari murmured.



Forsythe eyed him, noted the quiet battle of current and former loydtiesin hisexpresson. "I'm
not blaming EmDef for that,” hetold the other. "It wasn't their fault that we had Pax ships and people
swarming al over the place. The High Senate had no business holding those usdesstaksin Empyred
spacein thefirg place. They should haveinssted on neutra ground.”

Pirbazari's face cleared, loyaties back in line again. "None of usliked it very much either,” he
admitted. "1 haveto say, though, that | reglly don't think more than a handful of Pax spies could have
gotten past us."

"A handful could be enough.” Forsythe looked at the cyl still in hishand, set it down on the desk.
"Well, I'll take alook later. For whatever it'sworth.”

"Yes, gr." Pirbazari nodded to Forsythe'sleft. "Y our father?'

Forsythe looked over at the still-frozen image on the screen. ™Y es. His spaceport speech, the
day heleft Lorde to take hisown High Senate seat.”

"l remember that day," Pirbazari mused. "My parents watched the speech a home, my father
grumping the whole time about how he was going to make a hash of thejob."

Forsythe snorted gently. "A confident sort, wasn't he?"
"Yes, ar," Pirbazari said. "But he was wrong about alot of other things, too."

Forsythe amiled, feding the bittersweet tang of memory in histhroat. "He was an expert
politician,” he said, more to himself than to Pirbazari. "A lot of people never understood thet, or else
never believed it. But he was. He understood the checks and bal ances that make a government
function—understood them better than anyone I've ever known. He knew that you had to make
trades and dedl's and compromisesif you wanted to get things done. And he got thingsdone.”

For amoment the room was slent, and Forsythe could amost see hisfather standing therein
front of him. Laughing and joking one minute, teaching him somelittle secret of politicsthe next.
" Speaking of speeches”" Pirbazari said into the quiet, "you're scheduled for abroadcast in haf an
hour. Shdl | go down to the studio and make sure everything's reedy?"

The vison faded, and hisfather was once again just an image on adisplay screen. "No,"
Forsythe said. "I'd rather you go take another stab at talking EmDef into doing that landing check we
asked for. If the Pax ship did drop a spy, he's got to come down sometime.”

"Yes, gr," Pirbazari said, histone markedly lessthan enthusiadtic.

"l know it's probably awaste of time," Forsythe agreed with the other's unspoken thought. "I've
dready had it politely explained to me that EmDef hasn't got the manpower to sand-gft dl the mining
and cargo ships buzzing around Lordel system. But if we nag them enough they may agreeto at least
apartia check. If only to get us off their backs.”

Pirbazari smiled faintly. "It's nice to work for someone who understands how people operate,
sr. What about the studio prep?



"Ronyon can do that," Forsythetold him, picking up hiscall stick and tapping Ronyon's button
threetimes. "Let me know how it goeswith EmDef."

"Yes, ar." With alittle bow, Pirbazari turned with military precison and left the room.

Forsythe looked back at the display, hisfrustration with EmDef shading—as frustrations dways
seemed to do these days—into an echo of old bitterness. Y es, he understood how people operated;
but then, he'd learned about people and palitics from amaster. A man so able and competent at
working through the system that by the end of his second term he was already being called the most
effective High Senator Lorele had ever sent to Uhuru.

And then, without warning, the system had been pulled out from under him.

Hisfather had fought it, of course. Had argued long and hard that the newly discovered angels
were far too incompletely understood to be loosed on anyone, let aone those men and women most
directly responsible for the Empyrean'swell-being. But the reformers were too strong, the optimism
too soaring, and the tales of rampant political dishonesty and greed too deeply entrenched in popular
mythology. The public clamor for the Angel Experiment had grown steadily louder... and asit did, all
those who had originally opposed the plan quietly melted to the other side. Even the media, who
normaly sdivated over the dightest hint of acontroversy, just as quietly mutated into an
Empyrean-wide cheering squad for the experiment.

Until, at the end, hisfather had stood aone. And when they'd handed him his angel, he'd handed
it back. Along with hisresignation.

It wasthe last hard, no-win decison of his political career. Perhagpsthe last hard, no-win
decision that had been made in the High Senate chambersin the eighteen years since then.

Few people seemed to have noticed that. But Forsythe had; and this whole net-and-catapult
method of dedling with the Pax'sincreasingly impatient thrustsinto Empyred territory wasjust the
latest example of the High Senate's collective vagueness. It was dl very well to clam, asthey
frequently did, that the Pax mentality was one of conquest instead of destruction; that it would prefer
to absorb the Empyrean asit had al the other far-flung Earth colonies that had been sent out over the
past three hundred years. It was a reasonable assessment, asfar asit went.

But to then assume that such territoria ambitionswould be discouraged smply by having some
of their ships 'pulted away and trapped out in space for afew months was naivein the extreme. The
only way to stop abully wasto give him abloody nose.

And the perfect chance to do just that had been ditting in Lorelel system three days ago. A tiny
change in the catapult vector, and that huge Pax warship could have been sent straight through the
center of astar and been gone forever. A serious bloody nose, indeed.

But the High Senators who wrote EmDef's policies wore angels around their necks, asdid the
local commanders who carried those policies out... and men who wore angels never lowered
themselves to something as crude askilling.

So they had taken their time, and done their calculations carefully, and sent the Pax warship
somewhere where it would be safe. Someday, it would be back.



But before then, Forsythe would be aHigh Senator himself. A High Senator, with an angd of his
own hanging around his neck.

Or perhaps not.
There was a diffident tap on the door. "Come," Forsythe called.

There was no response. Forsythe looked up, annoyed; and then it clicked, and he reached over
to hiscall stick and tapped Ronyon's button twice. The door opened, and the big man came amost
shyly into the room. Histhick fingerstraced patternsin the air—You want me, Mr. Forsythe?

Yes, Forsythe signed back. Deaf since birth, Ronyon could read lips reasonably well, but one of
Forsythe's standing ruleswas that hisinner circle use hand-sign language with Ronyon whenever
possble. Likeadl skills, sgning went rusty with disuse, and Forsythe didn't want his peoplelosing this
particular ability. It was often very handy to be able to hold a private conversation across a crowded
room. I'm going to be giving a speech in half an hour, hetold the other, and | want you to go
down to the studio and make sure everything's ready. Can you do that?

Ronyon's droopy eyes widened, hisdightly dack lips curving into asmile that was pure
puppy-dog eager. Yes, Mr. Forsythe, yes, he signed, hisfingers moving excitedly. You mean all by
myself?

Forsythe suppressed asmile. Yes, Ronyon, all by yoursdlf, he answered. It was one of the few
gtable pointsin the otherwise shifting ground of Forsythe'sworld: no matter how ssimple or menia the
job, you could always count on Ronyon to jump on it with al the enthusiasm his eight-year-old-child's
mind could generate.

And that was a lot of enthusiasm. No one had ever figured out whether it was the task itself that
excited him so much, or the more subtle concept of having been entrusted to do something right. Mr.
Milsis down there now, Forsythe continued. You know how everything is supposed to be, right?

Ronyon nodded. | can do it, he Sgned, the child's eagerness changing into achild's
determination. | can.

I know, Forsythe signed, and meant it. Unlike many of the more "mature’ persondities he'd dedlt
with over the years, Ronyon had none of that particularly infuriating brand of fase pride that kept a
person from admitting when hewasin over hishead. Asagenerd rule, if you sent Ronyon to do ajob
and didn't hear anything further from him, you could assumeit would get doneright. Better head
downstairs, then. We can't keep the people of Lorelel waiting.

Yes, Mr. Forsythe. With onelast happy smile, Ronyon turned and hurried out.

Therewere still occasiona quiet moments when Forsythe wondered why he had kept Ronyon
on. Big and bulky, with aface that was consderably |ess than photogenic and the mind of achild
lurking behind it, Ronyon was hardly someone who fit the usua image of apalitician'sinner circle.
Origindly, it had been little more than a symbolic gesture on Forsythe's part: the big important
planetary representative taking the time and effort to reach out to those even modern medicine
couldn't do anything to help. Asacampaign ploy it had been remarkably successful, despite the loud
denouncements from criticswho'd proclaimed it to be nothing but shamel ess emotional manipulation.



Hed gone on to win that eection, and had never lost one since.
But that had been over fifteen years ago. Why, then, was Ronyon till around?
Shrugging to himsalf, Forsythe keyed hisintercom. "Milshere" afamiliar voice answered.
"Thisis Forsythe. How arethings going?'

"Just doing the find lighting checks, High Senator-dlect,” the other replied, sounding his usud
harried sdf. "Well be ready in five minutes."

"l hope s0," Forsythe warned. "Because I've just sent Ronyon down to make sure you're doing
your job right."

Mils chuckled. "Well, wed better get cracking, then,” he said, mock-serious. Mock-serious, but
with noticegbly lesstengon in his voice than had been there amoment earlier. "I wouldn't want him
med & us™"

"I should say not,” Forsythe agreed. "'I'll be down shortly.”

He shut the intercom off. Perhapsthat wasit, he thought: the fact that Ronyon was so out of
place here. With his childlike enthusiasm and loyalty he was like a gentle breeze blowing through the
stagnant sewer gasthat so often seemed to be the essence of politics. Hisfather, Forsythe
remembered vividly, had utilized that sharp sense of humor of histo bresk the tenson that so often
threatened to overwhem himself and hisinner circle. Perhaps Forsythe's subconscious had
compensated for hisown lack of that particular gift by hiring Ronyon.

For amoment he gazed at the image of hisfather till frozen on the display, afresh swdl of an
old determination flowing through him. Once, a Forsythe had resigned from the High Senate rather
than accept the mind-numbing influence of an angd. With ingenuity, and alittle luck, perhapsthis
Forsythe could haveit both ways... and in the process prove to everyone that his father's warnings
had beenright al thetime,

Switching off the display, he gathered his notes and headed for the door. The people of Lorelei
werewaiting.

CHAPTER 5

"That'sgood wine," Chandris said, watching closely as Toomes picked up the oddly shaped bottle—a
caraffa, hed called it—and poured alittle more into her glass. His hand, she saw, wasn't shaking yet;
but it did take him just a shade too long to get the bottle lined up properly on her glass. A bit more
encouragement on her part, and it would soon be safe to let him take her back to his stateroom.

"Very sweet and mild," she continued, Spping a her glass. "Y ou redly ought to try some."

Hesmiled lopsidedly at her. "It may bealittle out of fashion, my dear,” he said, "but in my
humble opinion Guliyo winesare drictly for young ladieslike yoursdlf. This—" heraised hisglass—"is
the proper drink for aproper man."



"Oh, | didn't mean to suggest it wasn't," Chandris said, smiling back. "1 certainly didn't mean,”
she added in alower, more sultry voice, "that you were somehow less than areal man. | know better
than that.”

He grinned, his old hunter's smile combined with a sort of smug satisfaction as he reached across
thetableto lay hishand on top of hers. Chandrislet him strokeit, continuing to smile on the outside
even as she fought back a sudden nervous shudder on theinside. If Toomes ever suspected shed
been scoring him for afool the wholetime, or that his entire sexua performance with her these past
two weeks had congisted of pawing her clothes off and then faling into areek-induced stupor...

Sop it, she ordered hersdlf harshly. Of course he didn't know—how could he? Besides, hed
hardly have continued throwing money away on her thiswholetimeif he had any memoriesthat
contradicted the coy but admiring hints she always dropped the next morning about his supposed
performance. Nerves—that was dl it was. Nerves, and maybe the fact that she'd never done anything
like this before. Quick zippers had aways been her score: afew hourswith the track, maybe aday or
two at the most, then afast chop and hop. Scoring the same track for two weeks straight had been a
lot harder than sheld ever imagined it would be.

But it was dmogt over. Just one more night to endure, and tomorrow the Xirrus would reach
Sergph. Sheld ride a shuttle down with Toomes, give him onefinal kiss good-bye, and that would be
the end of it. Chop and hop.

With her free hand she picked up her wine glass, and as shellifted it her gaze drifted acrossthe
dining room behind Toomes—

Shefroze. Four tables over, that man was being seated.

The sip of wine went down the wrong way, and for a minute her body shook as she fought to
clear her lungswithout aloud coughing fit. "Chandris?' Toomes frowned, tightening hisgrip on her
hend. "Youdl right?"

Shenodded, still coughing slently, furious at herself for doing something so stupid. Between
gpasms she threw another quick glance at the other table, wondering if he was watching.

Hewas. As he had been, off and on, for the past week.

He'd come aboard at Lorelel, and asfar as sheld been ableto tell had kept pretty much to
himsdlf. Nothing much to look at; acouple of centimeterstaler than her, if that much, with dark hair
and eyes. Hewas afew years older, too, probably somewherein hisearly twenties. And if it hadn't
been for one smd| problem she would probably have joined with everyoneesein not giving hima
second thought.

The problem being that, like her, he didn't belong here.

Hewasn't nearly asgood at faking it as she was, either. Sheld seen him make lots of mistakes,
mistakes sheld learned to avoid her first day in this part of the ship. Little things, most of them, but
stuff that any really upper-class person would know without having to think about them.

Shed taken to watching him. And found that he, in turn, seemed to be watching her.



Ship's security, sheld thought at first, looking for a passenger named Chandris Lalashawho
hadn't gotten off at Lorele like she was supposed to. It had seemed the most likely explanation,
particularly since she couldn't find any way to check up on her attempts to erase that identity from the
Xirruss computer. Asaresult, sheid wound up wasting several hours of precious late-night study
timein Toomess room setting up contingency hiding and escape plans.

But the days had gone by, and the mystery man had continued to keep hisdistance. In fact...

Dedliberatdly, shelooked at him. For an ingtant their eyes met, before he wrenched his gaze back
to the menu and pretended mightily that he hadn't been looking at her at dl.

Chandris looked back at Toomes, a hard knot settling into her ssomach. He was probably just
new to the upper class, that was all. New to the upper class, interested in her, and too bashful to
breathe straight. That was probably it. Redly it was.

But the knot refused to go away.
Abruptly, she drained her wine and stood up. "Can we go now?" she asked Toomes.

A flicker of surprise, then the hunter's smile was back. " Sure," he said, polishing off hisown
drink and getting to his feet. Maybe he was reeked enough, maybe not; but at the moment Chandris
didn't care. She just wanted out of here. And if it meant having to endure more than just Toomess
pawing hands for once, she could handleiit.

Taking hisarm, forcing an unconcerned smile onto her face, sheled him out of the room.

Keeping his head bent over the menu asif he waslooking at it, Kostawatched surreptitioudy asthe
woman and her escort left the dining room. Damn it all, he cursed himself slently. Talk about

looking guilty. Why don't you just stand up, announce that you're a Pax spy, and be done with
it?

He took a deep breath. Relax, he ordered himsdlf. Just relax. He had no proof, after al, that
she was even remotely connected with Empyreal security. She hadn't approached him, or sent anyone
elseto approach him, and with the voyage ending tomorrow morning she was rapidly running out of
timeto do ether. No; whatever her reasons for watching him, they were probably something totaly
innocuous. Maybe he reminded her of someone she knew. Or maybe his table mannerswere even
worse than he thought.

He took another deep breath and forced himself to focus on the menu, wishing yet again that he
hadn't ingsted on going upper-classin thefirst place. The theory had seemed solid enough at the time:
since mogt scientists and students would probably be riding in chegper sections of the ship, the
passengers up here would be less likely to recognize that he wasn't part of the Empyred scientific
community.

Or so the logic had gone. 1t had never occurred to him that the upper class would be so
homogeneousin dress, behavior, and style that he would never redly fed like hefitin.



He ran his eye down the menu's price list, an unpleasant warmth rising to his cheeks. Yes, it had
been logical... but down deep, he couldn't help but wonder it had really been quite that neat and tidly.
If perhaps the real reason he'd wanted to go upper-class had been a private desire to poke a
figurative finger in Tethorst's annoying preoccupation with the Pax's money.

It was aworrying—hell, adownright scary—thought. Because he wasin enemy territory now,
with hissurviva balanced on his ahility to keep his mind completely and unemotionaly on hismission.
Indulging in childish displays of pique or soort, even mild ones, could land him in an Empyred jail cell.
Or worse.

The waiter—a human waiter here, not smply an intercom plate—appeared at his side. Hoping
desperately that he would pronounce everything right thistime, he began to order.

CHAPTER 6

"Y our attention, please," the voice came from overhead. " Shuttle number one has now docked;
repesting, shuttle number one has now docked. All passengers holding debarkation cards for shuttle
one may now prepare to board. The officers and crew of the Xirrus thank you for traveling with us,
and we hope to see you again in the near future.”

Don't hold your breath, Kosta thought back at the speaker as he picked up histravel bag and
went over to join theline forming at the shuttle bay door. Not if he could help it would he ever fly this
or any other Empyred spacdliner again. Between that woman and his own superheated imagination
his nerves were dready shot to hell, and the misson had hardly even begun. When the time cameto
et back to Lorelel, he vowed, held charter a private ship or something and to the laughing fates with
the expense.

Unless, of course, Commodore Lleshi and the Komitadji got here before that. Which would
leave him stuck on the ground smack the middle of awar zone...

Super heated imagination, he chided himsdlf, and put the thought firmly out of hismind.

The stairway linking the Xirrus to the shuttle seemed steeper going down, somehow, than it had
aweek ago when held been going the opposite way. Anillusion, of course; just the same, hetook it a
shade more carefully than he probably needed to.

He was two steps from the bottom when he saw her.

Sitting between two uniformed men in the front passenger row.

Looking straight up a him.

For asingle, horrible ingtant Kogta's brain froze, momentum aone getting him the rest of the way
down to the shuttle deck. Those uniforms the men were wearing—vaguely like those of the Xirruss
officers, but at the same time markedly different from those held seen while aboard. And the look the

woman was giving him waan't like anything held seen on either crew or passengers. It was cold and
hard, and more than alittle accusing.



Hed beenright all dong. She was indeed Empyred security.

Run, was hisfirg, frantic inginct. But there was nowhere to run to. Fight, then. Hisright hand
twitched around the handle of histravel bag, aching to drop it and haul out the tiny commando-issue
shocker hidden in his side pocket. Shoot al three—get to the command deck and hijack the shuttle—

With a supreme effort he forced his hand to hang onto the travel bag. Forced hisfeet to start
walking. Forced histhroat to relax. Until they actually haul out their weapons and restraints and
tell you you're under arrest, hisingtructors on Scintara had told him over and over again, alwaystry
to brazen it out. Easy enough for them to say, safely tucked away in aPax military base; but the
more his brain unfroze, the more he redlized that he redly had no dternative.

Directly behind the trio was an empty aide seat; with only abrief hesitation, he lowered himsdlf
into it. You want brazen? he thought darkly back at the memories of those ingtructors. Fine; I'll give
you brazen.

It wasn't until after the shuttle had detached and was on itsway down that he remembered on a
conscious level something dsethey'd taught him: Whenever possible, try to get above or behind
your opponents.

Perhaps, he thought, they'd trained him better than he'd redized.

Thetrip seemed to last forever. None of the three people sitting in front of him paid him the
dightest attention. For al anyone could tell, they might have been totaly unaware he was even there.

Not that that was any comfort. If they didn't fed the need to keep close tabs on him it probably
meant they had plainclothes backups somewhere behind him. So much for taking the high ground,
he thought once. But there was dtill nothing to do but Sit tight and wait.

Eventualy, they reached ground, landing on the kind of glidestrip Kosta had seen back at the
Lorele spaceport. From what he could see through the windows there seemed to be about as much
traffic here as there had been at Lorelei, though both ports seemed to have both space- and aircraft
sharing the samefacilities. That was anew one on Kosta; on even sparsely developed Pax worldslike
Scintarathe air and space fields were kept strictly separate. The Empyrean, he decided, must have far
less of either kind of traffic than the Pax.

Though consdering there were five Empyreal worldsto the Pax'sthirty-sx, that was hardly a
gartling revelation.

The shuttle cameto adightly bumpy stop at theterminal. A second bump amoment later
heralded the arrivd of the ramp, and Kogtatried to prepare himsdlf for whatever action was about to
be necessary. Another small thump and awhisper of fresh air, and the door was open. Retrieving his
travel bag from beneath the seat, swalowing onceto clear hisears, hejoined the rest of the
passengersin standing up and trafficjamming theaide.

The woman and her companions werefirst in motion, the other passengers, not surprisingly,
yielding them theright of way. Kostatook advantage of the gap to didein directly behind them.
Trave bag gripped tightly in hisleft hand, he followed them up the covered ramp, fighting hard to
quiet hisheart.



They went down the ramp together, the three of them still ignoring him. Kogta fet his back
itching, and it took al hiswillpower to keep from turning around to seeif there was agun pointed at it.
They reached the last bend, rounded it—

And camein sght of the two police officerswaiting there.

There was no doubt of who they were—the Empyrean used standardized police uniforms,
recognition of which had been part of Kosta's second day of training. Nor was there any doubt asto
who they were after. Their eyeswere pointed his direction, the amused haf-smiles creasing their faces
clearly meant for him.

Brazen it out. Brazen it out. Clenching histeeth, Kostaforced himsalf to keep walking toward
them, hishand dipping of its own accord into his pocket. His fingers found the flattened half-cylinder
of the shocker; clicked off the sefety ...

"S0, Lieutenant,” one of the police said, stepping up to the three people waking ahead of Kosta.
"Thisisyour ghost scowaway, eh? Looks solid enough to me.”

Kostanearly ran the group down as the universe abruptly tilted around him. Somehow, he
managed to sidestep them without a collision and kept walking, hisface burning with equa partsrelief,
adrendine rush, and embarrassment. It hadn't had anything to do with him at al—none of it had. She
wasthe onedl the official attention was focused on, not him. No wonder her escort hadn't seemed to
notice him.

In fact, now that he thought about it, it could very well be that al those strange looks the woman
had given him aboard ship might have been her wondering if he was Empyred security watching her.

So much for the expert spy'sfirst brush with danger, hethought, feding like acompletefoal.
It would have served him right if he'd fallen down those last two steps on the shuttle and broken his

supidleg.

Hisright hand, he noticed suddenly, was till gripping the shocker in his pocket. Carefully, hedid
the weapon's safety back on and withdrew his hand, fedling afresh bead of sweat as he redized what
he'd nearly done to himsdlf. If he'd pulled the shocker and started shooting...

Relax, he ordered himsdlf. So you're not an expert spy; you knew that going in. Learn from
it, and then forget it.

Ahead, he could see aline of low tables arrayed across the end of the roped-off areahe and the
other passengers were walking through. Customs, they'd called it at Lorelei; entrypoint formalities, by
whatever name. Kosta's own travel papers were forged, of course, and from the beginning of the
mission held anticipated this moment with acertain dread. Now, with dl his adrendine aready used
up, he found himself striding amost nonchaantly toward the tables. Even fear, apparently, wasa
relative thing. Reaching into hisinner coat pocket, he pulled out the papers—

And nearly dropped them as asharp yelp of pain came from behind him.

He spun around, fresh adrenaline flooding back into his bloodstream, suddenly frozen fingers
fumbling with papers and travel bag in amad scramble to get to his shocker. The woman stowaway



was charging straight toward him, weaving in and out of the crowd of befuddled passengerswith al
the skill of aprofessond linegainer. Behind her, partidly blocked by the confusion in her wake, he
caught just aglimpse of the two police officers bent over in obvious agony and the other two men
belatedly in pursuit.

Should | stop her?—but even as the automatic question popped into hismind it wastoo late. A
flash of blue and slver in hisface, agust of perfume-scented wind, and she was gone, brushing his
arm just enough in passing to knock the papers from his hand.

"Hey!" he shouted reflexively, diving for the papers before they could get trampled or lost among
all those feet. He got one, and was bobbing for a second—

The heavy body didn't quite dam into him, but it didn't quite manage to stop, either. "Get out of
theway!" avoice snarled in Kosta'sear. A pair of hands grabbed his shoulders and pushed, killing
what was | eft of hisbaancein the process. He managed to let go of histravel bag in timeto bresk his
fdl, and with aflurry of uniformed pant legsthey were gone.

"Y ou okay?" another voice asked as a hand gripped hisarm and helped him to his feet.

"Yeah," Kostasaid, looking at the man. One of the Xirrus's other passengers, he vaguely
recalled the face. "Thanks."

"No problem. What dl did you drop?

" think thisis everything," another man offered into the conversation before K osta could answer.
He held out afistful of papers.

"Thanks." Kostatook the papers and leafed quickly through them. "Y es, they'redl here.”

"Craziest thing | ever saw," the first man commented, craning his neck to look over the crowd.
"What wasthat al about anyway?'

"l heard someone say shewas astowaway," Kostasaid, shuffling his papersinto some
semblance of order and picking up histravel bag. Hisleft wrist stung where held broken hisfal, but
nothing seemed to be broken. "Whered she go, anyway?' he asked, trying to peer ahead through the
crowd flowing around them.

" Shejumped over one of the customstables,” the second man told him. "Vaulted, rather. Red
nice move."

"Couple of ship's security peopletook off after her, but they'll never catch up,” the first man said.
"Not with the crowds out there."

"Not at the rate she was going," the second added dryly.
"Anyway, thanks," Kostasaid, taking a step away. "Both of you.”

"No trouble," one of them said with awave asthey retrieved their own cases.



Kosta moved back into the flow of passengers toward the customstables, feding afresh sense
of rather limp relief. So now there was an escaped stowaway loose in the terminal attracting the bulk
of officid police and security attention. If held arranged it himsalf he couldn't have come up with a
better diversion. Well worth a sorewrist and afew scattered papers.

A grangetingle went up his back. Those men back there. Those busy, important men, who'd
taken the time and trouble to help astranger....

No. No; surely not. It was the politicians who were supposed to be under angel control. Surely
the Empyredls didn't have so many of the things they could afford to hand them out to
run-of-the-average businessmen.

Stll, he couldn't help wondering if held till be scrambling around on the floor for his papersif
this had happened at the Scintara spaceport.

Even without everything else that had led up to it, Kosta decided afterwards, he would probably have
found the customs formdlities anticlimectic. Asit was, they verged on the desthly boring.

There was no basdine computer check of hisidentity, as would have been done at any Pax
gpaceport. No retina comparison against the one on his passport; no layer-scan of his papers, his
travel bag, his clothing, or his body; no stress-monitored questions about hisbusinessin generd or his
reasons for coming to Seragph in particular. They checked his passport, confirming that hisface
matched the picture grained into it, glanced over the rest of histravel papers, and ran histravel bag
through asmple contents scan.

And that wasit.

"Thank you for your patience, Mr. Kosta," the official smiled, doing something to his passport
that looked like a standard stamp-encoding procedure and handing everything back acrossthetable.
"I hope you have a pleasant stay on Sergph.”

"Thank you," Kosta nodded, relief mixing with an odd sense of disappointment. After dl the
effort that had gone into getting him into Empyrea space, held expected their internal security to bea
little moreimpressve. Particularly herein the center of the angd hunting and processing industry, an
industry that was supposed to be vital to the Empyrea way of government.

Unlessthey didn't have any choicein the matter. If indifference to persona safety wasin fact a
Sde effect of Seraph's proximity to Angelmass...

He forced the thought from his mind. Therewas no point in letting hisimagination run wild. Not
when he would soon be able to start digging out the factsfor himself.

He eased into the wide cross corridor beyond the customs tables and joined the flow of
pedestrians. There were more people than he would have expected, clearly aresult of the Empyred
habit of combining air and spacetrave facilities. Not an especidly smart configuration, to hismind; it
didn't take amilitary geniusto seethat it Ieft thelr entire off-ground transport vulnerableto asingle,
carefully targeted attack. Peering over the crowd as best he could, he kept an eye on the guiddights



leading to the termina exit and headed off.

It was alonger way than he expected, but awell-designed system of €-ramps and didewaks
made the trip easy enough. Within fifteen minutes he'dd reached the main lobby area, alarge,
high-ceilinged space that seemed to be mostly glass and tile and atype of stone that reminded him of
marble.

And people, of course. Lots of them, streaming in from severa corridorslike Kostasaswell as
in from outsde through the wall of glass doors he could just barely see at the far end. Clutching his
travel bag tightly, keeping to the less populated strip immediately aong the sde wall, he worked his
way around toward the exit doors.

A group of small shops opened off to his Side; beyond them was along wall decorated by a
strange but interesting sort of sculpted mura. After that was a set of Empyred-style public
washrooms. gaping open doorway's whose sole concession to privacy was aset of flimsy baffle
screens, and Kosta suppressed a shudder as he passed. Of al the adjustments he was till having to
make to the Empyreal culture, thiswas aready proving to be the hardest.

He was past the washrooms and walking aongside another sculpted mura when he suddenly
became aware that there was someone walking beside him.

Heturned his head sharply, hishand twitching at the same time toward his hidden shocker.

Apparently twitched alittle too violently. The dender teenaged girl walking therejumpedin
reaction, Sartled eyeswidening at him as she seemed to sink back into her skin. " Sorry," Kosta
gpologized, hisface warming with embarrassment. "Didn't mean to Sartle you.”

"'Sokay," shesaid, her expression ill tight. Some of her long black hair had fallen across her
cheek, and she reached a hand up nervoudy to brush it back over the shoulder of her white dress.

A nervous, vulnerable type... which made Kostafed dl that much worse. "No, redly,” he
indsted, feding like acomplete fool for the second timein lessthan an hour. A new persona record.
"I'm alittle jumpy today, | guess. Firgt timein anew place—you know how it is."

Her face softened, just alittle. "Y eah. Guess| do.”

"Well... bye." Awkwardly, he turned away and headed again for the distant exit.

He got maybe three steps. Then, to his surprise, she was back beside him. "So, uh, so it's your
firgt time on Sergph, huh?' she asked hesitantly.

"Yes, itis" he confirmed, frowning back a her. And ingtantly regretting it as she seemed to
wince back from the expression. Y ou?' he added, striving to look less threatening.

She shook her head, ajerky motion. "No. | mean, | was here once before with my parents. But
| was only five, so | guessthat doesn't count.”

He smiled. "Probably not." He glanced up at the people detouring around them. ™Y ou know,
we're probably blocking the road here.”



"Oh! I'm sorry," she breathed guiltily. Hunching over alittle, she started toward the exit again.
Taking along stride, he caught up with her. "I didn't mean we had to run,” he said.

She glanced at him, a somewhat sheepish smile on her face. "Sorry," she gpologized again. "'l
guess|'m alittle nervous today, too."

"That's okay." For aminute they walked in silence, as K osta searched furioudy for something
elseto say. "So where exactly are you headed?' he asked at last.

"A littlefrontier town," shetold him. "Safehaven. It's about four hundred kilometers from here.
Y ou've probably never heard of it."

"No, | haven't,” he admitted. "What's out there? For you, | mean.”
"A new job. I'm going to be helping put in anew cataytic fuson generator.”
He cocked an eyebrow at her. "Y ou seem alittle young for that."

"Oh, I won't be doing anything important,” she shook her head. " Just some of the Smple stuff.
My uncle runsthe project, and my parents thought it would be good experience.”

Shelaunched into acomplicated and increasingly animated description of family connections...
but Kostawasn't redly listening. They were dmost to the exit now, and for thefirst time he saw that
each of the glass doors was flanked by apair of uniformed police officers.

Who were looking carefully a each person who passed them.

Relax, damn it. It was certainly conceivable that they were looking for him, that histravel
papers had caught a delayed flag. But the odds were far higher that al they wanted was their escaped
stowaway.

The girl beside him had stopped talking, and belatedly he redlized that shed asked him a
question. "I'm sorry," he apologized. "Mind on other things. What'd you say?'

"| asked where you were going,” she said."—Ow!"
"What?' Kostaasked as she stopped suddenly, hand groping for his shoulder.

"Bent my ankle," shesaid with agrimace. " twisted it two months ago and it sometimes il goes
out. Always at the worst times.”

"That's usudly how it works, isn't it?" Kosta craned his neck, trying to look over the crowd. "Do
you want meto try and find you one of those carts?'

"No, I'll bedl right inaminute," shesaid. "If | could—I mean, just hold onto your arm...?"

"Sure," he said, stepping closeto her. Her hand groped unsuccessfully for agood grip on his
elbow. "Let'stry this" he offered. Bracing himsdlf, he dipped hisarm around her shoulders. "Lean



some of your weight on me.”
"Y es—that'sgood," she said, putting her own arm around behind his back. "Thank you."
"No problem,” Kostaassured her. "In step; let'sgo.”

So; herewe are, hethought asthey set off, feding anot entirely uncomfortable heet risng to his
face. Not that he'd never been this cozy with awoman before, but there was something embarrassing
about holding onto astranger like thisright out in public view. Even when he wasjust being helpful.

Not that anyone el se watching would know that. Her ankle must not have been dl that bad;
even when he concentrated on it he could hardly detect her dight limp. Anyone esewould just
assumethey were being very, very friendly.

And yet, even as he fought against both the awkwardness and the guilty pleasure of her body

pressing againg his, he became aware that there was something poking insstently at the back of his
mind. Wispy and unidentifiable, but at the same time triggering the skin on the back of his neck.

A breezeruffled hishair, jerking him out of his concentration. To his mild surprise he found they
were outside, with one of the glass doors turning just behind his back. Distracted by too many other
things, held completely missed their obvioudy uneventful exit.

"Thank you again," the girl said, deftly disengaging from hisarm and giving hishand aquick
queeze. "l redly appreciateit.”

"No problem," Kostasaid again, ssumbling over histongue alittle. "Can |—do you need help
getting anywhere?"

"No, thank you," she said. "My ankl€'s fine now. Anyway, don't you have to go back in and get
the rest of your luggage?"

Heblinked. "Oh. Right. | guess| do."

She smiled, somehow managing to look both shy and impish a the sametime. "Thank you
again." Sheturned to look out over the rows of line cars parked aong the curb, the breeze brushing
her hair up against Kosta's face as she did so.

And abruptly, it clicked. Her hair—that perfume—

She was aready waking away from him. Dropping histravel bag, he took ahaf dozen quick
steps and caught up. She started to turn at the sound of his footsteps; grabbing her arm, he spun her
therest of the way around and took hisfirst real ook at her face.

She was the escaped stowaway.

For ahandful of heartbeats he just stood there and stared, his hand frozen to her arm, his head
spinning with the unredlity of the transformation that had taken place.

It wasn't just her hair, though that showed no trace of the fancy braidings hed invariably seen her



wearing aboard ship. It wasn't even her dress, though how and where shed managed to find a
replacement for that blue and silver thing she'd been wearing he couldn't even begin to guess.

It was her; she, herself, had changed. Changed from a serene, confident, pampered upper-class
young woman to adightly helpless, very vulnerable teenage girl. Her posture, her expression, theway
she moved her hands, even the texture and lines of her face—all of them weretotaly different.

"] don't suppose,” she murmured into the brittle silence, "there's much point in asking what the
hell you think you'redoing.”

And as her dark eyes gazed into his, the helpless, vulnerable teenager was gone, too. In her
place...

Kostashook his head. "No. No, I..."

"So what now?'

That was agood question. "Why are they after you?' he asked.

She shrugged, her eyes never leaving hisface. "'l overstayed my welcome.”

" Stowed away, you mean.”

She shrugged again.

| could doit, Kostatold himsdlf. | could march her straight back inside and hand her over

to those police at the doors. It would be the right thing to do—after dl, her little joytrip had cost the
spaceline alot of money. And it would serve her right for using him to walk her out straight under

Security'snose.
But turning her in would mean drawing officia atention to himsaif.
Sowly, dmost reluctantly, helet go of her arm. "Get out of here," he muttered. "Just... go.”
She stood there for another moment, and he thought he could see some surprisein that

expressionless face. Then, without aword, she turned and disappeared into the flow of people
heading toward the row of line cars.

Kosta shook his head, a grudging admiration beginning to seep in through the resentment as he
made hisway back to where he'd dropped histravel bag. Y es, sheld used him, al right. She'd used
him neetly and blatantly and probably without asingle scrap of shameto any of it.

But talk about brazening it out...

CHAPTER 7

"Welcome, Sir,” the gentle female voice of the line car said as Kostagot in and collgpsed into the soft



contour seet. "Where would you liketo go?"

"The Angelmass Studies Inditute in Shikari City," he growled, pulling the door closed with a
muttered curse. "'l suppose you'll need an address.”

"That won't be necessary, gir," theline car said, pulling smoothly away from the curb.
"Angdmass Studies Indtitute; One Hundred U San Avenue, Shikari City. Estimated timeto arriva,
forty-ax minutes.”

"Fine" Kogtagrunted. "L et's get moving."

He glared out the window asthe car maneuvered itsway through the traffic, splitting his attention
between the dull fatigue achein hisarms and his dow seethe at that fiasco the locas euphemidtically
caled a spaceport baggage collection center. It had been possibly the worst example of inept design
he'd ever seen—overcrowded, dow, with luggage carts nowhere to be seen. All of it far below the
level of standards he was used to. Hed wound up having to manhandle all three of his cases out to the
line carson hisown.

And the worst thing is they probably think they're doing just fine, he grumbled to himsdlf.
Well, just wait—when the Pax gets here, we'll show you how to build a proper spaceport.

Not to mention how acity should be maintained. The area he was passing through...

"Wherearewe?' he caled, reaching into hisinner coat pocket for the packet of maps the Pax
had |eft for him at the Lorele drop.

"Moving north on Kori Street, in the city of Magasca,” the line car answered. " Approaching the
intersection of Kori Street and Enamm Street.”

Kosta nodded, locating it. From the layout of the two cities and their surrounding communities
he'd dready come to the conclusion that Magasca and Shikari City had been built at different times;
from the view out hiswindow, it was apparent that Magasca, at |east, had been herefor a
congderable number of years.

Vaguely, he wondered how long a city had to be in existence beforeit created dumslikethis.

The aging streets and buildings of Magasca gave way—tather abruptly, it seemed—to the cleaner and
fresher cityscape of Shikari City. And exactly forty-sx minutes after leaving the spaceport they were
there.

It was, Kosta had to admit, an impressive sght. Rising up out of the landscaped lawvn
surrounding it, the Angelmass Studies Ingtitute looked for dl the world like some modern architect's
vison of asquat, towerless castle. Only four stories high, but spread out enough to quaify as
rambling, it was al glass and brick and that marble-like stone held seen so much of at the spaceport.

Theline car took him up acurving, tree-lined drive and stopped at what was obvioudy the main
entrance. "How much?' Kosta asked, stuffing his maps back into his coat pocket and opening the



door.
"Fourteen ruyatwenty. Do you wish meto cdl aluggage cart?'

The question was a surprise; Kosta hadn't redlized the Empyred s had the capability for that kind
of double-linear communication linkage. "No," hetold the car as he fed the appropriate billsinto the
cash dot and accepted his change in return. Going around back, he popped the cargo hatch and
pulled his cases out onto the pavement. And wondered with aflush if held lugged them all around the

spaceport for nothing.

The Ingtitute's entrance lobby was fully asimpressive asthe building's exterior: an archway two
stories high, done up with alot more of the marble-like stone. In the center, seated behind acircular
reception desk of the same materia, was adark young woman who watched him approach with a
dightly quizzica look on her face.

"May | help you, Sir?" she asked as Kosta set his cases down with amultiple thump in front of
the desk.

"l hope s0," Kostasaid. "My name's Jereko Kosta, here on atemporary study program from
Clarkston Universty, Cairngorm, on Bamora. My credentia's should have been sent aweek ago.”

"L et me check,” she nodded, tapping keys on her desk. "Mr. Kosta... yes, it looks like you're all
set. Will you gtill be wanting aroom here at the Indtitute?”

"If therésone available, yes."

"We're holding onefor you," she said, looking back up at him. "Y ou'll bein room 433, on the
top floor. If you'll put your luggage on the cart, I'll haveit sent up.”

Kogtalooked down in surprise; he hadn't heard the luggage cart arrive. "Thank you," he said,
reaching down for thefirst two cases. "These things don't take long to get heavy.”

"l don't doubt it," the receptionist agreed. "There's anote here, too, that you're to check in with
Director Podolak as soon as possible.”

"Sure," Kostasaid, forcing hisvoice to remain casud ashelaid histravel bag carefully on top of
the others. No need to panic; if the director had seen through hisforged credentias they'd never have
let him get thisfar. "I can go now, unlessthere's some reason | need to stop by my room first."

"No, the cart can get there fine onitsown." She touched a button and a set of guiddights came
on, leading up awide stairway that led off the lobby to theright. "The director's officeisright at the
top of the stairs on the second floor; I'll let her know you're on your way."

"Thank you."

"Y ou'rewelcome. | hope you find your stay here productive.” She haf rose from her seet to
look down at the luggage cart. "Cart: room 433."

Obediently, it rolled around the desk and trundled off toward abank of elevators just visible off



to the left. Kostawatched it go; then, taking a careful breath, he turned the opposite way and Sarted
up the sairway.

The ID on the door was a surprise. From the decor downstairs and the obvious prestige
involved with the place, he would have expected its director to have been given something fancy and
eye-catching. A holo at the very least; morelikely aprojection or aureol or something they didn't even
havein the Pax. Instead, he found a ssmple brass nameplate with the words Dr. Laurn Podolak,
Director engraved onit.

The door itself wasn't any better: smplewood, with aknob and hingesinstead of adiding
mechanism. Wondering uneadly if thiswas some kind of joke played on newcomers, he knocked
tentatively on the pandl.

"Comein," avoicesaid amost in hisear. At least they had an externa spesker system. Twisting
the knob, he pushed the door open.

Given thesmplicity of the door, he should have been prepared for the woman smiling at him
from behind the large wooden desk. He wasn't. Y oung middle-aged, perhaps, shewas dressed in a
neat but Smple dress, her shortish hair completely unadorned by the sort of clips and frostsprays
virtualy al the upper-classwomen on the Xirrus had worn. Even her necklace, her onevisble
concession to style, would have looked digtinctly shabby next to the ones he'd seen aboard ship.

Abruptly, he redlized that he was staring... and that she was watching him do so with adightly
amused expression on her face. "I'm Jereko Kosta," he managed.

"Y es, Rose said you were on your way up,” the woman said, risng and holding out her hand,
pam upward. "I'm Laurn Podolak."

"1'm honored to meet you," Kostasaid, stepping forward to lightly touch her palm with his
bunched fingertips. Hed had nightmares during training about this particular honorific, terrified that he
would forget himsdlf and go ingtead into anormal Pax-style handshake. It had been agreet relief to
discover that theinitiator's posture made such adip amost impossble,

"It'saprivilegeto have you here" Podolak said, lowering her hand and gesturing to the chair
facing her desk. ™Y our credentials were most impressive,” she added as they both sat down.

"Thank you," Kosta said, wondering with atwinge of uneasiness exactly how glowing the Pax
background on him had been. "It's a privilege to be alowed to sudy here."

She arched an eyebrow, that amused expression back on her face. "Even if the director isn't
exactly what you were expecting?'

Hisinitid impulse wasto deny it. But there was adistinctly knowing look in her eyes. "'I'm sorry,
Doctor. | didn't mean any disrespect. | just thought—I mean, it'sjust that you're not—" Hewaved a
hand helplesdy.

"As upper-class as someonein my position ought to be?' she suggested mildly.

Hewinced. "Something like that, yes," he admitted.



The amused expression vanished. "There's gill so much we don't know about the angels, Mr.
Koga," she said, her tone suddenly very serious. " So much we need to know if werre going to use
them properly.” She leaned forward and gestured to her I€ft, to afull-wall status board Kosta hadn't
noticed before. " That iswhere our money goes. To research, and study, and analysis. To people like
you, on the cutting edge of the work. Not people like me, who merdly organizeit.”

Kostalooked at her, acold shiver running up his back. It was the same highly committed, grimly
earnest expression he'd seen so often on the men who'd trained him for this misson. Men who'd
spoken over and over again of the need to free the people of the Empyrean from their aien
domination.

Their domination by the same angels Director Podolak was determined to flood the Empyrean
with. "l understand,” he heard himsdlf say.

"Good." Podolak straightened up again, that dmost religiousintendity disgppearing into awry
smileasshedid so0. "Sorry if | sounded alittle high-flown there, but after you've gone through the
same explanation roughly twice aweek it startsto sound like any other speech. However, aslong as
we're on the subject of money—" She glanced down at the display on her desk. "Y our last
communication said you'd be bringing atotal of twenty thousand ruyawith you and setting up aloca
draw line. Isthat still correct?"

"Yes," Kostasaid cautioudy. "Isthat unacceptable?!

"Oh, it's acceptable enough,” Podolak said, reaching into adrawer and pulling out athin packet.
"It'sjust not going to get you very far. Ergo, this." She handed the packet across the desk.

Frowning, Kostatook it. Application for Empyreal Government Fund Assistance, the cover
sad. "Fund assstance?' he asked stupidly.

"Of course," Podolak said. "I'm sure| don't haveto tell you how expensive thiskind of research
can get. If Clarkston can't afford to give you more than twenty thousand, you're going to need to
scare up more money from somewhere. Let me know if you have any trouble with either the formsor
the High Senate funding rep in Magasca.™

"Yes. Thank you." Kosta dipped the gpplication into his coat pocket, afaint haze of unredity
fogging hisvison. Not only were they welcoming a Pax spy into their midst with open arms, they were
offering to get him government funding for hismission on top of it. Telthorst and the other Adjutors
were going to be ecdtatic.

"It'swhy I'm here." Podolak glanced at her watch and stood up. "1 was about to head down to
the vidting researcher wing. If you'd like, I can show you to your new office."

It had taken Kosta six years, at three different universities, to earn histridoctorum degree. Six yearsin
which held met and dedlt with afair sampling of department heads, adminisirators, and other
academic bureaucrats. Mog, in his admittedly biased opinion, had run the foreshortened gamut from
totally oblivious of student work to vaguely aware of it. A fev—avery few—had managed to be
moderately interested init.



Dr. Laurn Podol &k |ft every last one of them in the dust.

He'd expected her to smply wak him down the hallway to his office, nodding to or perhaps
chatting amoment with those they happened to pass. Instead, she proceeded to take him on a
complete and methodica tour of every single office and lab on hisfloor.

She knew everyone's name. She knew enough about everyone's project or study to make
comments, offer suggestions, ask worthwhile questions, and give encouragement. Introducing Kosta
around, sherattled off home citiesand family detalls asif these were al longtime persona friends
ingtead of the temporary academic visitorsthey actualy were.

Somewherefar in the back of his mind K osta had wondered how Podolak, without any of the
visible trappings of authority, could possibly maintain the proper tone of the respect and discipline
among her subordinates. By the time they reached the end of the hallway, he redized she'd found afar
more effective motivator than mere respect.

"That'sjust about it," Podolak commented, pausing beside the last door—this one, unlike the
others, aheavy-looking diding type. "What do you think?"

"I'm impressed,” Kostaanswered, and meant it. "Not just by the facilities, either.” He nodded
back down the hallway. "These people are more like an incoming batch of grad students than any
vigting scientigts I've ever known.”

"Thereésawonderful camaraderie here," Podolak agreed. "Part of that isthe people themselves,
of course. Not surprisingly, angel research tends to attract the highly idedlistic. And of course, there's
theangd effect itsdf."

"Of course," Kogtarepeated, hislips suddenly gone siff. The angdl effect. A dangerous, dien
influence... and here he was, as near the dead-crack-center of that influence as he could possibly be.

They'd talked agreat dedl, back on Scintara, of how the angels were sapping the will and
altering the minds of the Empyrean'sleaders. Somehow, no one had ever gotten around to answering
the question of how Kostawas supposed to avoid that influence himself.

Podolak had turned to the door, pressing her right palm againgt the red-rimmed touch plate set
into its center. "Y ou'll need to go downgtairs later and get your print entered into the computer,” she
told him. The touch plate rim changed to green, and with a puff of released air pressure the door did
open. "Until then, you'll haveto get your officemate or someone elsetolet youin."

"What'sin here?' Kosta asked, though the tightnessin his scomach told him he probably aready
knew.

She cocked an eyebrow a him. "Y our angel, of course. Come; let me show you."
She stepped insde. Taking a deep breath, Kosta followed.
The furnishings were smilar to those of the other labs Podolak had shown him, though the room

itself was much larger than any of them had been. The arrangement of the equipment, however, was
grikingly different. Instead of being set out in standard rows, the worktables and stations here were



arrayed in concentric circles around achest-high cylindrica pillar risng up from the floor in the center
of theroom. A handful of people were scattered around the |ab, hunched over notebooks or
computers or complex-looking e ectronic breadboards.

"Doesn't look like anyonesin the middle of anything ddlicate,” Podolak said quietly, glancing
around. "Comeon."

She led the way to the central pillar, and as they approached K osta could see what appeared to
beasmall crystalline dome set in the center of itsflat upper surface. Stepping up to it, Podolak
turned; and with an expression that was chillingly reminiscent of aproud mother showing off her child,
she gestured to thelittle crystadline dome. "Thereit is.”

It was rather unspectacular, redly: abardly visible speck, even with the magnification given it by
itsencasing dome. "So that'san angd," Kosta heard himself say.

"That'san angd," Podolak confirmed. "And if you're like every other visitor who comes through
the Ingtitute, you're probably wondering if you can touch it. Fed free.”

Not an order... but Kosta could fedl the officia weight behind the suggestion. She wanted him to
reach out to it; to move into range of whatever thisdien influence was...

"But you don't haveto if you don't want to,” Podolak added softly. "It's not a requirement.”

Kogtagritted histeeth, cold hard redlity forcing itsway through hishestation. More than likely,
he would be spending his next few months literally surrounded by these things... and there would be
no better time than right now to try and detect their influence. Bracing himsdlf, trying to watch every
facet of hismind at once, he reached his hand gingerly toward the crystalline dome and touched it.

Nothing. No wrenching of emations, mgjor or minor. No sense of aien thought or presence or
influence. No overwhelming urge to confess that he was aspy.

Nothing at all.

Hedrew hishand back and let it drop to his Side, fedling astrange mixture of relief and
disappointment. Beside him, Podolak nodded. "Y es, that's the usud reaction. The angel effect isn't
nearly as dramatic as most peoplethink.”

Helooked her traight in the eye. "Isthat what this object lesson wasfor? To eiminate any
resdud nervousness?'

A smdl smiletwitched at the corners of her mouth. "Asamatter of fact, yes, that's one of the
reasons we try to bring newcomersinto contact with an angel as soon as possible. We don't want to
be too obvious about it, of course—people don't like to admit to fearsthey intellectudly believe are
unreasonable. That'swhy weliketo includeit in the genera orientation. Y ou understand psychology.”

"A little. Mostly, | understand nervousness.”

"But there are afew who do sense something right away," Podolak went on, her forehead
wrinkling dightly. "Did you fed anything? Anything & dl?"



Kogtareached out and touched the crystaline dome again, then took his hand away. Nothing.
"No," hetold her. "Nothing at al."

"Yes" shemurmured. "Wdll... asl sad, that is the usud reaction.”

"Sorry to disgppoint you." Kostalooked at the crystalline dome. "Question, though: whichisthe
real angel? The subnuclear particle in the center that everyone callsthe angel, or the particle plusthe
shell of pogitively charged ionsit surroundsitsalf with?”

He watched Podolak's face, holding his breath. One of hisinstructors had suggested that
question asaway to quickly establish himsdf asavisonary, independent thinker, the sort who might
be able to get away with ignoring facts about the angelsthat every genuine Empyreal would aready
know. But if the question, instead of sounding origina, merely came across as sounding stupid...

"An interesting question,” Podolak said, her expression thoughtful. " The quick and obvious
answer isthat it'sjust the centra particle; but quick and obvious doesn't necessarily equd correct.
Offhand, | can't remember if anyone's ever tried to study the significance of the outer ion shell before.
Beyond the smple physical explanation that a particle with anegetive charge in the quadrillionshas no
choice but to pull alot of positiveions over toit, of course. Might well be worth taking alook a." She
cocked her head dightly. "Y ou interested in volunteering?'

Carefully, Kostaexhaled. "I'd like to do a database search, anyway," hetold her. "If it turns out
no one else has done any work that direction, | might liketo giveit ashot.”

"Sounds good," Podolak nodded. "L et's go back to your officeand I'll giveyou alist of the
database access codes.”

CHAPTER 8

The man was young and thin and rather doppy looking, his clothes smdling of ail, hislower lip twisted
in apermanent smirk. But there was nothing lazy or funny about hisvoice. "Forget it, kid," he
growled. "l got Rafeand | got me, and that's all the crew we need around here.”

"And what about when you have to do some emergency maintenance?' Chandris countered,
fighting to keep her voice cam and reasonable. "Not here, but while you're out in space. Who runs
the ship while you and Rafe are busy fixing it?'

The smirk seemed to get bigger. "You, | suppose?!

"Why not?' Chandris demanded. "I'm an expert navigator and pilot, and | aso know my way
around an engine room. | could fly thisthing out to Angelmass and back by mysdlf if | had to."

"No, you couldn't,” the man shook his head. "Want to know why?' He leaned forward, to smirk
directly in her face. "Because you aren't ever gonna be aboard this ship.”

With asnort, he straightened up again and reached down for the box held been carrying. " So get
logt, huh? Were busy.”



Turning, he headed back toward the mass of metd that towered over him, al but filling thelarge
open-air service yard. Chandris watched him go, hoping desperately that, even now, he might
reconsider.

Midway down the side of the ship, he disappeared up the long fold-out stairway thet led inside.
Hed never even looked back.

Blinking back tears, Chandris turned and trudged back to the wire fence and the gate with the
faded Sgn Hova's Skyarcher aboveit. Acrossthe street, visible between the ships parked on that
Sde, the sun was touching the distant hills. Sheld spent the entire day here, going from one huntership
owner to the next, trying to find one who would be willing to take her on.

None of them had been especidly polite. Most had been rude, or sarcastic, or even angry.
All had said no.

For along minute she just stood there, leaning against the gate, too weary and drained to move.
The clink of metal and the hums and growls of machinery came from al around her as huntership
crewsworked to get ready for the next morning's launches. All that studying aboard the Xirrus—dl
that time sheld spent reading and memorizing and struggling to understand. And then getting caught on
top of it dl, and having to chop and hop without asingle nurking thing but the clothes she had on.

All of it for nothing.

A motion acrossthe street caught her eye: amiddle-aged man, rather overweight from what she
could see of hisprafile, coming stiffly down the stairway of the huntership housed behind the fence
over there. Carrying asmall handled box in one hand, he disappeared toward the far end of the ship.

For amoment Chandris hesitated. It would end like the others, she knew; but it wasthe last
huntership on this side of the launch areaand the only one she hadn't yet tried her luck at. Might as
well make a clean sweep of it.

The gate was unlocked, its overhead sign proclaiming the ship beyond to be the Gazelle.
Chandrislet herself in and headed back toward the stairway, studying the ship towering over her as
shewaked dongsideit. In dightly worse shape than the average, she decided, at least asfar asthe
exterior was concerned. A smooth circular indentation in the hull caught her eye, and she stepped
over for acloser look. A handful of smal flat lenses and fine-mesh gratings were grouped withinit,
their sparkle and cleanlinessin marked contrast to the pitted and faded hull itsdlf.

"lt'sasensor clugter.”

Chandris turned toward the voice. The overwe ght man was standing at the foot of the stairway,
watching her. "Yes, | know," shetold him, sfting quickly through her memory for the pictures of such
thingsthat shed seen in the Xirrus's files. "Half-gpectrum and ion anadlyss”

Hesmiled. Not asmirk, but asmple, friendly smile. "Right asrain. Y ou must bethelittle girl
who's been driving everyone in the Y ard frippy today looking for ajob.”

"I'm hardly alittle girl,” Chandris snapped, suddenly tired of having to take thisdribble from



every jerk on Sergph. "And if you just came over to tell me you don't need any help, don't bother."

She spun around and stomped off toward the gate, eyes blurry with sudden tears of frustration
and fatigue. To hel withit. To hell with al of them. She should have known better than to try
something this puff-headed in thefirst place. She might aswell head back to the city where she could
stedl the price of ameal and find a place to deep. Tomorrow shed hit the Streets, try and hook up
with one of thelocal scorers—

"So tell mewhat sort of help you're offering.”
She stopped. "What?' she cdled warily over her shoulder.
"Youwant ajob, right?' he said. "So comeinside and tell uswhat you can do.”

Sowly, Chandristurned around to face him, haf afraid thiswas just the setup for aparting twist
of the knife. But there was nothing but cam curiosity in the fat man'sface.

"Wdl, comeon," hewaved, sarting up the stairswith the same siff gait sheld noticed earlier.
"It's not getting any warmer out here, in case you hadn't noticed. Y ou like tea?'

Chandristook a deep bresth, her fatigue vanishing like nothing. To have found here, of dl
places, ared, genuine, open-faced soft touch. Sometimes she couldn't believe her own luck. "Thank
you," she said, waking quickly back toward the stairway. "1'd love a cup of tea."

Theteawas hot and rich and strong, with a sprinkle of sadras spice and probably some cinnamon
mixed into it. A solid, working person's drink; smple and hospitable, with no pretensons or gpologies
attached. Exactly the sort of tea, Chandris thought as she sipped, that she would expect soft-touch
typesto offer astranger.

Not that it wasn't welcome. It was indeed not getting any warmer outside, and Chandris hadn't
redlized how cold sheld actualy been until she began to warm up. Holding the mug to her lips, she
inhaed the steam rising from it, suppressing ashiver asshedid so.

Or at least she thought sheld suppressed it. " Still cold, child?' the plump woman sitting across
the table from her said, reaching for the tegpot. "—Ach!™ she added, pushing back her chair to get up.

The overweight man in the chair beside her was quicker. "I'll get it," he said, heaving himself to
hisfeet. He plucked the empty tegpot from her hand and stepped toward the Smmering samovar on
the counter. "A sprinkle and a haf of sadras, right?" he asked over his shoulder.

The woman gave Chandris aknowing look. "Y ou can see how often he makes the teaaround
here" shesad.

"Unfair," the other protested, turning around and throwing her a hurt look. "How can you say
thingslike that? Why, | just made some—Iet's see—Vyes; it wasjust two years ago. On a Sunday, as|
recdl.”



The woman rolled her eyes skyward. "I hope you like lots of sadrasin your tea," she warned
Chandris.

Chandris nodded silently, watched as the man bustled with cheerful clumsiness with the tespot,
and wondered what in the world shed walked in on.

Their names were Hanan and Ornina Daviee. Not husband and wife, as she'd first assumed, but
brother and sister—the only such team, according to Hanan, among the two hundred-odd hunterships
currently in business. The family resemblance was very strong, once she knew to look for it: both
were of medium height, both overwe ght—Hanan more so than his sster—with long faces and intense
brown eyes. Orninas dark hair was shot through with gray; Hanan's hair had nearly disappeared
entirdy.

And Hanan was crippled.

Neither of them had said anything about it, but it wasn't like it was a secret they could keep.
Every time Hanan stretched out his hand for something Chandris caught a glimpse of the thin exobrace
running alongside hisarm, and the ones running down hislegswere dmost that visble asthey
dretched the materia of hiscoverdls.

And if she concentrated, she could hear the faint whine of tiny motors, starting and then stopping
in timewith his movements. Gazing down into her mug, listening to the motors but determined not to
sare, she wondered uneasily what had happened to him.

Abruptly, right infront of her nose, the tegpot spout appeared, jolting her out of her thoughts.
Snapping her head up, she found Hanan looking down at her, animpish twinklein hiseyes. "More
tea?' he asked innocently.

"Thank you," Chandris said, giving him a stern no-nonsense look as he poured. He smiled
pleasantly in return, set the tegpot down on the table, and maneuvered himself back into hischair.

Orninahadn't missed any of it. "Y ou have to excuse Hanan hislittle games, Chandris,” shesad,
giving her brother the same kind of look Chandris had just tried, with about equa success. "Or a
least learn to live with them. Arrested childhood, you know." She picked up the tegpot, added some
to Hanan's mug and then to her own. "Now, then. Hanan said you were looking for ajob."

"That'sright,” Chandris nodded, shifting mental gears. The cold little girl routine had been an
easy oneto dip into, but that wasn't the role she was supposed to be playing here. "I'vejust
graduated college, with degreesin astrogation, piloting, and spaceship functions. | wanted to get some
small-craft experience, and thought thiswould be my best opportunity.”

"I takeit no one else agrees?' Hanan suggested.

Chandris grimaced. "1 wouldn't know. No one else let me get even that far.”

"Can't say I'm surprised,” he said. "Huntership crews tend to be an ingrown lot. Not much given
to strangers.”

"Though there are exceptions, of course,” Orninasaid. "Where did you go to school ?*



"Ahanne Univergity on Loree," Chandris said. "My records were supposed to be here dready,
but | checked this morning and they hadn't yet arrived.”

Hanan snorted gently. "Not surprised about that, ether,” herumbled. "There are only four
regular skeeters a day between here and Lorelel, and Gabriel business probably takes up two and a
haf of em. Welcometo the rea world.”

"WEell take editoria comments on the state of the Empyrean later,” Orninatold him. "Tell me
about Sibadtii regulators, Chandris.”

Sibadtii regulators... "They're atype of voltage regulator used in sensor-to-autonav interfaces,”
she quoted from the Xirrus's lessons. "Usudly used in areas where therésahigh ion dengity.” Dimly,
she wondered what all that meant.

Orninanodded. "A sasmsaraswitch?'

"A high-groid device for automaticaly switching between severd different computers, sensors,
or navigationd pylons.

"Angpaadabilizers?'

"They're used to keep the edges of a hyperspace catapult field from shifting.”
"Twitteries?' Hanan asked.

Chandrislooked at him, somach tensing. Twitteries? "Uh..."

"Try toignore him, child,” Orninasaid, giving her brother awarning look. "Hejust talksto keep
hisjaw in shapefor esting.”

" "Twittery' isaperfectly good word," Hanan insisted, that innocent ook on hisface again. "Not
my fault if the schools don't teach these youngsters anything.”

Orninagave him another ook, this one haf strained patience and haf resignation, with atouch of
what-am-1-going-to-do-with-you thrown in. Judging from the way her face settled into the deep lines
there, Chandris decided, she probably used that expression alot. "A twittery, Chandris,” shesaid, "is
anold and dightly vulgar dang term for aKdsey's Splitter.”

"Oh," Chandris said, rlaxing again. "That's ahigh-speed ion anayzer."

Orninaraised her eyebrows questioningly a Hanan, who shrugged. "Well, you've certainly got
the book learning down cold," he said, eyeing Chandris thoughtfully. "I suppose you know what the
next question hasto be."

She didn't, exactly; but she could take a pretty good guess. "Whether I've had any experience?'

"That'sthe one," he nodded. "Have you?'

"Not redly," Chandris admitted, watching their faces carefully. Thiswas where shewas going to



find out just how good a puff-talker sheredly was. "I've done alot of smulator work, of course, but
only avery littlered flying. Mostly in—" aquick search of her memory—"Khakha T-7s"

"Khalkhas?" Hanan gave a puff of contempt. "Y ou mean there€'s someone out there still using
thosefossils?!

"Ourswasin pretty good shape,” Chandrisimprovised. "They dso used it to teach the
mai ntenance classes.”

"I'm sureit gave you lots of practicethere,” he grunted.

Orninagave him another of her patient looks. "If the editorial department will kindly shut up...?
Thank you." Shelooked back at Chandris. "I'm sure you redlize that a huntership like the Gazelle ian't
very much like aKhalkha What makes you think you could handleit?’

"I'msurel couldn't, a least not at firgt," Chandris said, keeping her voice quiet and honest and
professona. They were going for it—they were actualy going for it. "But | know agrest deal about
ships and their operation in generd. And though | don't want to seem immodest, I'd be willing to bet
that | can learn everything I'll need to know about hunterships faster than anyone you've ever met."

Aningtant later she knew sheld pushed it too far. Hanan's eyebrows went up, and even Ornina
seemed taken aback. They looked at each other, communicating in some private code of expressions
and tiny movementsthat Chandris couldn't even begin to read, and she gritted her teeth in silent rage
at her supidity. Nurk it all, she thought, the bitterness sheld been fedling earlier flooding back in
through the warmth of the tealin her somach.

The warmth and, unfortunately, the caffeine aswell. Already she was starting to tremble as
gimulant hit astomach that hadn't had anything put in it Since breskfast. She looked down at her
hands, folded together on the table, cursing the weakness and fal se hope that had dragged her in here
inthefirst place. Now sheld blown it, and she had exactly two options|eft: to wait until her hands had
camed down enough to score atrack, or just forget about eating until morning.

"How much?' Hanan asked suddenly.
Shelooked up at him, frowning. "How much what?"
"How much do you bet?' he said.

It took amoment for Chandristo remember what the hdll it was he wasreferring to. Then it
connected. "'l don't understand,” she said carefully, looking back and forth between them. "Areyou

sying... 'min?"

"We can't promise welll take you on permanently,” Orninawarned. "Or even for more than a
sngletrip, for that matter. However—" she glanced at Hanan, looked quickly away "—ahuntership
can aways use an extra hand or two aboard. WEll giveyou atry."

Hanan levered himsdlf to hisfeet. "L et me show you to your cabin,” he said, stepping to the
door. "Dinner will bein aout haf an hour. In the meantime, you can start reading through the
Gazelle's spec manuds.”



"She'd do better to go get her things from wherever she's stored them,” Ornina pointed out.
"Y ou won't have time to do that in the morning, Chandris—we're scheduled for asix o'clock lift."

"Good point,” Hanan grunted. "Y ou need ahand carrying anything?"

"At the moment, | don't need any handsat dl." Chandris gave her lip arueful twist.
"Unfortunately, my luggage has been, in the words of the spacdline, ‘temporarily misplaced.' "

"L ost down the same rabbit hole as your college records, no doubt,” Hanan said, shaking his
head. "Probably having anicelittle chat together. Likel said, welcometo the red world."

"I'msureitsnot redly lost,” Chandristold him. It wasn', either, though she doubted she'd be
going back aboard the Xirrus to retrieve it anytime soon. "But they said they probably couldn't track
it down before tomorrow."

"Wdl, never mind," Orninasaid, her eyestraveling up and down the white dress Chandris had
escaped the spaceport in, adress now streaked with dust and dirt. "Whatever you had probably
wouldn't have been very practical for space, anyway. After dinner welll go to the outfitters and get
you some proper coverdls.”

"That would be wonderful." Chandris hesitated. "l redly want to thank you—both of you," she
added, looking at Hanan, "for giving methis chance. | won't let you down.”

"I'm sure you won't," Ornina said softly. "Better go with Hanan, now. Y ou've got alot of reading
to do before welift inthe morning.”

"All right." Chandristurned to Hanan, still waiting in the doorway, and smiled. Sheld doneit;
shed actudly done it. "I'm ready.”

And as he led the way down the narrow, metal-walled corridor, she smiled again. Thistimeto
hersdf.

CHAPTER9

The database codes were smple enough to learn, the system itself considerably less so. It took Kosta
over an hour to bend his Pax-oriented computer habits enough to use the Empyred system without
mis-keying every second command.

It took him the rest of the day to sort through the index of files on angels and Angelmass. Not
the filesthemsdlves, just theindex.

The sun was disappearing behind the squat buildings of Shikari City when hefindly pushed his
chair back from his desk, shoulders aching with fatigue and another, far different, tenson. The
database stretched back nearly thirty years. fifty years after Seraph's colonization, and a hundred fifty
sincethefirst group of breakaway colonists had arrived at Uhuru. Back then, Angelmass had been
nothing more than aviolently radiating quantum black hole, with the angelsthemsdveslittle more than
exotic curiogtiesfor quantum theorists to argue about. 1t had only been in the past twenty years that



al that had changed.

Which meant it had taken less than twenty yearsfor the researchers from five underpopul ated
planetsto amassdl this.

K osta had seen research projects tackled with sngle-minded intensity before. But this bordered
on obsession.

He looked out the window &t the buildings silhouetted against the brilliantly colored sky, achill
running up his back. No; thisdidn't border on anything. It was an obsession.

There was no other explanation. The Ingtitute, the vast rows of hunterships and their support
facilities to the northeast, the whole of Shikari City—the Empyred's had poured incredible amounts of
time and effort and money into thisangel thing. Were till pouring time and effort and money into it.

Asall thewhile, unnoticed under their feet, the city of Magascalay rotting.

He shivered again. He hadn't believed—yperhaps hadn't wanted to believe—that the angelswere
redly the threet the Pax claimed they were. Now, for thefirst time, he did. Sowly but surely, the
angelswere indeed taking over the Empyrean. The political leaders were dready under angel
influence; now, he saw, so were the Empyrean's best scientists and researchers.

Infact, it was entirely possible that he was dready too late to stop it.

It was a horrifying thought. But dl the sgnswere there. Every Pax officia hed met during the
course of histraining had been grimly, deadly serious about stopping the spread of thisaien influence.
They'd emphasi zed the need to rescue the Empyreas and bring them under Pax protection; and they'd
made it abundantly clear the Pax would do whatever it took to achieve that end. It was a messagethe
Empyrean'sleaders could hardly have failed to understand.

And yet, thereld been nothing but the most basic identity check at the Seraph spaceport. No
check of any sort at the Ingtitute itself. Director Podolak, head of the supposedly most important
project in the Empyrean, had cheerfully welcomed him into the center of that project without so much
asasingle question about his qualifications or background or expertise.

Hisingtructors had told him the Empyredl s refused to understand the threat posed by the angels.
Now, Kostasaw, they were equally blind to the threat posed by the Pax itsdlf.

It didn't make sense... unlessthe dien influence was sironger than anyoneredlized. Unless
everyonein the Empyrean had already been affected. Had aready been turned into an unconcerned,

passive, happyface robot.

For along minute Kosta stared out hiswindow at the sunset, turning that thought over and over
in hismind astheflat, scay clouds dowly changed from brilliant fire-red to light pink to dark gray.
But—No, hetold himsdf firmly. If that conniving little sowaway back at the spaceport had been a
passive happyface robot, then Kostawas afrog.

The people of the Empyrean could still be saved. It wasup to himto doit.



Hunching his shoulders back in onefina stretch, he returned to his desk, arching hisfingers over
the keyboard. He was till gazing at the diplay, consdering his next move, when the door abruptly
swung open and ayoung man strode into the room, his nose buried in asheaf of papers balanced on
one hand.

"Hello," Kogtasaid.
The other looked up in surprise. "Oh. Hello," he nodded. " Sorry—I wasn't expecting company.”

"WEell, I'm not exactly company,” Kogtatold him cautioudy, wondering how the other was
going to take thisinvasion of his hitherto private office. "More the officemate type, actudly. I'vejust
been moved in."

The other brokeinto agrin. "No kidding? That's grest. I've been asking the director for months
for some company.” Stepping to Kosta's desk, he stuck his hand acrossit. "Y aezon Gyas."

"Uh—Jereko Kosta," Kostareplied, staring at the outstretched hand for a split second before
recovering and reaching out to touch the other's fingertips. He'd expected that, as the newcomer here,
the proper gesture would be the fingertips-to-pal m respect thing he'd done with Director Podolak; but
Gyas had ingtead initiated the greeting used between equas. Either Kogta till didn't grasp dl the
nuances of Empyred culture or Gyas wasjust anaturaly friendly person. "I'm honored to meet you."

"Asam|," Gyad said. Stepping over to his own cluttered desk, he dropped his sheaf of papers
onto apile of smilar ones and swiveled his chair around to face Kosta. " So. Welcome to Seraph and
the Angelmass Studies Indtitute, and all that. Where are you from?”

"Pditaine, on Lorde," Kostasad, reding off his cover story with practiced ease. "Origindly.
I've spent the past few years doing graduate studies on Bamord.."

"Whereabouts?'

"Clarkston University in Cairngorm,” Kostasaid, mentally crossing hisfingers. If Gyas—or
anyone ese a the Indtitute, for that matter—had ever been to Clarkston themsealves, there could be
trouble. "Y ou've probably never even heard of it," he added.

"Oh, no, I've heard of it," Gyasi nodded. "Never met anyone who went there, but it's supposed
to be a pretty good school. Nicely landscaped, too, | hear.”

"It isthat,” Kosta agreed, relaxing again. This part was easy—he'd spent acouple of dayson
Lorde researching both Clarkston and Cairngorm, and probably knew them better than anyone on
Seraph who hadn't actualy lived there. " Sort of like the Ingtitute's grounds here, though on alarger
scde”

Gyas nodded. "I'm from Uhuru, mysdf. Rungwe, to be exact—it's afew hundred kilometers
west of Tshombe." Rolling his chair toward K osta's desk, he craned his neck to look at the computer
display, still showing the end of thefilelisting. "'l see you've been getting your feet wet. Impressive,
isntit?'

"Very," Kostanodded. "One might say overwhelming.”



Gyas chuckled. "One might, indeed. Y ou want overwhe ming, though, just wait until you get a
closelook a Angemassitsaf. The next survey flight's going out in acouple of days. Y ou coming

dong?'
"Probably depends on whether I've gotten more funding by then.”

"Ah." Gyas gave him aknowing look. "Y es, we get alot of that around here. The High Senate's
funding tendsto papitate alot. Y ou know the routine: smdl but loud group starts screaming about the
government pouring extramoney into angd research when they're dready paying Gabrid'sridiculous
pricesfor thethings.”

Kosta shrugged, thinking about the dums of Magasca. "Not necessarily an unreasonable
argument,” he said. "Especidly with the Pax out there breathing down our necks.”

Gyads waved ahand in agesture of scorn. "The Pax isno big deal. There's no way they can
conquer us, and they're too madly in love with money and profit to destroy us.”

"Unlessthey see usasathreat,” Kosta pointed out, annoyed in spite of himself at having the Pax
50 casudly dismissed. "My understanding isthat they consider the angelsto be dienintelligencesin the
process of invason.”

Gyas snorted gently. "1 know people in Rungwe who think that, too. A pity, particularly when
there are so many more interesting theories to choose from." He cocked an eyebrow. "Y ou were
told, weren't you, that we're not supposed to discuss angel theories with people outside the Ingtitute?!

"Not specificaly, no," Kostasaid, wounded pride vanishing in asurge of interest. Angel
theories, plurd?

"Well, consder yoursdlf told," Gyas said. "That goesfor any other findings, too. Y ou can write
them up on the Ingtitute's own net, but nothing gets released outside without prior gpprova.”

"l understand.” That was more like it. Maybe the Empyreals had some understanding of security
after dl.

"Good," Gyad sad. "It'sno big ded, redly, but after the Flizh embarrassment it's been standard
policy to hash things out in private before we let the public in on the party.”

"l understand.” Kostatook a deep breath, phrasing his next question carefully—

"So what specificaly are you going to beworking on?' Gyas asked.

"Uh..." With an effort, Kogta shifted gears. "First thing will be alit search. I've more or less
volunteered to seeif anyone's ever proved that it'sthe central particle aonethat congtitutes an angel,

as opposed to the particle plusits accumulated matter shell.”

Gyas frowned. "The angdl's the centra particle, of course. What doestheion shell haveto do
withit?'

Kogta shrugged. "Maybe nothing. Maybe agreat dedl. Either way, I'd like to find out for sure.”



Gyas peered at him. "Y ou're not trying to revive Chandkari's old theory, are you? | thought that
dieditsfina desth five yearsago."

"I'm just looking for the truth,” Kosta said, fedling a sheen of sweat breaking out on his forehead
and wishing he knew who Chandkari was. It had probably been somewherein thelist hed just
waded through. "I'd like to keep an open mind while | doit."

"Yeah." Gyas shrugged. "Well. An open mind isanicething to have, but don't forget that certain
kinds of junk makeit fill up red fast."

"Sure" Kostaagreed. "'l just have ahard time believing that a single sub-atomic particle could
creste thekind of ethica effect angels are supposed to have."

"A lot of usdo," Gyas nodded. "That'swhat makes Dr. Qhahenlo's Acchaa theory so
atractive. It fitsthe data, makesred, verifiable predictions, and practically requires that the angelsbe
single particles." Hejabbed afinger at Kosta. "Mark my words: in three years—four at the
outsde—the physicistswill be scrambling to see how the Acchaa theory fitsinto Reynold's Unified.”

"That'll beworth seeing, al right,” Kostaagreed, alowing himsdlf to fed abit patronizing. Inthe
Pax, the Grand Unified Theory had been modified and tacked onto so many timesthat it wasn't even
cdled by Reynold's name any more. "Do | haveto wait until then to hear what this Acchaa theory'sdl
about?'

Gyas grinned. "No. Y oure amember of the club now.” The grin faded into adight frown. "Y ou
don't mean you've never heard anything about the Acchaa theory, do you? | mean—" he waved a
hand, encompassing either the room or the whole Ingtitute—"you're here. Right?'

Kosgta shrugged, thinking furioudly. "Like | said, | wanted to come to Seraph with an open
mind," heimprovised. "Anyway, | figured half the theories| could have read about back on Balmoral
would have been thrown out the window by thetime | got here.”

"Point," Gyas conceded. "We are taking about Bamord, after al.”

"Cute," Kostagrowled, remembering thistimeto stick to hisrole.

Gyad grinned. "Sorry. Elitist condescension dies hard, you know."

The grin vanished, his expresson becoming serious. "Y ou see, the thing isthat the angels can't be
just another subatomic particle. If they were, they couldn't possibly be stable, not with that kind of
mass and charge. That'swhy the Acchaa theory works so well; according to it, they're actually

guanta—basic building blocks, just like photons and eectrons. And quanta, by definition, have to be
sable. Y ou see?’

"I do know alittle something about quantum theory, thank you,"” Kosta said, perhaps alittle too
dryly. "Bdmord isn't that far behind the times. So what exactly are they supposed to be quanta of 7"

Gyas seemed to brace himself. "They're quanta,” he said, "of what mankind has aways caled
good."



For along minute Kogtajust stared at him, the word ricocheting around hisbrain like an angry
grasshopper trying to escape from ajar. "Thisisajoke," he heard himself say. "Right? It'sajoke you
play on newcomers.”

Gyas shook hishead. "It'sno joke, my friend." He gestured to Kosta's display. "L ook it up
yourself if you like—there are enough papers on the Acchaa theory to require two separate listings.”

Kogasbrain was till spinning. "That's crazy,” hetold Gyad. "Good and evil, aren't something
you can quantize."

"Why not?' Gyas asked.

"Why not?" Kostaclamped histeeth tightly together. "Come on, Gyas. Good and evil don't
exist in avacuum—they're the results of things people do."

Gyad hdd hishands out, pdms upward. "Light isthe result of hydrogen moleculesfusing inthe
center of agtar,” he pointed out. "Or of someone flicking aswitch. That doesn't mean that light isn't
Quantized."

"That'safdlacious argument,” Kostaingsted. ™Y ou're talking about two entirely separate things.”

"How 07’

"Well..." Kogtafloundered amoment. "Well, for one thing, photons of light are the same
everywhere. There's no such universal standard for defining good and evil. It'sall culturally based.”

"Interesting argument,” Gyas nodded. "Does that mean, then, that there aren't any common
definitions of good and evil anong human societies?’

Kogtaeyed him, sensing atrap. "You tel me" he chalenged. "Y ou're obvioudy the expert.”

"Oh, hardly,"” Gyad shook hishead. "But like everyone else here I've given it alot of thought
over the past few years. And if | haven't got dl the answers, | have come up with someinteresting
questions.”

"Suchas?'

"Such as how good people can continue to exist in a culture that most outside observers would
label asevil. And not just exist, sometimes, but actualy turn the whole direction of the culture around.”

"Big dedl," Kostagrowled. "Evil people can do that too."

Gyas nodded. "Exactly. Thereverse of the same coin. Then there are awhole group of
questionsthat | guesswould fal into a‘folk medicing sort of category. Y ou know—little bits of
advice that people pass dong generationd lines; things they accept astrue even if they don't
understand the mechanism involved. The standard mothers warning against getting into bad company,
for ingtance, or the ideathat you can change a person's character if you put in the time and effort and



loveto doit. Or even the question of whether there's some deegper physica significance to the fact
that good is so often equated with light, which isitself quantized.”

Kogtablinked. "Huh?'
Gyad grinned. "Never mind. | just tossed that onein to seeif you were sill paying attention.”

"Trust me," Kostaassured him. "But this still doesn't make any sense. Y ou've got the whole thing
backwards."

"Do|?' Gyad asked, serious again. "Wadll, then, try looking at it thisway: what'sthe
difference—the observational difference, | mean—»between a person doing something bad and
therefore creating evil; and the evil influencing the person to then go and do something bad?"

Kogtastared at him, searching for aquick and glib answer. He couldn't find one. "It's ill
backwards" hefindly sad.

"There are parts of it that bother me, too," Gyas admitted. " The concept of free will, for one
thing, which I'm not quite ready to give up on. But | can't give up on Acchaa, ether." He gestured
around him. "Because the angelswork."

Kogtadropped hiseyesto hisdisplay. "Documented?’ he asked. "1 mean, really documented?’

"We've got data from five hundred thirty-eight High Senators who were in office both before and
after the law requiring them to wear angdls," Gyas said. "Over athird of them had occasiondly or
frequently skated to the edge of ethical and legal behavior. Influence peddling, abuse of power,
financid irregularities—you know thelist. Now, twenty years later, that sort of thing just doesn't
happen. Some of them took yearsto change; but they did change.”

"Maybeit was peer pressure,” Kosta suggested, uncomfortably aware that he was grasping at
straws. " Or better public awareness of their activities that caused them to back off."

"The people who did the sudies didn't think s0," Gyas said. "The reports are there—go ahead
and look them up.”

Kosta looked up from the display, shook his head. Quanta of good... "Sorry, but | till don't
buy it."

Gyas shrugged. "Y ou're welcometo try and prove the theory wrong,” he said equably. "That's
what scienceisdl about. Personaly, | had enough philosophical struggles before the angels and
Acchaa cameaong. | wouldn't especidly mind if this particular complication got eiminated.”

He leaned forward, an odd expression on hisface. "But while you and your open mind aretrying
to find another explanation, take alittle timeto consider the possibilitiesif thisredly istrue. The
chanceswell haveto findly get at the root cause of evil and injustice in the universe.”

"What do you mean?' Kosta asked, easing back in his chair. The other's sudden intensity was
unnerving.



" Suppose we can find away to create the same effect without having to have angels physically
on hand, for instance," Gyas said earnestly. "That's one of the things my group's working on: trying to
isolate the physica mechanism that the angels use to dter brain chemistry or neura structure. Dr.
Shivaprasad's group, downgtairsin Basic Research, istrying to devise away of detecting the
presence of natura angelsin people; Dr. MaecDavz and his group are doing the same thing from
another direction, trying to seeif angds can leave resdud field effects of themsdvesin physica
objects. Think of what that might mean for the interpretation of history or current events.”

Abruptly, he broke off. " Sorry," he gpologized, looking alittle shegpish. "l sometimesliein bed
a night having imaginary arguments with the people out there who'd try to shut us down as
blasphemersif they knew what we were doing and thinking here. Sometimes those arguments lesk out
alitle”

"That'sdl right,” Kostaassured him. "I gather you think it would be awaste of time for metotry
and split theion shdlls off the angels.”

"I think s0, yes," the other said with ashrug. "But I'm hardly the last word on how the universe
operates. If Director Podolak gives you the go-ahead, 1'd say go ahead.” He glanced at his watch and
stood up, giving his chair ashove back toward hisown desk. "Asfor me, I've got atissue sample
waitinginthebiolab. Seeyou later.”

"Right," Kosta said as the other pulled open the door. "Enjoy yourself."

Gyad flashed agrin and was gone, closing the door behind him.

Kostastared at the closed door, ashiver running up hisback. Searching for the mechanism,
Gyas had sad, that the angels use to dter brain chemistry and neura structure.

To alter brain chemistry and neural structure...

The words seemed to hang there in the silence like some strange and unpleasant smell. Once
again, it was back: the whole disturbing question of how Kosta himsdlf was going to avoid being
affected by the angels.

Once again, he had no answer.

CHAPTER 10

With ajerk, Chandriswoke to find hersalf moving.

For asecond she lay therein the dark, panic bubbling in her throat as she tried furioudy to bresk
through the fog of deep and confusion. The unfamiliar bed benegth her jolted to the Sde; and asit did
30, the disorientation cleared.

The Gazelle, and the Daviees... and Angelmass.

Twisgting around on the narrow cot that took up haf thetiny cabin's floor space, she fumbledin



the dark for the light switch. The ceiling went on, alow night-level glow that didn't burn her eyesas
she swung her legs out of bed and planted her feet on theicy metal floor. A six o'clock lift, Orninahad
said; but the clock built into the computer desk read only four thirty-five. Either Ornina had gotten her
wires crossed, or something was wrong.

The Gazelle jerked again. Gritting her teeth, Chandris reached for her new coverall jumpsuit and
darted pulling it on.

The narrow corridors were sllent and night-level dim as she made her way aong them toward
the front of the ship, occasionaly bumping into walls asthe Gazelle continued its rocking movement.
Amid the occasiona creaking of metd she could hear afaint whine, nothing at al like the dull
background roar that had been a constant part of life aboard the Xirrus.

Her origina goa had been the forward control cabin, but she was barely hafway there when she
began to hear traces of what sounded like music over the whine. Following the sound, she came upon
an open door spilling light into the corridor. Moving as stedlthily as she could on the unstable floor,
she eased up to the door and looked inside.

"Well, good morning," Orninasaid, looking up from amess of disassembled eectronics spread
out on alab tablein front of her and throwing Chandrisasmile. "What are you doing—just a second,”
sheinterrupted hersdlf, turning toward the expensive-looking sound system in the corner. "Music
command: volume down two," she ordered.

The music obediently went softer. "One of our few luxuries,”" Orninaconfessed, looking back at
Chandris. "But we both love music, and it's so nice to be able to fiddle with it when both hands are
full. Don't just stand there—come on in. What in the world are you doing up this early?!

"] thought something was wrong,” Chandristold her, feding alittle foolish as she stepped into the
room. "We weren't supposed to leave until sx, were we?'

"To leave Sergph, yes," Orninanodded. "But we can hardly launch from our service port, now,
canwe?'

"No, of course not,” Chandris agreed, annoyed that she hadn't figured that out on her own. "I
guess| just assumed you meant we'd leave the service port at six or so.”

Ornina shook her head, turning back to the equipment spread out in front of her. "No 'or so'
about it," she said, picking up atiny block and peering closdly at it. "When Shikari launch control
givesyou adot, you'd better be on the launch strip at that time and not aminute later. Otherwise, you
go to the end of the roster and maybe don't even get off that day. Ach.”

Shaking her head, she handed Chandristhe block. "Be a dear and tell me what the number on
thisgrytramis, will you?"

"Uh..." Chandrisfrowned at the faded gray printing, wondering uneasily if she was supposed to
know what a strytram was. "1t looks like CR 57743. Or maybe CR 57748—the last one's not dll
there™

"It'sa48," Orninanodded, taking it back. "It wasthe 77 | wasn't sure of. Thank you."



"You'rewelcome." Chandrislooked around at the other pieces. "What's dl thisfrom, anyway?"

"A Senamaec high-end sampler,” Orninaidentified it. "Our backup, fortunately, or wed bein
trouble. | don't suppose you've ever worked on one before?’

"Afraid not," Chandrissaid, forcing her voice to remain casud. The Xirrus's fileshad never
mentioned Senamaec high-end samplers. Belatedly, she was starting to realize that those files hadn't
been nearly as complete as she'd thought. "Where's Mr. Daviee?' she asked, to change the subject.

"Hanan, please," Orninachided her gently. "And I'm Ornina. Ther€'s not nearly enough room on
ahuntership for unnecessary formalities. Besides, it makes usfed older than ether of uslikes."

"Sorry," Chandris murmured.

“That'sdl right. To answer your question, he's still in bed. Hopefully <till adeep, too—hell be
handling the actud lift, and that's not ajob for someone low on deep.”" She glanced up at Chandris.
"Y ou were up pretty late last night, too, weren't you."

"l wastrying to get through al the spec manuals,” Chandristold her. "Therearealot of things
about the Gazelle that I'm not used to."

"Hunterships are aunique breed of fish," Orninaagreed. "Haveto be. Y ou send an ordinary ship
into the Angelmass region and you'd fry everything ingdeit to a crisp. Electromagnetic radiation,
particle fluxes, magnetic twist fields—the works. But of course you know al that."

"Of course," Chandris murmured, achill running up her back. Somehow, in al her studying,
shed never run across anything on Angelmassiitsdlf. If it was as dangerous asit sounded, she'd better
correct that omission, and fast. "Well, unless you need me, | guessI'll go get some bregkfast,” shetold
Orning, starting back toward the door.

"Go ahead,” Orninasaid. "But when you'refinished, I'd gppreciateit if you'd come back and
give me ahand here. | want to get this put back together before Hanan wakes up.”

Chandris clenched her teeth. "Sure," she said. "I'll beright back."

So much for more study time, she groused to herself as she swayed her way back down the
jostling corridors. But ill, that was more annoying than dangerous. After al, the Daviees had been
doing thisangel collecting thing for eleven years now. Surdly they knew what they were doing.

No matter how bad Angelmass was, she could certainly handle asingletrip out there. And a
sngletrip wasal shewas going to need.

More from curiogity than any other reason, Chandris watched the control cabin chrono as she sat
waiting; and at exactly 6:00:02 the Gazelle lifted.

It felt pretty much the way the shuttle launch to the Xirrus had felt, back when shed first | eft
Uhuru: amostly smooth sense of movement along the thick concrete strip and up into the sky, with a



steady roar of engines coming from behind.

But back then sheld been in a passenger cabin, without the monitors and displays and the
running conversation between Hanan, Orning, and the controllers... and it was quickly clear that a
gpace ship launch was more interesting than it felt.

The sound of the engineswasn't just asingleroar, for one thing. It was amixture of severd
different roars, each coming from a different engine, with only the combination remaining steady. The
sky was anything but empty, either: there must have been ahundred other vehiclesflying around the
areq, dl of them looking much too closefor comfort.

"We're coming up on the launch dish, Chandris," Orninaannounced from her seat. "Pelvic
camera, if you want to watch."

Chandris shifted her eyesto the display showing the underside of the ship. Thereit was, or so
she assumed, moving into view asthe Gazelle flew over the landscape. It was amost fragile looking,
shaped like agiant dinner plate... and looked like it was about to explode.

It really did. From a hundred places around the edge sparks were spitting, and she could see
that the dish's surface was shimmering with a haze of light. Benesth the haze, the whole nurking thing
seemed to be coming apart—

And then, without warning, it was gone. Along with the whole city.

Chandris blinked, eyesflicking between the displays... and gradualy it dawned on her that the
city was gone because the Gazelle was suddenly way off the ground.

Way off the ground.
"Hrg launch dish lift?"

Chandristurned to find Orninalooking back at her. "Not redly," she said, wondering uneasily
whether it should be her first. There hadn't been aword about launch dishesin the material she'd read
aboard the Xirrus, ether. Wasit something specific to hunterships?"First onewherel've had a
chance to watch what was happening, though,” she added, hoping that would cover al the edges.

Apparently it did. "Pretty spectacular, isn't it?* Hanan commented. "Especialy when the dish
looks likeit's about to come gpart. I've never yet gotten a clear answer from atech on what exactly
causesthat illuson.”

"Y ou want to double-check our vector, Chandris?' Ornina asked. "We should be on an orhita
intercept for the catapult.”

"Sure," Chandris nodded, swiveing the comp arm into position in front of her and getting her
mind back on business. Thispart, at least, sheld studied like crazy. The Gazelle€'s course vector...
thereit was. To calculate the orbital intercept al she had to do wasto call up the proper display and
superimposethelines... "Looks good,” she reported. "Maybe just alittle on the short Side.”

"Short Sde, right,” Hanan said. Theroar of the engines deepened for amoment, then dackened



off again. "No surprise there—L ift Two's dways tended to kick alittle short," he commented.
"Maybe someday they'll get around to fixing it."

"Not till Lift Four'son line, though,” Orninasaid. "What was ETA on the catapult, Chandris?'

Chandris glanced across her display, located the proper number. " About fifteen minutes,” she
sad.

"Good." She cocked her head alittleto the sde. "Well be dl right here now if you'd liketo go
back to your room and catch up on your deep. Even after we hit Centra it'll be another couple of
hours before we're close enough to start looking for angels.”

Chandris heditated. She was tired—that was for sure. But she was supposed to be an expert at
this stuff; and wherever she went next it would undoubtedly help her puff-talk if she knew what a
catapulting looked and fdlt like. Mot people, after dl, weren't so gullible asto believe every lame
thing shesaid. "Thanks" shetold Ornina. "But I'd rather stay."

The catapult didn't have nearly the same class of light show as the launch dish had had. All Chandris
could see asthey approached, in fact, were five widely spaced clusters of multicolored lights, al of
them flickering crazily, that seemed to match with the catapult pole markings on the navigation display.
Hanan maneuvered the Gazelle into the middle of the lights, signaed someone that they were ready,
and listened as the radio gave him ashort, five-number countdown. An amost-felt jerk; and in an
ingtant the flashing lights on the display had changed to—

Chandrisswhole body lurched in asudden spasm of shock. "Nurk!" she gasped.

"What?' Ornina snapped.

For ahorrible second Chandris couldn't even speak; her body stiff with horror, her eyesfrozen
on the thing centered on the display. It was a spider—a huge, mongtrous, impossible spider. Inthe
distance she could see the massive hourglass-shaped body glistening evilly in an egrielight. Its spindly

rear legswere amost invisble asthey trailed out behind it; but the front legs, stretched out to grab the
Gazelle—

"Welcome to Angelmass Centra," Hanan said, his voice sounding distant aongside the pounding
in her ears. "Often cdled the ugliest space Sation ever built. | takeit from your reaction that you
agree?'

With a supreme effort Chandristore her eyes avay from the horror on the display. "What?' she
managed.

Hiseyebrowsraised, just abit. "It'sa gpace sation,” he said gently.

For another minute shejust looked a him, the words dowly registering through the fear. Then,
steding hersdlf, she looked back at the display.

The spider was gone. In its place was, indeed, a space station.



The two halves of the hourglass body were two squat cylinders with tapering ends, their centra
sectionsrotating dowly to create an artificid gravity. Connecting them was adender section that
looked like a double choker composed of large pearls, pearls painted the bright orange of emergency

escape pods.

Shetook a deep breath, exhaded it through quivering lips. "Sorry," she muttered, her face hot
with shame. "'l thought | saw... something 2"

"At aguess, I'd say agiant spider,” Hanan said.

Chandristook another deep breath. It seemed to help alittle. "That'sit," she nodded, forcing her
mind and voice back into the proper role. "I'm sorry. I've never been very fond of spiders.”

"Join the club," Orninasaid. "There are some days| ill get achill mysdf when | seethe place.”

The Gazelle had pulled away from the outstretched spider legs now, enough so that the dowly
flashing lights on the ends of each could be seen. "Those are the poles for the net, then?' Chandris
asked tentatively.

"Right," Orninasaid. "The other end of the station isthe catapult for getting us back to Seraph.”

"And the spider-leg connectors are there to tether both of them to the operations center and
power plant inthemiddle," Hanan added. " Can't leave them floating free like you canin anorma
planetary orbit—the particle wind from Angelmass would have the whole thing disassembled before
you knew it, and then we'd al have to go back to Seraph the long way. Twenty light-minutes may not
be dl that much in the gdlactic scheme of things, but it would make for avery long ride home."

"True," Chandris murmured, searching her memory. A light-minute?—right, the distance light
traveled in sixty seconds. At three hundred thousand kilometers a second...

Surreptitioudy, she tapped at the calculator on her board. Three hundred thousand times Sixty
timestwenty... three hundred sixty million kilometers.

She stared a the number, a chill running through her. The Barrio had extended maybe two
kilometers at its widest; the whole of New Mexico City had stretched only thirty. Only once beforein
her life had she ever been further from home than she could walk if she had to, and even thenit had
only been ahundred-kilometer plane flight to Ankh.

Three hundred sixty million kilometers. For thefirgt time, it was beginning to sink in just how
different thisworld was she'd puff-talked her way into.

"I'll get some spin going,” Orninasaid. " Course vector check, Chandris?!

"Right away," Chandris said, shaking off the strangely depressing sense of not belonging. She
keyed her comp arm, glanced at the main display—

And looked back again. Centered in the display, dl aonein pitch blackness, was the brightest
star sheld ever seen.



Angdmass.
"Impressve, it it?" Hanan said.

Chandris garted; she hadn't redlized she'd so obvioudy been staring at it. "Very," she agreed. "l
didn't expect it to be so bright.”

"It'salot brighter than that," Orninatold her soberly. "At thisdistanceit would blind youin a
second if the sunscreens didn't automatically crank the gain down to tolerable levels. On Sergph you
can sometimes seeit in the daytime. Pretty impressive, epecidly for something that's only afew
atoms widths across.”

Chandris frowned. Angelmass was that tiny? Somehow, shed had the vague idea that black
holes were huge things, big masses of nothingnessthat could eat up the whole centers of galaxies, or
suck in stuff from hundreds of kilometers away.

Werethose just adifferent kind of black hole? Or was Angel mass something totally unique?
Beside her, the display board suddenly beeped. "What was that?' she asked, Sarting.

"High-energy gammaray, probably,” Hanan told her. "The ones at the high end of the spectrum
can punch right through the hull, and of course they're not bothered by the magnetic deflectors.”

"What did it do?" Chandris asked, eying the display warily. It seemed dl right now.

"Probably kicked afase signd through one of the optica switches," Hanan shrugged. "Nothing
serious. After awhile you get used to the equipment pinging and flickering and burping at odd times.”

"There's no need to be worried,” Ornina added. "Remember that these hunterships were
designed to handle dl the radiation and heat out there. The only red dangers are from those
high-energy gammeas and the occasiond antiparticle that might get through the magnetic fidds."

Chandris blinked. "Antiparticles?' she asked.

"From Angelmasss Hawking radiation,” Hanan explained. "Thetidd forces at the edge of a
black holethis smdll are strong enough to create particle/antiparticle pairs. Like proton and
anti-proton, or eectron and positron. Anyway, sometimes one of the particles escapes while the other
falsback in. That'swhat's called Hawking radiation; and in fact it'swhere dmogt dl of the particle
flux out here comesfrom.”

"Everything except some radiation from gravitationd infaling,” Orninasaid. "And the angdls, of
course. No one's quite sure where they come from.”

Chandris gritted her teeth. "Of course,”" she agreed, knowing even as she said it how stupid she
sounded. She was supposed to know this suff. Instead, she wastotdly log.

And sheldd nurking well better correct that, and fast. Thistrack wasfar from solid... and if it
popped, there was nowhere to run. " Speaking of angels," she said, "you said we wouldn't start hunting
for them for another hour?*



"Oh, wélll fire up the detectors in about hdf an hour,” Hanan said. "But were not likely to get
anything for awhile after that. An angel picks up acoating of positiveionsredly fast, and you haveto
be pretty closein to spot ‘em before that happens.”

Chandris nodded. "In that case, maybe I'll go back to my cabin for awhile. Unless you need me,
of course."

"No, go ahead,” Orninasaid. "Anyway, it may be days before we spot an angel—you might as
well start learning now how to pace yourself."

"Thank you," Chandris said, unstrapping and getting gingerly to her feet. "I'll be back in haf an
hour.”

"No hurry," Orninacalled after her.

Chandris stepped to the door, did it open... and paused, looking back into the control cabin as
an odd thought struck her. If the radiations from Angelmass could affect the Gazelles electronic gear,
could they dso affect Hanan's exobrace system? And if o, what would it do to him?

Impatiently, she shook the thought aside. Considering what she was planning, the state of
Hanan's hedth was hardly something she needed to be concerned with.

Stepping through the door, she closed it behind her and headed back toward her room. With
any luck at dl, the Gazelles computer would have afair amount of information on Angelmass. She
had just haf an hour to learniit dl.

CHAPTER 11

They followed the herald and the Speaker into the room; and as the herald stepped to the front,
Forsythe let his eyes sweep around the intricately carved walls and vaulted ceiling. It wasjust as he
remembered it: the Common Chamber of the High Senate, rich with grandeur and history and asense

of power.

For Forsythe, though, it was much more than any of those. It was like coming home.

Hetook adeep bresth, the delicate scent of |eather and brass and exotic wood triggering a
kaleldoscope of bittersweet memories. Watching from the galery above during session as hisfather
spoke to the assemblage. Curling up in one of the huge leather chairslate in the evening, or wandering
around looking at the carvings on the walls, waiting for hisfather to finish aconversation and take him
home. Thefirst timethat, as one of hisfather's assstants, he had had to come right into the middle of
session to ddliver some last-minute papers, feding proud and scared and horribly conspicuous dl at
thesametime.

Standing there, hdpless, as hisfather quietly but firmly handed in hisresignation.

Lowering his eyes, Forsythe focused on the men and women sitting in the tiered seats benesth
the dome of the ceiling. At the glitter of the angdl pendants hanging around each of those high and



mighty necks...

The heradd pounded his ceremonia staff on the stone floor, the thud echoing through the
chamber and quieting the last murmurs of conversation from thetiers. "The High Senate of the
Empyreanisnow in sesson,” heintoned. "Let al rise and prepare their hearts and mindsfor serviceto
the people of the Five Worlds."

There was agenera shuffle of cloth on leather asthe High Senators obediently roseto their fedt.
Stepping past the herad, the Speaker waked over to stand beside his own high-backed chair, and
for aminute the room was silent. Then, at an unseen signd, the herald pounded his s&ff again. "May
God grant wisdom, compassion, and courageto dl who serve," he said. Pounding the staff athird
time, he turned and went to his small archway at the back of the room.

The Speaker sat down, the chair cresking dightly with hisweight. "Greetingsto you al," he said
gravely astherest took their seatsin turn. "1 welcome you to the thirty-second session of the
Empyrea High Senate; | trust you al came back ready to work." He glanced down at the desk
display on hisleft. "Our first order of business this morning will be to welcome three newly eected
membersinto our midst: Karym Daryani of Uhuru, replacing the late Bharat Jain; Arkin Forsythe of
Lorele, replacing the retiring Gabre Kassaie; and VIadmr Grosdovaof Sadhal, replacing the late

Raimon Sabatyat."

Two deaths and aretirement. It was, Forsythe reflected darkly, a perfect example of how the
angels had corrupted the system. In hisfather's day politics had finaly been hammeredinto a
genuingy even-handed struggle, with acompetent challenger having ared chance of unseeting aless
ableincumbent. Now, only eighteen years later, the ancient patterns of entrenched imperia power
systems had aready reemerged.

The expertslauded it, of course, asthey lauded everything having to do with angels. The theory
was that the angel presence had given the people anew confidencein their leaders ethicd standards,
which had in turn dlowed them to safely focus more of their attention on the value of experiencein
choosing those same |eaders.

No one seemed interested in the question of whether even ethical politicians could get too
comfortable or complacent in their jobs... as comfortable and complacent as many of those same
expertswere in their own positions. Perhaps that was why the question never occurred to them.

"The new High Senators," the Spesker continued, "will now come forward, to swear their oath
before the rest of the assemblage and to receive in return their badge of trugt.”

Or, in plain language, their angel pendants. Forsythe took a deep breath as, flanked by the other
two, he stepped up to the Speaker's podium. Off to the Side, near the section of the semicircular table
where he would soon be taking his place, he could see Ronyon and Pirbazari standing ready.

"Karym Daryani; step forward,” the Speaker said. Daryani did o, touching the other'spamin
respect. "Y ou have been chosen by the people of the Mbundu District of Uhuru to serve them as High
Senator. Will you accept the respongbilities such service will demand of you?”!

"1 will," Daryani nodded, hisvoice holding just the right mixture of humility and confidence.



Forsythe turned his head dowly as the Speaker went through the rest of theritud, just far
enough to see Ronyon out of the corner of hiseye. The big man stood unnaturdly straight, hislips
making smal movements asif chewing on apiece of gristle, hiseyes darting congtantly around the
room asif looking for an escape hatch. Don't fall apart on me now, Forsythe mentaly urged him.
Fall apart later, if you want. But not now.

"...and 0, in the name of the High Senate, | present you with your badge of serviceto the
Empyrean,” the Speaker was saying. "Wear it always, both asa symbol of your authority and asa
commitment to the people.”

The herald had returned during that last, carrying asmall wooden box. Now, helifted the hinged
lid; and with adelicacy that bordered on the reverent, the Speaker reached in and withdrew an angel
pendant. The crysta sparkled brilliantly in the light as he lowered the chain over Daryani'sinclined
head and settled it comfortably around his neck. "1 welcome you, High Senator Daryani," he said.

There was ashort burst of polite applause. Daryani touched the Speaker's palm again, then
turned and climbed the steps to his new sest.

The Speaker turned to Forsythe. "Arkin Forsythe," he intoned. " Step forward.”

Forsythe had never had much patience with officid ceremonies, but over the years he had
learned to put up with them. Thisone, at least, had the virtue of being short. They went through the
routine: the Speaker asking the rote questions, Forsythe giving the rote answers, astraight duplicate of
Daryani's swearing in.

Until the herad started forward with hiswooden box.

"And s0, in the name of the High Senate, | present you with the badge of serviceto the
Empyrean.”

"A word, if | may, gr," Forsythe said.

The Speaker stopped, his eyes narrowing. Perhaps he was remembering the elder Forsythe's
refusal to wear an angd. "Y ou may speak,” he said, anote of caution in hisvoice.

Forsythelet him worry for another second. "I will, of course, accept the badge of service," he
sad. "And will wear it with the humility and honor it deserves. | ask, though, that as afurther symbol
of my commitment to the Empyred people—" he glanced to his sde—"that two of the common
people—my aides—be permitted the honor of placing it around my neck.”

He watched as awhole series of emotions flashed across the Speaker'sface: rdlief that Forsythe
was not, in fact, going to make a scene; annoyance that he was so cavaierly being asked to change
his routine without prior notification; and findly, the equaly annoyed recognition that, while he might
have the technicd right to refuse, to do so would leave him looking petty and stiff-necked in front of
his colleagues. "Y our request is unorthodox,” he rumbled. "But with the High Senate's permission |
will grant it." He looked over at Pirbazari and Ronyon. " Step forward.”

Pirbazari nudged Ronyon, and together they walked toward the others—Ronyon, Forsythe
noted uneasily, looking even more agitated than he had a minute ago. The Speaker nodded, first to



the herald, and then to them. " Proceed.”

Pirbazari nodded back and turned to the herald, taking the angel pendant out of the box. He
held it up for amoment; then, with appropriate dignity, handed it to Ronyon. Gingerly, the big man
took it, holding it asif it were something hot. He looked at Forsythe, licked hislips once, and stepped
over tohim—

And in asudden flurry of fumbling fingers dropped it on the floor.

Hewas down on his knees before anyone in the chamber even got out a gasp, his big hands
scrabbling acrossthe floor and findly getting agrip on it. With ajerky motion he climbed back to his
feet, chain and crystd clutched in atanglein his hand, hiswhole body shaking and awild look of fear
plastered across hisface. Forsythe gave him areassuring smile and bowed his head dightly; il
trembling, Ronyon untangled the chain and eased it carefully over Forsythe's head. Straightening up,
Forsythe smiled again as Ronyon backed up hagtily to stand beside Pirbazari.

The pendant felt strangely heavy, pressing againgt his breastbone and tugging at the back of his
neck. Dimly, Forsythe wondered how long it would take him to get used to it.

"Thank you both," the Speaker said, nodding gravely to Ronyon and Pirbazari. He looked back
a Forsythe, his expression morewry than angry a the momentary fiasco. "And now," hesad, "l
welcome you, High Senator Forsythe.”

"Thank you, Sir," Forsythe murmured over the gpplause. Touching the Speaker's pam, he
stepped over to Pirbazari and Ronyon; and, with them beside him, headed to his new place at the
table.

And wondered if the whisper of guilt nagging at him over what held just done was coming from
theanged.

"...and thisisyour private office," the young page said, opening the door and stepping asideto let
Forsythe enter.

"l see" Forsythe nodded, craning his head to peer insde. Aswith the rest of the complex—the
outer screening office, the central work areawith its rows of desks, and thering of private offices
around the central room's edge—the bulk of the furniture and equipment was aready in place, leaving
only some persond items and afew boxes of recordsto be dedt with. "My communications systemiis
operational?* he asked the page.

"Yes, gr, asof yesterday evening,” the other answered. "Full computer and archives access,
too."

"Good." Forsythe glanced at Pirbazari and Ronyon, standing afew paces back. Took a second
look at the expresson on Ronyon'sface... "That will bedl for now," hetold the page. "Thank you."

"Y oure welcome, High Senator,” the other said. "'I'm on cdll to you anytime you need me."
Ducking his head in awell-practiced gesture of respect, he headed across the common room and | ft.



Forsythe caught Pirbazari's eye. | want you to get on the net, Zar," hetold the other. "Get a
dump of the last Skeeter report from Lorelel and giveit aquick sift—I want to know what's been
happening out there.”

"Yes, ar." Turning with hisusua military precision, Pirbazari strode off to his office.

Forsythe cocked an eyebrow toward Ronyon. Come on in, he sgned to the other. I'd like to
talk to you.

He ushered Ronyon into his new office, closing the door behind them, and led the big man to the
chair facing his desk. The other dropped into it, his posture that of aman trying to burrow hisway
backwards into the furniture.

Forsythe went around the desk and sat down. | just wanted to tell you, he Sgned, that you
did very well this morning.

Thank you, Ronyon signed, hisfingers showing the same lack of enthusiasm ashisface.
You seem unhappy, Forsythe pointed out. Do you want to talk about it?

Ronyon lowered hiseyesto the floor. That wasn't a good thing | did, he signed dowly, his
eyes avoiding Forsythe's.

Of course it was, Forsytheinssted, leaning dightly over the desk so that his sgning would be
visblein Ronyon's periphera vison. What could be wrong with it?

Ronyon looked up again, hisface screwed up in anguish and confusion. It was just like telling
alie.

Forsythe pursed hislips. We've been through this, Ronyon, he reminded the other.
Remember? Thisis a very special, very precious gift that we've been given, and it'sour job to
protect it. You understand that, don't you?

Ronyon dropped his gaze to the floor again. | guess so.

Well, then, Forsythe continued, what better way to keep it safe than to hide it from people
who might want to steal it?

Ronyon shrugged, a hunching movement that reminded Forsythe of aturtle hiding under the edge
of itsshell. | don't know, hesigned at last. | just know it feelsjust like | do when | tell alie.

I know, Forsythe soothed. But think about what | told you, all right? If you do, I'm sure
you'll realize thisis the best way to keep our angel safe.

Okay. Ronyon swiped at hisnose. Okay. | guess | should give it back to you now?

He dug the angel pendant out of his pocket and started to get up. Just put it down there,
Forsythe sgned quickly. Underneath the cushion in that chair will do.



Ronyon looked at him, eyebrows raised in astonishment. It's the last place, Forsythe added,
that a thief would think to look for something as valuable as an angel. Right?

I don't know, Ronyon said, hisface fill puzzled. But he dutifully stuffed the pendant down the
Sde of the cushion, poking several times before the entire length of chain disappeared.

Thank you. Forsythe eyed him. There's still something bothering you.
Ronyon hunched another shrug. People are going to think I'm clumsy.

Forsythe hid asmile. That wonderfully smple mind of Ronyon's—straightforward, uncaculating,
concerned only with the surface effects of human interaction. Probably incapable of grasping theides,
even if Forsythe had wanted to try and explain it, that it was often atactica advantageto be
underestimated. Some of them might, he conceded. But not the people whose opinionsreally
matter. People like Mr. Pirbazari, for example, will just think you were nervous. They know
things like that just happen sometimes. No one remember s them for long. Really.

Ronyon swallowed. | guess.

Then let's put it behind us and get to work, Forsythetold him, putting some executive
firmnessinto hisface and fingers. There's supposed to be a studio somewhere around here for my
use. | want you to go find it and see what it's like. Okay?

Okay. Ronyon levered himself out of the chair, dready looking happier. I'll go find out
everything. Should | tell Mr. Mils, then?

That's a good idea, Forsythe agreed. And then you can come and tell me, too.
Okay.

Forsythe watched him hurry out of the office, marveling at how easy it wasto cheer up the big
man. A little praise, alittle job, and al worrieswere as good as forgotten.

Helooked down at the chair Ronyon had been ditting in, and his smile faded.

Hed doneit. In plain view of the entire High Senate held switched areal angel pendant for a
masterfully constructed fake one. And, for good measure, he had worn the fake in public long enough
for everyone to be absolutely convinced he was properly under itsinfluence.

The charade had gotten off to an excellent tart. Now al he had to do was make sureit didn't
come crashing down around his ears.

Which meant, for Sarters, that he was going to have to find a better hiding placefor the redl
pendant than under achair cushion. Far enough away from him, but at the same time not too far.
There were stories of people who could sense the presence of angelsfrom asfar astwo meters away,
and he couldn't risk having one of them sitting there wondering what had gone wrong with his persona
radar.

But there would be timefor dl that later. The important god, that he stay uncontaminated, had



been achieved.
There was atap at the door. "Come," Forsythe called.
Pirbazari poked his head into the office. "Y ou have time for aquick item from the Skeeter?”
Forsythe waved himin. "Let me guess. Another intruson by the Pax.”

"Yes, dr," Pirbazari sad grimly, crossing the room and handing Forsythe acyl. "From the
configuration, lookslike another mid-sized warship.”

"Any shooting?' Forsythe asked, plugging the cyl into his reader.

"Not thistime," Pirbazari said. "Of coursg, it was only in the net for about forty seconds before
they 'pulted it out."

"Forty secondsis plenty of timeto shoot if they'd wanted to.”
"Agreed,” Pirbazari nodded. "Which impliesthey didn't want to."

The record of the encounter came up on the screen, and Forsythe took a minute to watch it. The
Pax ship camein, moved around alittle asif trying to get out of the focus, then disappeared asit was
catapulted out of the system.

Exactly the same thing that had happened to the last Pax ship. And the one before that. " That
makes, what, three shipsin two weeks?' he asked, backing up to the best view of the Pax ship and
freezing theimage.

"Right,” Pirbazari said. "Counting that big mongtrosity, the Komitadji."

Forsythe glared at the display. " One ship might just be harassment. But not three. What do you
suppose they're up to?'

"I'm not sure." Pirbazari leaned over the desk to tap at Forsythe's keyboard. "But this may be
ggnificant: the shipsdl went to different nets.”

Forsythe frowned at the display. "Coincidence?' he asked, though he was pretty sure what the
answer would be.

"I doubt it, dir," Pirbazari shook his head. "Y ou have to come from a particular direction to be
caught by aparticular net. That, or wait until the one you want has moved around in its orbit."

Forsythe rubbed hisfingers gently on his desktop. Pirbazari wasright, of course... and to hit
each of three different quadrants from asfar away asthe Pax would take careful selection of catapult
launch sitesindeed. "They'relooking for something," he said. "But what?'

"Wreckage from the Komitadji, maybe?' Pirbazari suggested. "Y ou'll remember EmDef had to
do afast recdibration on that one. Could be they did it too fast and wound up sending the thing
through agtar after dl.”



"We can dways hope," Forsythe grunted. "But in that case, shouldn't a single reconnoiter have
been enough to show the ship wasn't destroyed at Lorelei? And shouldn't the follow-up ship have
been sent to the same net?!

"Therés another possibility.” Pirbazari hesitated. "1t could be they're mapping out the system.
Defenses, belt mining and refinery centers, comm foca points. Maybe even Lorde itsdf; weredly
don't know how good their opticsare.”

Forsythe stared up at him, a cold knot settling into his ssomach. ™Y ou redize what you're saying."

Pirbazari met his gaze steedily. "Y es, Sr. Pre-invasion reconnai ssance.”

Forsythe looked back at the display. "And they've even turned our own net system against us,”
he sad. "Using it to get maximum coverage with minimum effort. Clever bastards.”

Pirbazari nodded. "Anyway, | thought it might help you to have this before the joint
Resource/Commerce mesting this afternoon.”

"Yes. Thank you." Forsythe glanced at hiswatch. "Do me afavor, will you? Pull up the report
we wrote and integrate this new materia intoit. Y ou have a copy?'

"Yes, gr," Pirbazari said. "Incidentaly, | dso checked on the media coverage of the ceremony
thismorning as you asked.”

"My father's name come up?"'
"Inevitably," the other said dryly. "But they didn't play on him nearly as much asthey could have.
The generd consensus these days seemsto be that his resignation was areasonable and legitimate act

of conscience.”

Forsythe snorted. " Generous of them to dlow him hisethics,” he said scornfully. "Maybe they've
forgotten that was even possible before the angels came dong.”

"Sure couldn't prove it by some of them,” Pirbazari agreed. "Mostly, though, they left your father
aone and focused on your own record and prospectsin the High Senate.”

Forsythe nodded. "I hope they didn't dump too much on Ronyon for dropping the angel."

"Not abit," Pirbazari said with asmile. "Infact, | don't think more than two or three of them
even mentioned it. Whatever anyone thinks of you or your palitics, everybody likes Ronyon."

"He'san eminently likable person,” Forsythe said. So there went the last potentid snag with this
wholething. If the mediahad been even dightly suspicious, they might picked &t it until it came
unraveled.

But as Pirbazari said, everyone liked Ronyon.

"At least we're done with the pomp and ceremony,” he went on. "Let's get that report ready.”



"Right," Pirbazari said, moving toward the door. "Maybeit'll be enough to findly get some
action.”

"Let'shope s0," Forsythe said as the other pulled open the door. Because if it doesn't, he
added darkly to himsdlf, they may not get another chance. Not before there are Pax troops on
Lorelei.

"...50 the bottom line here," High Senator Bjani of Uhuru said, douching back in his chair and stabbing
apair of fingers at the graphs held put up on the centrd display, "isthat the decision to move most of
the hyperspace nets further out in their respective systems has played more havoc with shipping than
we origindly thought it would. So much so that if they don't get some sort of rdlief the smallest
companies are likely to go under within the next few months." He sent a questioning look around the
table. " Suggestions?’

Forsythe looked around the table, too, carefully keeping his mouth shut. As the newest member
of the Resource Development Committee it redly wasn't his place to respond firg, particularly not ina
joint meeting with fifteen other High Senators present. But from the graphs the Commerce people had
drawn up it was clear that the proper approach would be to strike a deal between the shippers and
the various mining interests.

And the psychologica leverage, he knew from long experience, would go to whoever first
offered the suggestion. He threw a glance at old Mleru Jossarian beside him, hoping the senior Lorelel
representative here would be fast enough to jump on it before anyone else did.

Hewasnt. "It seems pretty obvious,” Schmid of Balmora spoke up. "If those graphs areright,
the bulk of the problem liesin the cost of minera shipments, principally those from the Lorelel asteroid
mines. Perhgps the gentlemen from Lorele could offer some help.”

"I'm surewe can," Jossarian nodded sagedly. "A modest adjustment of profit margins viathe tax
structure should take care of it. | can have the proper papers drawn up and sent to the entire High
Senatefor vote by tomorrow morning. Then dl it'll take—"

Forsythe'stongue unfroze. "Just aminute,” he said.
The entire table looked at him. ™Y ou have something, Mr. Forsythe?" Jossarian asked mildly.

Forsythe stared at him, tongue threatening to freeze up again. Couldn't Jossarian see it?"Sir, we
can't just give away Lorde's profits," hetold the other, kegping hisvoice low. "Certainly not without
getting something in exchange. The mgority of the shipping companies are headquartered here on
Uhuru—we need a solid commitment, in print, from Mr. Bjani and his people before—"

"Please." Jossarian patted Forsythe's hand, giving him an indulgent smile. "Excuse us,” he said to
therest of thetable. Y ou'll haveto forgive my colleague; he's new to how we do things here. Asl
said, | should be able to get avote on this by tomorrow afternoon and the orders sent to Lorelel by
the next day.” Helooked at Bjani. "Will afifteen percent reduction be acceptable?’

"It should,” the other said, tapping keys on hisboard. The curves on the display flattened



noticesbly. "Very acceptableindeed,” he nodded. "It will, of course, put astrain on your mining
licensees, particularly the smaller companies. My numbersindicate afive percent reduction in
equipment transport fees by our licensed shipping companies should be adequate compensation.”

Jossarian was dready busy with hisown board. "Looks good,” he said. "Though I'll need to run
the numbers a bit more carefully to be sure.”

Bjani nodded. "Certainly. Cal me whenever you're done and well double-check them together.”

Jossarian looked at Forsythe. "Y ou see?' he said gently. "It al getsdone. And in amuch more
cvilized fashion."

"Indeed," Forsythe murmured. Y es, the High Senate was indeed civilized. Civilized and peaceful;
and if thiswas arepresentative example of their work, highly productive besides.

And it chilled him gtraight to the bone.

Because it wasn't breeding or smiles or even efficiency that made agood palitician. It was,
ingtead, the absolute, sngle-minded goa of protecting and nurturing his congtituents interests.

And you never protected those interests by giving something away for free. Never.

It didn't matter that Bjani had turned around and granted the Lorelei minersa quid pro quo out
of the goodness of his heart. It didn't even matter that the proposed trade-off would probably benefit
the Empyrean as awhole. What mattered was that Jossarian had been sent to Uhuru to do ajob. And
he hadn't doneit.

Forsythe dropped his gaze from Jossarian's placid face to the sparkling crysta resting against his
chest. Once, he knew, Jossarian had been one of the best politicians on Lorelel, aman hisfather had
always talked about with respect and admiration.

But that was before the angels.

"Wel," Bjani said, glancing at hisdisplay. "I believe that completesal the old businesswe had
on linefor this afternoon. Does anyone have any new businessthey'd careto bring up?'

Forsythe braced himsdf. "Yes, gr, | have" hesaid. "I'd like to draw the joint committee's
attention to my report on the recent Pax incursionsinto the Lorelel system. Asa Pax invasion would
impact rather severely on both commerce and resources,” he added quickly, to forestall the obvious
objection, "l fed it'swithin the province of thisassembly to at least discussthe matter."”

Therewas abrief shuffle of what might have been discomfort around the table. Bjani remained
unperturbed. "I've read your report, Mr. Forsythe," he acknowledged. "Aswell asyour conclusions.
Setting aside the question of whether thisis, indeed, aproper forum for such adiscussion, it seemsto
me that you're perhapstaking al of thisalittle too serioudy."

Forsythe stared a him. "Too serioudy? With al due respect, Mr. Bjani, | find it highly unlikely
that the Pax isthrowing all these shipsat Lordlel just for the fun of it."



" 'All these ships isardative term, Mr. Forsythe," Bjani said soothingly. "Three shipsin two
weeks hardly qudifiesasaninvasion fleet."

"They'renot likely to just keep escaating numbers until they happen to have enough to do the
job," Forsythe countered. "They're dso not going to give up the services of three warshipsfor severa
months unless they stand to gain something equaly vauable from it. They're up to something... andin
my opinion, that something can only be a pre-invasion reconnaissance.”

"Y our opinion, and that of former EmDef Commander Pirbazari aswell, | note," Rodrez of
Sadhai rumbled, hisfingers playing across the scan buttons on his display. "1 see he co-authored this

report.”

"Hedid," Forsythe said. "And | would hope that, given his experience and reputation, hisviews
on military matterswould carry even more weight with the High Senate than mine do.”

"None of us meansto belittle Commander Pirbazari's qudifications" Bjani said. "Nor yours, for
that matter. It'ssmply that, in our opinion, you're both missing the point.”

“That point being?"

"That the Pax can't take over the Empyrean,” Bjani said, hisvoice quietly confident. "And that
they know it."

Forsythe conscioudy unclenched histeeth. "Perhaps you've forgotten the first ship they sentin
two weeks ago, the Komitadiji," hesaid. "That ship could, in al probability, havetaken Lorele al by
itsdf.”

"And what happened to it?' Bjani shrugged. "It failed to make even adent in the EmDef forces
arrayed againg it before being 'pulted.”

"That'snot victory," Forsythe said bluntly. "That's aholding action. Read your history, Mr.
Bjani—no one has ever given up territorid ambitions just becauseit looked like it would take some
time and effort to achieve them."

"I have read my history, Mr. Forsythe," Bjani said, adight edge cregping into hisvoice. "And
perhaps territory isindeed what the Pax once wanted. But not anymore. What they want now is
profit.”

"Y ou've never dedlt directly with the Pax," Jossarian murmured from beside Forsythe. "We
have; and we understand them. They love money—love it so much, infact, that their entire politica
sructureisbuilt on that basis. And the leaders are fully aware that to conquer the Empyrean will cost
them far more than they stand to gain.”

"Normad military tactics smply can't handle the existence of hyperspace nets,” Hammura of
Sergph put in. "Werelike a pre-aircraft mountain nation with only a handful of roads leading in. Easy
to defend, incredibly hard to attack.”

"Certainly the Pax isup to something,” Bjani said. "They'retrying to rattle us, hoping well get
nervous enough to negotiate away concessionsthey can't win by force." Helocked eyeswith



Forsythe. "But they won't succeed, because we have a strength the Pax can never understand. Our
unity. We have no cracksfor them to drive wedges into; no factions and jealousies for them to split
off and exploit. Unity in mind, and purpose, and heart.”

"And dl dueto the angels,” Forsythe muttered, the bitter taste of defeat in his mouth.

"Indeed,” Bjani nodded, asmal smileon hisface. "Thisisaturning point in mankind's path, Mr.
Forsythe. Y ou've read history. Now watch it being made."

Helooked around the table. "Now. Any other new business?’

It took until late that night; but by 11:30 Forsythefindly had his computer system set up to search all
information nets and officid channdsfor ongoing research work on angels and Angelmass.

Perhaps, he thought more than once during that long evening, the Pax propagandawasin fact
true. Perhapsthe angel s redlly were robbing the Empyrean's leaders of their humanity. He didn't
know. What he did know was that, for whatever reason, the members of the High Senate had lost the
ability to fight for their peopl€e's best interests. Perhagpsfor their very survival.

And it was those same | eaders who were determined to flood the Empyrean with even more

angels

Leaning back in his chair, Forsythe keyed for atest run-through of his new system. Somewhere
out there, buried amid al the studies being done on the angels, there must be something that would
give him ahandle on stopping thisquiet invasion.

He only hoped he could find it beforeit wastoo late.

CHAPTER 12

"Thefirg thing you learn out here," Orninasaid, stepping over to the table with the dinner trays, "is
that for angel hunters patience isn't just avirtue. It's an absolute necessity.”

"I'm gtarting to redize that," Chandris said, accepting her tray.

And then nearly dropping it as yet another horrible crack! snapped through the Gazelle,
somewhere behind her head. Like the whole nurking ship was coming apart, over and over and
over...

Crack! "Nurk it," she snarled, wincing at the bite sheld just taken out of her tongue. "Don't
those ever stop?'

"Not aslong aswere near Angelmass,” Orninasaid, stirring some sugar into her tea. "Just keep
reminding yoursdlf that they're completely harmless." She eyed Chandris over thetop of her cup.
"And be thankful you are hearing them," she said, her voice going dark. "The only time you don't hear



gammarray sparks out here is when there's something's serioudy wrong with your eectronics.”

"I'll keep that in mind," Chandris muttered, more sarcastically than shed meant to be. Therewas
another crack—

Settle down, nurk it, she snarled at hersdf, wondering what the hell waswrong with her. Less
than half aday into thistrack and she was aready ready to pop the cord on it.

Or, rather, would have been ready if thered been any way to do it. Out here, millions of
kilometers from Seraph or anywhere else, there weren't alot of placesto run.

Was that what was bothering her? The fact that there was nowhere to run?
"Sorry about the food qudity,” Orninasaid.

Chandris snapped out of her thoughts, redlized she'd been picking idly at the pasty food on her
tray. "It'sfine" shesad, trying amouthful.

"Y ou'retoo generous,” Orninasaid dryly. "Unfortunately, the diet is another of those thingsyou
have to get used to out here. When you spot an angel there's never enough time to get meals or drinks
stowed away before you kill ship'srotation and zip off after it. This chegp zero-gee stuff stayswith the
trays better than real food woul d—makes the cleanup afterward easier.”

"l undergtand,” Chandris said, taking another bite. It was till better than alot of the medls shed
eaten in her lifetime. "How long before that happens? That we spot an angdl, | mean?”

"A few days," Orninasaid, digging into her own mea with an enthusiasm that belied her apology
for it. Maybe she'd eaten worse in her lifetime, too. "Gabrid's pay scae presupposesthat it'll take an
average huntership four days out here to capture one.”

Four days. Chandrisfelt her somach tighten up at the thought. Eleven hours out here and
aready she wasfaling apart. And she was supposed to do three and a half more days of it?"What
happensif you don't find one in that time?' she asked, though she had a pretty good ideawhat the
answer was going to be.

Shewasright. "We stay until we do," Orninasaid around amouthful of food. "Sometimesyou hit
an angel thefirst hour out of the net; other times you don't find onefor aweek. It dl evensout.”

"l seg," Chandris murmured. With asigh, she scooped another mouthful of the paste onto her
Spoon—

And, abruptly, awailing siren plit theair.
Chandriss teeth spasmed down on the spoon, sending ajolt of pain through her jaw. "What—?"

"Acceleration darm,” Orninasnapped, dready on her feet. She dapped the lid down on her cup
and charged for the door. "Come on—weve got one."

The Gazelles rotation was gone by the time they reached the control cabin. "Strap in,” Hanan



barked over his shoulder as Chandris got agrip on her chair and jammed her butt ungracefully down
into it. Ornina, with farther to go to her own seat, was dready strapped in. "Here we go—"

The Gazell€'s engines roared, and Chandris had to struggle for a second to get the last strap
fastened. Swinging her display over in front of her, she keyed for an echo of Ornina's board. "What
do you want meto do?' she called over the engine noise.

"Get on the backup tracker,” Orninasaid, her voice taut. "I'll figure the vector—you
double-check me."

"Right." Another gammearray crack flashed momentary white on Chandrissdigplay; thistime,
she hardly noticed it. On the main display was what looked like a blizzard of white, with hundreds of
computer-cal culated spirals superimposed on top of it. And in the very center, itstrace fill being
drawn...

"Got it," she muttered under her breath. The procedure, memorized from the Gazell€'s manuds,
was clear enough in her mind. But her fingers were inexperienced, and she found hersdlf fumbling at
the keyboard. Swesting, she tried to keep up with Ornina.

Abruptly, the engines cut back, and Chandriss ribs were squeezed againgt the side of her seat as
the Gazelle swung to theright. "Losing chargefadt,” Orninasaid tightly. "Neutrd in maybefifteen
seconds.”

"Almogt there," Hanan told her. "Chandris?'

"I'monit,” Chandris cdled back. An arrow had appeared at the growing end of the angdl's
spiral now, itsdirection congtantly changing even asthe spiral began to both fade and straighten ouit.
A pseudo cloud-chamber effect, the manua had called this, with ultra-sengitive detectors utilizing
Angelmasss own particle radiation as background; but Chandris didn't have to understand it to know
what it meant. The angel was picking up lots of other particles, losing the eectrical charge that madeit
detectable. If that happened before they could figure out itsfind direction, they would loseiit.

"Scoop'sready,” Hanan said. "Time?"

"Five seconds,” Orninatold him. "Four, three, two, one—"

Thetrace, agtraight line now, disappeared from Chandriss display.

"—neutrd."

"Right," Hanan muttered. "' Scooping now."

Chandrislistened hard, but the only sound she could hear was the hum of the magnetic field
generators and the cracks of gamma-ray sparks. "What happensif we don't get it on the first try?”
she asked. "Isthere any way to get a second shot at it?"

"Not usualy,” Orninasaid, hunched tautly over her board. "Between thetida forces, gravity, and
the solar wind, most neutralized angdls eventualy end up faling back into Angemass.”



Beside her, Hanan straightened up. "Did we get it?" Chandris asked.

"Don't know," he said. "We scooped about a hundred meters along itslast trgjectory, but with
all the other particles and radiation out there for it to have scattered off of there's no guarantee it was
dill there

"We picked up just under four micrograms of material in the scoop,” Orninaadded, turning to
face Chandris. "The analyzer isrunning through al of it now. If theangd'sin there—"

She was interrupted by a sudden two-toned beep from her board. "Ther€lll be abeep,” Hanan
finished for her as Ornina spun back around. "Something like that one." He smiled a Chandris, some
of thelinesin hisface smoothing out as he did so. "We have it?'

"We haveit," Orninaconfirmed, undoing her strgps. "'If you want to come down with me,
Chandris," she added as she floated free of the chair, "I'll show you how to extract it from the
collection bin and stow it in astorage box for transport.”

"Thanks, but | think I'll savethat for next time," Chandris said, unfastening her own straps.
"Someone ought to head back to the kitchen and clean up what'sleft of our dinner.”

"Y ou don't haveto do that,” Hanan told her.
"No," Ornina agreed, pausing at the control cabin door. "We can tackle that together later.”

"l ingg," Chandrissaid firmly. "I haven't been alot of heptoyou sofar. Theleast | candoisa
little manud labor."

Orninaglanced a Hanan, shrugged. "Okay," shesad. "Seeyou later.”

It would have been extremdy ussful, Chandris thought regretfully as sheleft the control cabin, to
seethe actua procedure used for storing these angels. But in this case it was aluxury she couldn't
afford. Back on the Xirrus she'd aways assumed sheld have at least a couple of daysto worm
through whatever security they had around the angel and scoreit. But with Seraph only a couple of
hours away by catapult, her first and only chance was going to be right now.

She bypassed the kitchen, heading instead down the corridor to asmall room the floorplans had
identified as amachine shop. It took only aminute to find a multiscrewdriver and small wrench and
dip them down her coverdls. However the angel box was set up, those two tools ought to be enough
togetintoit.

And if they werent...

For along moment she stared at the small cutting torch, astrange fedling in the pit of her
stomach. She'd used asimilar one once before, and knew it made a good weapon. But for some
reason...

The sudden roar of the Gazelles engines startled her out of her thoughts. "Nurk," she muttered
to hersdf, grabbing the torch and stuffing it into her coveralswith the other tools. There were, she
knew, two way's to approach the angel collection section at the Gazelle's underside. Acting on the



assumption that Orninawould have taken the most direct route from the control cabin, Chandris went
the other, longer way.

She approached cautioudy, aert for sounds. But the entire section seemed to be deserted. A
good sign; it implied that the storage procedure was asimple one.

Of coursg, if Ornina had headed to the kitchen afterwards instead of back to the control cabin...
Impatiently, Chandris shook the thought out of her mind. Intwo hoursit wouldn't matter in the
dightest what the Daviees thought of her.

The collection bin was right where the floorplans had put it: amassive and oddly complicated
looking thing built into one of the inner walls of the storeroom. Digging the tools out of her coverals,
shelaid them on the floor and started looking for the best way in.

"It won't do you any good, you know."

Chandris spun around, the sudden movement in the Gazell€'s low gravity throwing her off
bal ance and dropping her to one knee. Her hand lanced out blindly to snatch up the torch.

They were there: Hanan and Ornina both, standing just inside the door. " Stay back,” Chandris
ordered.

"All right," Hanan said camly, showing her hisempty hands. "Don't be afraid. We're not going to
hurt you."

"I'm not afraid,” Chandris gritted. "If anyone's going to get hurt, it's going to be you two."

Hanan nodded. "We understand.” He gestured toward the box behind her. "Orninasright,
though. Taking the angd won't gain you anything.”

"I'll worry about that, if you don't mind,” Chandris said, ssomach beginning to churn as she tried
to figure out what the hell she was going to do now. Disassembling the angdl box whiletrying to hold
them both at bay would be well-nigh impossible.

The box, hell. How was she supposed to bring the damn ship back to Seraph by hersdf?

They were il just standing there. Still just watching her. 1 don't want to hurt you," shetold
them, fedling sweat collecting on her forehead. "All | want isthe angd.”

"And what are you going to do with it?' Ornina asked.

Chandrisglared a her. "Don't play stupid,” she snarled. "I'm going to sl it, of course.”
"Towhom?'

Chandris opened her mouth... closed it again. "I'll find someone.”

"No," Hanan shook his head. "There aren't any fencesfor stolen angels, Chandris. No fences, no
black markets—no unofficial marketsat dl, for that matter. The only people who buy angels arethe



Gabrid Corporation; and even they don't give out real money for them. All we get isacredit line
againgt goods and services, and it's good only on Seraph.”

Thetorch in her hand seemed to be growing heavier; with an effort, Chandris kept it pointed at
them. "Then | suppose I'll have to take your ship,” she growled.

Hanan cocked an eyebrow. "Having never flown one before?' he asked pointedly.

"Who saysI've never flown before?’

He sghed. "Come on, Chandris. We may come across as hopelesdy naive, but we're not stupid.
We're perfectly aware that you've been lying ever since you came aboard last night. If you'd redly
gone through a spaceship training course you'd have known far more about Angelmass and black
holesin generd than you do."

"And," Orninaadded, "you wouldn't have arrived on Sergph as astowaway.”

Aninvisble cord seemed to knot itsalf around Chandrissthroat. "What are you taking about?!

"We're taking about Chandris Lalasha," Orninasaid. "Who boarded the spacdiner Xirrus a
Uhuru and disappeared, and was subsequently identified as afemale scowaway caught in the
upper-class section, who escaped from custody at the Magasca spaceport.”

"Leaving awhole bunch of security typeslooking likeidiots" Hanan added with agrin.

Chandrisfelt cold dl over. They knew. And if they'd called for help before coming down here...
"When did you find out?"

"The news report came through yesterday afternoon,” Orninasaid gently. "It included severa
pictures

For along moment the only sounds in the room were the muffled roar of the engines and the
thudding of Chandriss own heart. "Y ou'relying,” she managed at last. "Y ou didn't know. Y ou
couldnt have."

"Why not?' Ornina asked.

"Becauseif you had you wouldn't have let me anywhere near your ship,” Chandris retorted.
"You'd have cdled the policeand I'd be sitting in acell.”

Orninashrugged. "Whichismore or lesswhy we didn't call them. Because you'd have wound up
inacdl."

Chandris snorted. " Save your sympathy. I've been in cells before, plenty of them. They've never
hurt meyet."

"Maybe." Orninas eyes were steady on her. "But they don't seem to have helped you much,
ether.”



Chandris|ooked back and forth between them, surviva ingtincts bettling with an inexplicable
rush of persond pride. If the Daviessreally had known who shewas|ast night, then they werealot
softer than she'd first thought. She could switch back to the poor, helpless, victimized little girl role;

play for sympathy—

The pridewon out. "And | suppose you thought you could do better?' she snarled. "Well, do me
afavor and don't bother. Even Barrio food goes down easier than charity.”

For thefirgt time Ornina's face hardened. "I suggest you lose that word right now, girl," she said
tartly. "Charity means giving things away for free, and that isthe absolute last thing you're going to
find here. Flying and maintaining a huntership takes hard work, and lots of it. If you decideto Stay
you'rejolly well going to pull your weight."

Chandris glared back at her... and then, abruptly, the words registered. The words, and the offer
behind them. "What are you talking about?' she demanded uneasily.

"We're talking about offering you ajob," Hanan said. "Unless, of course, you'd rather keep
running.”

Chandris stared at him, a creepy sensation crawling up her back. There was atrap here—there
had to be. "Why?' she asked, gdling for time.

"Why not?' Hanan countered. "'Y ou're afast learner, you have aterrific memory for details, and
you're obvioudy willing to put alot of effort into getting what you want.”

Chandristhrew aquick look over her shoulder, half expecting to see someone there sneaking up
on her. But there was nothing but ablank wall. "Y ou called someone," she accused them. "Y ou've got
apolice ship or something coming alongside.”

Ornina shook her head. "We haven't called anyone. No one knows about you but us." Her gaze
dropped briefly to Chandriss hand. "So | guess you've got adecision to make."

Chandrislooked down at the torch. There was atrap here. Somewhere. "What if | say no?"

"Well, it cuts down abit on the number of possible choices," Hanan said. "All you'l haveto
decide then iswhether to kill usand try to fly thistub yoursdlf, or eselet usfly you back to Seraph
and gart running again.”

"And of courseyou promise not to turn mein," Chandris spat, even as her somach gave an
extratwigt. That was the second time Hanan had specificaly mentioned running. Did they know more
about her than they were letting on?"'1've heard that before, too."

Orninaseemed to pull hersaf up to her full height. "Well, then, maybe thiswill make the decison
eader.” Extending her hand, she started forward.

She got three steps before Chandris shook off the sheer unexpectedness of it. "Hold it!" she
snapped, jerking the torch for emphasis. "Go back or I'll burnyou. | mean it!”

Orninadidn't even break stride. "It'sdl right,” she said, her voice soothing. "We're not going to



hurt you. And you don't redly want to hurt us."

"Stay there," Chandris ordered... but even to her own ears the words sounded more like a plea
than acommand. "Stay there or I'll kill you. | swear I'l kill you."

"Yourenot akiller,” Orninatold her firmly. Reaching out, she took the torch from Chandris's
suddenly nervelessfingers.

Chandristook a shuddering breath, an empty feding twisting her ssomach. So it wasover... and
now when it wastoo late, she saw the trap. Something in the room—gas or drug or hypnot—had
drained her of her will and strength. All that talk had just been them gtalling, just like sheld thought,
until it could take effect. "So what happens now?"' she asked hitterly. ™Y ou drop me off at the big
spider, or do | get to be strapped to my bed al the way to Seraph?”’

Hanan rolled hiseyesthedtricaly. "Why," he asked the celling, "does this dways have to be so
complicated?' He lowered his gaze to Chandris. "I'd like to fed we're at least making some progress.
Can we assume that you've scratched the option of killing us and stealing the Gazelle?"

"You'rered funny," Chandris snarled.

"Thank you," Hanan said, tilting hishead in adight bow. "I'm a so tired and extremely hungry.
Could we please try and get this settled?"

Chandris stared at him. Looked at Ornina. Back at Hanan. "Y ou mean it," she said, her voice
sounding distant in her ears. "Y ou redly meaniit.”

"Weredly meanit,” Hanan nodded.
Chandris shook her head. "Y ou're crazy. Both of you. Completely crazy.”
"Why?' Orninaasked. "Because we offer ajob to someone who obvioudy needs one?!

"I've got ajob," Chandris snapped, the unredlity of it suddenly dapping her inthe face. "l sted
from people. And sometimes | even kill them.”

Orninaraised her eyebrows and lifted the torch, just alittle. "Well, | threaten to kill them,
anyway," Chandris muttered.

"So cdl it acareer change," Hanan suggested. " The one you're in hasn't got much of afuture,
you know."

Chandrisfelt hersalf teetering. It was dmost too good to betrue...

No. It was too good to be true. "Maybe there's not much future in scoring,” she growled. "Buit at
least | don't have to work with crazy peopleall day."

Hanan's face collapsed into alook of hurt innocence. "Crazy? Me?"

"Quiet, Hanan," Orninatold him. "What makes you think we're crazy?'



Chandris snorted. " Offering ajob to someone who'sjust threatened to kill you springsto mind.”

Hanan shook his head. " Ah, the egocentricity of youth." He fixed Chandris with a steedy gaze.
"Y ou don't redly think yourethefirst oneto try this, do you?'

"What do you mean?"'

"Hemeans," Orninasaid evenly, "that you're the sixth person to come aboard the Gazelle inthe
past four years hoping to stedl an angel from us.”

An hour earlier, Chandris would have laughed out loud at the very idea of these passive, bloated
soft touches fending off five hungry thieves. Now, somehow, it didn't even occur to her to question the
satement. "What happened to them?”

"Two accepted our offer,” Orninasaid. "They stayed afew months each before getting better
jobs and moving on. The other three disappeared as soon as we returned them to Seraph.”

"One of them did eventualy get an honest job, though," Hanan offered. "We got aletter from
him just two weeks ago."

"Y ou seg, that'sthe basic flaw in the whole idea of stedling angels” Orninasaid. "Angels change
you. | know there are people who don't believe that, people who think the angel program is some sort
of massve con game Gabriel and the High Senate are running on the Empyrean. But they redly do
work." Sheindicated the torch in her hand. ™Y ou'reliving proof of that."

Chandrislooked at the massive box behind her, acold shiver running up her back. Sheld been
near the angel for barely ten minutes now...

Hanan might have been reading her mind. "No, no—they'refast, but not that fast,” he assured
her. "Takes severa hours of close contact, weve found, before these ingrained criminal tendencies
even start to fade away."

Chandris stared at him... and, suddenly, it clicked. "Y ou have another angel aboard.”

"I told you you were smart," Hanan said, nodding. "Y es, it's one we found about Six years ago.
The second in that particular trip, which amost never happens.”

"Why didn't you turnit in?"

Hanan shrugged. "We dmost did. We talked about taking a nice vacation somewhere, or
upgrading some of our equipment. But then we thought about the trips where you spend two weeks at
Angemass and come home empty anyway, so we decided to hang onto it. Asit happened—" He
looked at Ornina, shrugged again. "We just sort of never needed to useit.”

Chandriseyed him. "Besideswhich, if you sold it you couldn't afford to let drifterslike me
anywhere near your ship?'

Orninasmiled. "Anyone ever tell you you have acynica streak, Chandris?' she asked.



"Anyoneever tdl you that you're apair of open-faced soft touches?' Chandris countered.

"Many times," Hanan nodded. "The other angel hunters, mostly. But, then, they thought | was
crazy before, so it wasn't that much of achange.”

"If you'd like," Orninasaid, "you can wait until we get back to Sergph to make up your mind."

Chandris shook her head. "No," she said, taking adeep breath. "No, I'm ready now. If youll
redly have me... | guessI'll stay. For awhile, &t least.”

"Wonderful,” Orninasmiled. A genuine amile, Chandris noted, without any of that smug
charity-type condescension she hated so much.

"Wonderful, indeed,” Hanan agreed. " So. Can | have my dinner now?"

"Yes, you can have your dinner," Orninasaid with that exaggerated-patience look she did so
well. "Just as soon as you confirm the autocourse and Chandrisand | get the kitchen cleaned up.” She
looked at Chandris, cocked her head to the side. "Or would you prefer usto cal you something else
now?'

Chandris shook her head. " 'Chandris isfine. It'sascloseto ared name as| have anymore.”

"Well, then, Chandris" Orninasaid. "Like | said before, therésalot of work involved in running
ahuntership. Let'sget toit.”

After dl, Chandristold herself as she followed Orninadown the corridor toward the kitchen, it
wasn't like she had anywhere e se to go a the moment. She might just aswell hide out here asto try
and find something better.

And besides, if sheleft now shewould never know just exactly what the hidden catch to this
ded was. Sheredly ought to hang around until the Davieestried to spring it on her. Just for curiogity's
sake.

CHAPTER 13

Across the darkened room, a door opened. "Commodore?' an al-too-familiar voice called.
Commodore Lleshi Sghed. "Comein, Mr. Telthorst," he said.

"Thank you." The door did shut, and the Adjutor's shadowy figure started acrossthe floor, just
vigble againg the sarsturning dowly beneath them. "Quiteaview," Telthorst commented. "What is
this place, anyway?'

"Visua Command Operations Center,” Lleshi told him, giving the room's officiad designation.
Not that anyone aboard ship actualy caled it that, of course. Pompous officid titles were reserved for
usewith equaly pompous visiting dignitaries



"Ah," Tdthorst said, diding achair over next to Lleshi'sand sitting down. "The military equivadent
of an observation deck, | suppose. That spinning must be hard to get used to."

"Not redly," Lleshi said, taking asip of histea "Wasthere anything in particular you wanted?'

"Asamatter of fact, therewas," Tdthorst said. "I understand adrop pod from Scintaracamein
this afternoon.”

"It cameinto the system, yes," Lleshi told him. "It arrived on the far Sde, though, so dl weve got
isaremote datadump.”

"Why haven't | received acopy?’

"The sgna wasrather messy," Lleshi said. "We got it decompressed, but then had to run it
through a scrubber to clean out the extraneous noise. Too hard to read otherwise."

"How thoughtful of you to take such good care of my eyes," the Adjutor said dryly. "Dare |
predict that thiswonderfully clean copy won't be available until after you send the wiring crews out?'

Lleshi braced himsdlf. Hereit came. "I've dready seen the unscrubbed version,” hetold
Tdthorgt. "There are no orders concerning your request.”

"No actual orders, no," Tdthorst agreed. "But they did authorize you to accept my
recommendation.”

Lleshi glared at him, awaste of effort in the dark. "Who told you that?"

"It doesn't matter,” Tethorst said, hisvoice hardening. "What mattersis that we now have the
go-ahead. And we're going to takeit."

"My crew isworking double shiftsto get this damn catapult put together,” Lleshi ground out.
"Shifting orbit now would cost usaminimum of two days. We'd haveto haul al the loose equipment
insde and tether the framework to the ship.”

"1t would have taken only fifteen hoursif you'd accepted my recommendation when | first made
it," Telthorst pointed out icily. "And if you let the actua wiring get started before you move, it could
take as much asaweek. | would think amilitary man like yoursdf wouldn't need to have the hazards
of procragtination pointed out to him."

"Itsawagte of time," Lleshi growled. "Of time, fuel, and effort. What's the point of moving the
catapult closer in to aplanet that'll never be developed anyway?'

In the dark, he sensed T thorst shake his head. With acondescending look on hisface, no
doubt. "Y ou continue to assume, Commodore,” the Adjutor said, hisvoice matching the imagined
expression, "that colonization isthe only practica usefor aplanet. I'm perfectly willing to concede that
the placeis probably too dark and chilly for most peoplestaste. Though | seem to remember the
Niflheim colony surviving nearly fifteen years under even more rigorous conditions than these."

Lleshi fet hislip twigt. Niflheim. "Oh, well, if you're going to define that as a profitable



development—"

"They built an extractor, refinery, and linac tube before they gave up,” Tdthorst cut him off
sharply. "The metal the Pax has taken off since then has more than made up for the cost of sending the
colony therein thefirst place. Anyway, thet's beside the point. The point isthat the probe shows
enough surface metas to more than make up for the cost of the time and fuel you're so concerned
with."

"And how do you put aprice tag on my crewers effort?' Lleshi demanded. "Or on their morale,
when | haveto tdll them to unravel some of the hard work they've done just so you can move the
Komitadji around?'

"Moraeisnot my concern, Commodore,” Telthorst sngpped. "But money is. Thisisa
monstroudy huge ship, with atotally unreasonable dice of the military budget required to keep it
flying. Like everything esein the universe, it'srequired to earn itskeep.”

"We're going to give you the Empyrean,” Lleshi retorted. "lsan't that enough earningsfor you?”'

"It might be," Telthorst said. "I | was assured that we'd get the entire package in undamaged
condition. But as you yoursdlf have pointed out, theré's no way to guarantee that.”

Lleshi gared at the dark silhouette, an uncomfortable tightnessin histhroat. "Is that what thisis
al about? That Hellfire smulation weran back at Lorele?!

"That, and the various scorched-ground s mulations you've run since then,” Telthorst said. "And
don't bother denying it. | may not be military, but I know how to keep track of what goes on around
rm”

"l don't deny it," Lleshi growled, thefirgt stirrings of real anger swirling within him. "Our job, Mr.
Tethorgt, isto be prepared for anything that might conceivably happen in this operation. Anything.
Including planetary burn-offs, if that should become necessary.”

"It won't become necessary,” Tethorst told him, his voice soft but positive. "Trust me on that
one. I'll pull the Komitadji out and wait for another opportunity beforeI'll let you goinjust to
destroy.”

"You'll pull usout?'

"Y es, Commodore. Ultimately, you and this ship are responsible to the Supreme Senate... and
right now, asfar asyou're concerned, | am the Supreme Senate.”

"] don't accept that," Lleshi said. ™Y ou may represent them, but you have no direct authority
here. Thisis my ship, and | will give the orders aboard it."

He stopped, and asthe reverberations died away the room filled with abrittle slence. "You
know, Commodore, you worry me," Telthorst said at last. ™Y ou and your other military friends. You
asked the Pax to pour money into Kosta and his superfluouslittle fact-finding trip, and you got it. Y ou
asked usto risk the Komitad;ji to deliver him, and you got that, too. Y ou then asked usto risk three
other mgjor warshipsfor the rest of the Lorelei survey, and you got that. Now you balk at taking a



few extradays and alittle extraeffort to make future development of this system easier. And for no
better reason than that | asked you to do so."

"The Empyrean isadanger to the Pax," Lleshi said iffly. "Y ou've said so yoursdlf, on many
occasions. Alien influenced or not, those people aren't stupid—surely they know by now that we're
planning some kind of mgjor operation againgt them. Every unnecessary hour we Stay out here gives
them that much moretimeto prepare.”

"Weé're talking about afew extradays, Commodore," Telthorst reminded him. "Not ayear, not a
month: afew days. What difference can afew days possibly make?'

"Againg an unknown enemy?"' Lleshi countered. "A few hours can spell the difference between
victory and defeat. Sometimes even less than that.”

Tdthorst snorted. "Don't beridiculous. This ship isindestructible. The Empyreds haven't got
anything that can stand up to it, and we both know it. Scare tactics like that went out with the old
military warlords." In the darkness, Lleshi had the sense that the other was eyeing him thoughtfully.

"Y ou know, Commodore, in some ways you remind me of those warlords. Perhaps this ship has gone
to your head, given you the idea that you can do whatever you want without regard for costs or
budgets. It'samode of thinking the Pax has worked very hard to bring under control. I'd hate to see
isolated instances of it crop up and have to be dedlt with."

"] thought scare tactics were out of date,” Lleshi said coldly. "And asto the Komitadji, weve
always ddlivered exactly what's been asked of us. The Pax has been well repaid for what's been put
into this ship. And you know it."

Theroom fdl slent. Lleshi watched the stars rotate beneath them; the stars and, at one point in
the Komitadji's dow spin, the dazzling array of lights that was the embryonic catapullt.

When and how, he wondered, had the Adjutors risen to this kind of power and authority?
Certainly no such power had been given to them, at least not at first. They'd started out merely asa
corpsof professona mediators, calling themsalves Adjudicators, dedling with disputes between
warlords as the Pax dowly and painfully pulled itsdlf together after the Splinter Warsa century and a

haf ago.

What had happened between there and here? The history books said the Adjudicators had
shortened their title and shifted to advising the Pax on financid matters. That wastheir entire officia
standing even now, in fact.

But those who actudly dedt with them knew the truth. The Adjutors, far from being mere
advisers, had become a shadow government, with the fina word on how the Pax’s money was spent.

How had that happened? Lazy Senators, who relied more and more on their advisers analyses
and never bothered to check the figures themsalves, until they couldn't function without Adjutors at
their Sdes? Greedy Senators, who saw away to make extramoney on the sdeif afriendly Adjutor
could quietly shave afew thousand out of abudget and funnel the funds e sewhere? Stupid Senators,
who took their responsibilities so casudly that they del egated authority with the same thoughtless
atitude asif ordering lunch?



Lleshi didn't know. He doubted anyone knew, except perhaps the Adjutors themselves.

And they weren't talking. It was the victors, the saying went, who wrote the history. And, just as
importantly, who decided what not to write.

"l could forcetheissue," Telthorst said at last. "If | sent akick pod note out tonight, addressed
to certain partiesin the Supreme Senate, you'd have new orders within the next twelve hours. But I'd
rather not do it that way. For one thing, you'd hate mefor it, and | do so didike being hated.”

"Toolate," Lleshi murmured. "Y ou're dready an Adjutor.”

Telthorst seemed to consider rising to the bait, apparently decided againgt it. "The point is that
the Komitadiji is going to be moved," he said instead. "Y ou can give the order, or you can accept the
order. Which will it be?'

For along moment LIeshi was sorely tempted to cal the other's bluff. There was no reason for
Telthorst or any other Adjutor to be aboard the Komitadji in thefirst place, let donetrying to control
matters outside histunnd-visoned fied of expertise. Surely Telthorst's dleged friendsin the Supreme
Senate were smart enough to know that.

But the halways of the Supreme Senate were crawling with Adjutors. And if they gave Tdthorst
what they wanted instead of dapping him down...

Lleshi ground histeeth together, the bitter taste of defeat coating histongue. He couldn't risk it. If
Tethorst got officid sanction for this, it would create a precedent that would haunt every ship and
commander in the Pax until the heat-death of the universe. "I'll give you your near-orbit,” hetold
Tdthorgt, putting what little remained of hisdignity into hisvoice. "But not because I'm afraid of these
so-called friends of yours. I'll giveit to you asa persond favor. Thefirst and last such favor.”

"Thank you, Commodore,” Tethorst said smoothly. He wasn't fooled by the fancy words, of
course. But then, LIeshi hadn't redlly expected him to be. "I'll keep that in mind. So. Was there any
news on how the Lorele project iscoming? Or do | haveto find that out on my own, too?"

"It'srunning on schedule," Lleshi told him. "Thelast of the ships has gonein and vanished,
presumably catapulted someplace to hell and gone. I'm guessing well have the coordinates and orbit
for thelast net within another week."

"Then dl well haveto doiscrossour fingers," Telthorst said, asour edgeto hisvoice. "And
hope the cocoon is doing what it's supposed to and not just Sitting there with itsthumb in its nose.”

Lleshi smiled grimly in the darkness. Nice of Telthorst to bring up yet another instance where
Lleshi and the military Spec Ops people had gotten their way. "No way to know," he reminded the
other. "Any kind of progress reports from the cocoon would have drastically increased the chances of
discovery. Even spike-pulsed transmissions can be detected if the other sdeis clever or lucky
enough. I'm sure you wouldn't want such an expensive collection of hardwareto fal into Empyreal
hends."

"Yes, | remember the arguments” Telthorst said, histonefrosty. "l just don't relish the thought of
spending ancther four monthsin the middle of nowhereif this doesn't work."



Lleshi shrugged. "That's easily solved. Well smply drop you off a Scintarabeforethe
jump-off."

Telthorst snorted. "Y ou're too kind, Commodore. No, I'll be dong for theinvasion. If for no
other reason than to make sure you don't damage anything you don't haveto.”

LIeshi was saved the need to reply by achirp from hisintercom. "Bodini here, Commodore.
Y ou wanted to be informed when the find scrubbing was finished on that last drop pod.”

"Thank you, Ensign,” Lleshi said, getting to hisfeet. "I'm on my way." He moved toward the
door—

"Commodore?’

Lleshi haf turned back. "Y es?'

"Don't forget to enter the order for the Komitadji's course change.”
Lleshi took adeep breath. "I won't forget, Mr. Telthorst.”

Not that, he promised slently as he strode from the room, nor the rest of this conversation.
Not a single word of it.

CHAPTER 14

A thintrail of smoke curled itsway up from the circuit board, tickling Chandriss nose and sparking
bittersiveet memories of an eectronics assembly shop sheld oncetried to score. "Like this?' she
asked.

"Right," Orninasaid from behind her. "Make sure you get agood connection, then use the vac to
get rid of the excess beforeit hardens.”

Chandris nodded, biting gently on her lip as she concentrated on the task. She knew how the
technique was supposed to go—Ornina had just showed it to her—but it wasn't as easy asit had
looked. The end of the vac caught on the edge of the board, hissing its annoyance a her fumbling—

"Takeit easy,” Orninasoothed. "It's one of those things your fingers haveto learn on their own.

Biting down alittle harder on her lip, Chandristried again. Thistime shegot it right. "That'sit,”
Orninasaid. "Now do the same thing with those other two and you're done.”

"Okay." Chandris stretched her fingers out once and set to work. "It's actualy kind of fun, once
you get the hang of it."

"I've always thought s0," Orninaagreed. "And it took me agood dedl longer to get the hang of
it, | cantdl you. You're an amazingly quick learner.”



"I've got agood memory," Chandristold her, easing the sealant wire against the proper
component leg.

"It'smore than just good,” Orninasaid. Y ou remember everything you read or see, don't you?'

Chandris shrugged. "Pretty much." She paused as afaint sound down the corridor caught her
ear. "Someone's coming,” she said, old reflexes tensing before she remembered she was supposed to
be here.

"Probably Hanan." Orninaturned toward the door. "Hanan?—were back here," she called.

"Hi ho," Hanan's voice came back, and aminute later he poked his head into the room. "Hello,
Chandris," he said, smiling at her. "Orninadidn't waste any time putting you to work, | see.”

"Everything go okay?' Ornina asked.

"Oh, sure," Hanan said, an dmost-smile playing around hislips as he crossed the room toward
the repeater console. "No problems.”

Orninaglanced at Chandris, back at Hanan. Perhaps she'd seen the amile, too. "What sort of 'no
problems?" she asked suspicioudly.

"Just asecond,” he said, keying the repeater and stepping aside. "l want you to take alook at
this, Chandris. I've tapped into the vision control monitor from the main launch tower. Seethe ship
there, the one judt rolling onto the strip?”

"Yes," Chandris nodded. It wasrather hard to miss: smilar in design to the Gazelle, but
consderably larger.

"Here'sitsresponder profile,”" he continued, indicating asmall display below the larger one. "If
you're ever out at Angelmass and thisthing comes along and tells you to veer off, you veer off. Right
away, without argument. Understand?”

"Okay," Chandrissaid cautioudy. "Why?"

"Becauseit's the Angelmass Studies Ingtitute's very own survey ship,” Hanan told her. "It goes
out about once amonth, packed to the clavicles with scientists and study gear, and it has absolute
priority out there. Just something | thought you should know."

" Something e se you should know," Orninaput in darkly, "isthat Hanan never lies—hejust
changes the subject when he doesn't want to answer a question. What happened at Gabriel, Hanan?"

Hanan looked &t her with that wide-eyed innocent expression of his. "Whatever can you mean,
Sster dear?’

Ornina's mouth twisted sdeways. "I mean that they were supposed to have some new trainees
garting up soon in receiving. Can | assume one of them was on duty this morning?”

Hanan looked at Chandris, the innocent expression turning dightly hurt. I ask you, Chandris: did



| say or do anything to deserve this?'

Orninafolded her arms across her chest. "Quit stalling and spit it out,” she said, aglint in her eye.
"What did you do?'

Hanan spread hishands. "1 just asked her tofill out my metas credit form, that'sdl."

Orninarolled her eyes skyward. "Hanan, what am | going to do with you?"

"What's ametds credit form?" Chandris asked, trying to read the atmosphere.

"It'salittle officia-looking paper Hanan likesto spring on new angd receivers” Orninasaid. "It
alegedly requires Gabrid to anayze the spacedust materia coating our angel, caculate how much of

each ement is represented, and then credit the total value to our account.”

Something icy ran up Chandriss spine. No. It couldn't be. Hanan Daviee, certified open-faced
soft touch, scoring atrack? "What happened?’ she said between suddenly tiff lips.

"Nothing much,” he said, pulling over achair and Stting down. "1 had her running with it for
about ten minutes, but then Carlie Sillswandered in and blew thewhistle."

"What did you do?' Chandris asked.
He shrugged. "I got my credit and left.”
"But—" Chandris looked back and forth between them, totaly lost now.

Orninafrowned at her for amoment. Then her face cleared. "Oh, | see. It wasn't any kind of
con game, Chandris. Just avery low form of adleged humor called apractica joke."

Chandrisblinked. "A practica joke?"
"Uh-huh,” Hanan said. "Why, don't they have practical jokes where you grew up?'

"Oh, sure," shetold him, hearing an edge of bitterness creep into her voice. "Tripping people or
half-poisoning them or setting fires. Mogt of thetimeit endsup in aknifefight.”

"Good Lord," Hanan breathed, looking shocked. "Those aren't practical jokes. That'sjust plain
cudly.”

"Sending anew employee into atizzy-fit isnt?' Orninaput in.

"Of course not,” Hanan said indignantly. "It's an important object lesson.” He looked at
Chandris. "Y ou see, Chandris, thistrick only worksif the victim istoo proud to admit he doesn't
know everything. Which is, when you think about it, the norma state of lifein thisuniverse. The
minute he'swilling to admit to some ignorance and asks a supervisor—hey, the game's over. It'sa
vaueblelessonin humility.”

"If you want to disagree with him, fed free," Orninaadvised dryly. "I don't buy any of it, mysdf.



That stunt, in particular, deservesto beretired.”

"You'reright," Hanan agreed blandly. "I'm going to have to come up with something e'se. Most
of the other recalversare still willing to play dong, but | think the supervisors are getting tired of it."

"l should think s0," Orninasniffed. "l never liked the onesthat humiliate a single person,
ayway."

"I'm not trying to humiliate anyone," Hanan inssted.

Orninashrugged. "I'll bet it looksthat way from the other Sde.” Shelooked at Chandris. "Don't
worry—he was much worse when he was younger. He's actualy mellowed some with age.”

"And I'm certainly not going to try pulling anything on you," Hanan added. "Not after that
referenceto knife fights.”

"That'scomforting,” Chandris murmured, till alittle uncertain about the whole thing.

"Anyway; back to work." Hanan looked at hiswatch. "1 stopped by Serhanabi's on the way
back, Ornina, and they're not going to be able to get those conduyner coilsfor usfor at least aweek.
It turns out that there are apair acrosstown at Khohl Supply, but they can't deliver. If you can spare
Chandrisfor an hour, sheand | can go over and get them and | can sart ingalling them this
afternoon.”

Something flashed across Ornina's face, too quickly for Chandristo decipher. "Sure," she said,
her voice sounding alittle odd. "'I'm just showing her around thework aress." She glanced at
Chandris. "But wouldn't it make more sense for you to stay here and start the prep work while she
and | go to Khoh! ?*

"Not redly," Hanan said, getting to hisfeet. "Therés nothing | can do until we have the
underwrap in hand. Besides, don't you still have some work to do on the Senamaec?”

Thelook flickered again. "Yes," Orninasaid.

"That's settled, then." Hanan looked at Chandris. "L et's get out there before someone el se beats
usto them.”

A vehiclethat |looked something like a sawed-off truck was Stting outsde the gate.
"TransTruck," Hanan identified it as he opened the door for her. "Like aline car, but privately owned
by Gabrid instead of being public. Button number four on theinlock phoneif you ever need to cdl
one"

Chandris nodded absently, her mind still back on Ornina. Sheld seen that same look two nights
ago, when they were offering her ajob.

"Youdl right?'

She cameto, realized with agtart that they were aready out of the serviceyard area. " Sorry,"
she muttered, annoyed with herself for getting distracted. "'l wasjudt... wondering.”



"About that little scene just before we | eft?!
Shelooked at him, astrange feding curling her somach. "Y es, actudly.”

"Don't worry about it," he assured her. "That had nothing to do with you. Orninasjust got this
ideathat | shouldn't be lifting heavy objectslike conduyner cails, that'sall.”

Chandrislooked over a him. At the ends of the exobraces sticking a couple of centimeters out
of hisshirt deeves..

"It's a degenerative nerve disease," hetold her. His voice was very matter-of-fact, but Chandris
could see atightness around his mouth. "Hit me, oh, twenty-one years ago and has been wearing out
my arms and legs ever since. Not at al contagious, | might add.”

"] wasn't worried," Chandris said.

"l know. Actudly, it's more nuisance than anything else, and you can seefor yoursdf that it's
being dedt with. The exobrace system compensates for the muscular weakness and also reroutes
most of the neurd traffic to my hands and feet. Otherwise | wouldn't have much control or fegling
there™

"Can't they do anything else? The doctors, | mean.”

"Oh, there are probably some nerveimplant things or some such. Waste of time and effort.”

"And money?' she added without thinking.

He cocked an eyebrow. "For someone who didn't think she was worth hiring, you know, you're
pretty sharp.”

Chandrisbristled. "Who said | didn't think—?"

She broke off asit suddenly hit her. "Y ou just changed the subject, didn't you?'

Hegrinned. "Wdll, | tried." The grin faded, and he grew serious. "Gabridl treats its people more
than fairly, Chandris, but thisisn't something they can be expected to ded with. Unlike your
stereotypica giant corporation, they run their operation right at the edge of bresk-even." He grinned
again, briefly. "One of those wonderful baances you get when you work with angels. No matter how
rare or valuable the things are, the people handling them don't line their own pockets at everyone
dsesexpense”

"What about your extraangd?' Chandris asked. "Couldn't you sdll that?"

He hesitated. Just asplit second, but enough. "It wouldn't be worth enough.”

"] thought Orninasaid you never lie."

Hethrew her asidewayslook. "You are sharp, aren't you? But that wasn't alie, just a—well, a
cregtive phrasing of thetruth." Hetook adeep breath. "Y ou see, Chandris, I'm the only family



Orninas got left. She's spent hdlf her life taking care of me; firgt supporting mein school, then helping
me adjust to my illness. Somehow, in dl that, she never had the time or the money to have afamily of
her own."

And suddenly it clicked. "Isthat why you invited me aboard the Gazelle?" Chandris demanded.
" S0 she can pretend I'm her family?!

"Doesthat bother you?'
Chandrisbit down on her lip. "I don't know," she had to admit.

"She's not redly pretending, you know," he said. "At least not in the sense that she's deluding
hersdf. But it gives her the chance to care for someone e se. Someone who—well, never mind."

" Someone who desperately needs her?' Chandrisfinished for him, adightly sour tastein her
mouth.

"Don't be offended. If it helpsany, you're in much better shape than most of the others have
been. You at least had amarketable ill, eveniif it was just Seding.”

Another piece clicked into place. " So that's why you need to keep the extraangel. Right?
Because otherwise you might take someone aboard someday who'd knife you both in your deep.”

He shrugged. " Something like that. Though of course we do try to screen our guests a shade
better than that.”

"The angd helpsyou there, too, | suppose?!

"Actudly, no," he shook his head. " Angels don't seem to do anything quite thet active.” He
grinned lopsidedly. "To tell you the truth, what's helped most was dl the practical jokes| used to pull
when | was younger. Y ou learn how to read people when you're trying to rig athimble on them. Don't
tell Orninathat, though.”

"Yeah, wdll, if you ask me your practical jokes sound just like scoring atrack,” Chandristold
him. "Except that no one locks you up when you get caught.”

"Actually, al the best jokes are ones where no one would have grounds to lock you up anyway,"
Hanan said. "Thekind where al you're doing is—oh, | don't know; putting adight tilt on the universe,
It'shard to explain.”

"So show me."

Hefrowned a her. "What?"

"l said show me," Chandris repested.

Hanan's lips puckered. "All right. All right, | will. Let'ssee..." He patted his pockets. " See what's
in that storage compartment,” he said, leaning over to study thefloor.



Chandris popped open the indicated door beside her knee. "Nothing but amap,” she reported.
"Oh, and a couple of candy wrappers and a piece of string.”

"Nothing useful on thefloor,” Hanan grunted. He straightened up, afaraway look in hiseyes, and
for aminutewas silent. "Okay," he said abruptly. "Give methe string.”

She dug it out from under the map. It was about thirty centimeterslong, frayed at both ends,
with splotches of atarry-looking substance a various points dong itslength. "What are you going to
do?' sheasked, handing it over.

"Youll see" For amoment heworked at it with hisfingers... "Blast,” he muttered. "Here—can
you make alittledipknot in it for me?’

"Sure," she said, taking it back and making the knot.
"Thanks. Now watch carefully.”

Easing theloop over hisright ear, he pulled it tight and then stuck the free end into the right
corner of hismouth. "How do | look?" he asked.

"Ridiculous," Chandristold him. "What happens now?"

"The joke, of course." Hanan peered out the windshield. "That's Khohl Supply coming up now.
Just play it cool and observe.”

The TransTruck pulled to the curb and they got out. The front door opened as they approached
and Hanan led the way insde. The young man at the counter, poring over adisplay screen, looked
up. "Helo, sr," he smiled. His eyesflicked to the string, and for just a second the smile seemed to
freezein place. "Ah—what can | do for you?" he asked, his voice suddenly gone odd.

"I understand you have some Ahandir conduyner coilsin stock,” Hanan said. "I'd like to buy two
of them."

"Ah—certainly,” the clerk said, bobbing his head once. His eyesflicked to the string again,
turned resolutely away. "L et me check.”

He bent over the display again; out of his sight, Hanan gave Chandrisawink. "Y es, we have
some," the clerk said, straightening again, his eyesflicking once again to the string. ™Y ou have a
Gabrid credit line, | assume?’

"Yes," Hanan said, handing over athin card. The other took it, dipped it briefly into the dot on
his disolay—"I'm sorry. Y ou said you wanted how many?"

"Two," Hanan repeated pleasantly.

"Right," the other mumbled, bending again to histask. Acrossthe room, Chandris saw, three
customers who'd been poring over various equipment displays were staring at Hanan, afascination
that wasinstantly submerged as Hanan sent aleisurely glance around the store. The clerk finished,
sraightened—"Ah—uwill you need help loading them?" he asked, eyes struggling again not to stare.



"No, thank you," Hanan told him, leaning over to touch histhumb to the confirmation plate. "My
associate hereand | can handle them."”

"Okay. Uh..." Licking hislips, the other craned his neck to look over at the ddlivery rack running
along the side of the store. "They should be out any minute, Sir,”" he said, his voice sarting to sound
digtinctly uncomfortable,

"Oh, that'sdl right,” Hanan assured him. "Were not in any hurry.” Helooked over a thethree
customers, who had now moved closer together and were whispering earnestly among themselves.
Again, hislook was dl it took to turn them swiftly back to more innocent activities. From the sde
cameaping—

"Therethey are" the clerk said, and there was no mistaking the relief in hisvoice. "If you need
hdp—"

"Not at dl," Hanan said, stepping over to the rack and motioning Chandristo follow. "As| sad,
my colleague and | can handle them.”

"Yes, dr. Thank you, and—uh—please come, uh, come back here. Again.”

"l certainly will," Hanan said. Picking up one of the packages, he led the way outside.

"WdI?" he asked Chandris as the TransTruck pulled away from the curb. "What did you think?"
She shrugged. "I wasright thefirg time. It'sjust like scoring atrack."

"How s0?'

"Y ou play off human nature,”" she said. "People don't like to ask questionsthey think will make
them look stupid. So they don't, and you wind up getting away with things you otherwise wouldn't.”

"Huh," Hanan grunted thoughtfully. "I never redly thought about it that way, but youreright." He
looked over at her. "l guesswe're not as different as efther of us would have thought.”

Chandrisfelt her lip twist. Except that you'd never stoop to anything so rude as actually
taking money away from people this way, she added silently. Scrubbed saints, both of you.

Andyset...

No, hedidn't take any money. But he kept pulling these stunts. Even though they sometimes
made people look foolish.

Even though Orninaclearly didn't like them.

Thefirst wigps of uneasiness began to curl around her sscomach. They'd seemed to work so well
together, he and Orning; friendly, with asort of harmony in their activities. People who cared for each
other.

Just like she and Trilling had been at the beginning.



She glanced surreptitioudy at Hanan, now humming softly to himself as he gazed out a the
passing cityscape, the knot in her ssomach tightening. Was that the real reason they kept the extra
angel around? Not for any stupid soft-touch thing about helping the poor unfortunate downtrodden,
but because they couldn't live together without it?

A shiver ran up her back. All dong shed known there had to be something else lurking behind
this deal. But this hadn't been what she/d had in mind. Fellow scorers she could handle, and maybe
even score right back again. But psycho defectives...

She gritted her teeth. All right, let's not go and pop any cords here, okay? she growled at
hersdf. After al, thiswasdl pure guesswork. And hadn't Hanan just said that angels weren't active?

And that wasthered problem, sheredized suddenly. She knew next to nothing about these
nurking angel things. And most of what she did know had come from the Daviees. What she needed
was more information. "That Angelmass Studies Ingtitute ship you showed me," she said. "Isit based
with the rest of the hunterships?*

Hanan looked at her, mild surprise on hisface. "Yes, it'sgot a service building at the southwest
edge of thelanding strip. Why?"

"| thought it might be niceto learn alittle more about angdls,”" she said. "Especidly if I'mgoing to
be helping you hunt them.”

"Wll, then, you don't want the ship but the Indtitute itself,” Hanan advised her. "It'sout in the
eastern part of Shikari City, at One Hundred U San Avenue. There are public terminason the first
floor that should tell you everything you need to know. Y ou want to go over today, after we drop off
these coils?!

Chandris hesitated. Asfar as she was concerned, the sooner she tracked this down the better.

But in her mind's eye she saw Ornina, worried about whether or not Hanan could handle the
coilsby himsdlf. "Thanks," shetold Hanan. "I'd rather stick around and watch you put these coilsin.
I've il got alot to learn about the Gazelle.”

Hanan glanced at her, and she could tell what he was thinking: wanted by the police, shewas
skittish about going out donein public. "Okay," he said. "Just let Ornina.or me know when you want
to go and well show you how to cdl aGabrie linecar.”

"Thanks," she said again. Tomorrow, or maybe the next day, shetold hersdlf, sheld go.

And after that shewould decide if she was ever coming back.

CHAPTER 15

"Jereko?' Gyas's voice came from the open doorway.

Kostalooked up, being very careful not to move his head too quickly lest it fal off. "Mm?" he



muttered, wondering vaguely if helooked asrotten as hefdit.

If Gyasi's expression was anything to go by, hedid. "l takeit," Gyas said, "that you haven't had
much experience with zero-gee space trave .

There was room there for some kind of witty reply, but Kostawastooill to bother. "I'd say
that'safar gatement,” he said instead.

"Uh-huh," Gyasi nodded. "Well, if it helpsany, they'll probably be rotating the ship on the way
back to the catapult. Unfortunately, they can't do that on the way in—it would foul up too many of the
experiments." Gyas looked at hiswatch, afrown creasing hisforehead. ™Y ou know, that stuff you
took should have taken effect long ago.”

"Oh,itis" Kogtatold him. "Starting to, anyway. I'm not fegling quite as queasy as| was."

"Ah. Good." Gyas peered & him. "Y ou must have a pretty exotic metabolism for it to have
takenthislong.”

If you only knew how exotic, Kostathought. But he was fedling better, and improving by the
minute. "How long till we get to Angelmass?' he asked.

"Maybe twenty minutes," Gyas said. "That'sto the inner radiation region. Weve been insde the
outer fiedld sncewe 'pulted.”

"l know." It wasn't something K osta could have missed; the gammarray clicks from the ship's
electronics were pretty distinctive. Also just alittle bit scary. "That base—Angemass Centra—it Sts
out here permanently?'

"Sure does," Gyas nodded. "Hasto, you see—hunterships come and go across the clock, and
the net and catapult have to be running at al times."

"Isit manned?'

"Usudly, though the people are mostly there to help in case of huntership emergencies. The
dation is automated enough that you could set it up to run pretty much by itself if you had to. Y ou can
aso turn the mgjor systems on and off from Seragph.”

K osta nodded, thinking about people sitting in the outer radiation field of a blazing quantum
black hole for weeks or months on end. The shielding technology aone that that implied was
incredible. No wonder the Komitadji's lasers and plasma jets hadn't put adent in those Lorele
defense ships. "The gammarray clicking must drive them nuts," he murmured.

Gyas grinned. "You get used to it. Just like you do riding around in zero-gee. Y ou look like
you'refeding better."

"l am,” Kogta confirmed, nodding. Thistime his head didn't even thresten to come off. "That
suff worksfast wheniit findly getsaround to it."

"Only the best for usfolks at the Ingtitute,” Gyas said. "Y ou fed up to heading forward and



checking out some of the gear?"

"Sure" Carefully, Kostagave himsdlf a push away from the restraint strgps and drifted across
the room. Gyas caught hisarm as he gpproached, deftly helping him through the door. "I never got a
chanceto ask if you had any experiments aboard,” he said as they headed down the corridor.

Gyas shook hishead. "I don't personally, though the head of my team does. Most of what I'm
working on can be done easier inthelab." He grinned, hisface alittle dreamy looking. "I just liketo
come out here and look at Angelmass.”

"S0 to speak,” Kosta murmured.

"Well, not directly at it of course," Gyas agreed. "But even through fifteen filtersit's il an
impressvesght. Herewe are.”

They had arrived outside a door marked starboard anaysisroom. It did open at atap on the
touch plate, and Gyas led theway insde.

Theview in here wasimpressve, too. Theroom was long and relatively narrow, its entire length
taken up on both sides by displays and tangles of equipment. Perhaps thirty people floated around
and through it dl, making adjustments or taking notes or just watching. A murmur of quiet
conversation competed with the hum of cooling fans and cryogenic pumps, dl of it punctuated every
few seconds by agammearray click. "Did they leave anything at al behind in their 1abs?" he asked.

Beside him, Gyas chuckled. "Thisis nothing. On sometripsthe place gets really crowded.”

"Right," Kostasaid dryly. A monstrous apparatus a the far end caught his eye: a huge spherica
tank wrapped with cablesand metd coils. "What'sthat thing?' he asked, indicating it.

"Ah, that," Gyas said. "Dr. Ciardi'sangel decay detector. One of the three permanent
experiments aboard; and heaven only knows how they're going to get it out of the ship if and when
they're done with—"

"Wait asecond,” Kostainterrupted him. "Decay detector?”

"Right," Gyas nodded. "Dr. Ciardi's one of those who isn't ready to believein the Acchaa
theory—he gtill wants angels to be nothing more than highly metastable subatomic particles. If his
theory isright, an angel should spontaneoudy decay into a particular group of other subatomic
particles. That thing is busy looking for that specific particle-track sgnature.”

"Wouldn't it be smpler to just take oneinto hislab and st on it?”

"Oh, hesdoing that, too," Gyas said. "But that could take awhile—histheory predictsahaf-life
in the fifty-thousand-year range. I've heard he tried to get hold of awhole bunch of angelsto help
speed things up, but Director Podolak turned him down."

"Academic censorship?”

"Simple arithmetic. The High Senate and most of the top EmDef people have angels now, aong



with al the planetary governors and senators and alot of judges. But there are still lower-level
politicians, leaders of industry—you know the list. Maybein ten years or so Director Podolak will be
ableto takefifty or ahundred angels out of the pool for that kind of study. But not now."

K osta nodded, feeling more hopeful than he had in days. If the plan was going to require another
ten years to complete, then perhaps there was il time to save these people.

Provided he, Kosta, did hisjob.

And finding out more about this Ciardi's theory might be agood place to sart. If he could help
sow doubt asto what the angelsredly were—

"Mr. Gyas?' awoman's voice called from the other end of the room. "Can you givemea
hend?'

"Sure," Gyas called back. He kicked off the wall, bouncing his hands against walsand ceiling to
skillfully maneuver himsalf through the maze of other occupants. Kogtafollowed more dowly,
wondering just how often Gyas had taken thistrip.

Hearrived at the far end of the room to find Gyasi and amiddle-aged woman poring over a
maze of circuit cables. "Ah—Jereko," Gyad said, glancing up. "Dr. Qhahenlo, thisismy new
officemate, Jereko Kosta. Thisis Dr. Rae Y anda Qhahenlo, my supervisor.”

"Honored, Mr. Kogta," Qhahenlo said briefly, not bothering with the usual greeting routine. Y ou
know anything about mid-range samplers?’

"A little," Kostasaid cautioudy, hovering over their shoulders. He knew agreat deal about
mid-range samplers, actualy. But Pax samplers, not their Empyred counterparts. Evenif the desgns
turned out to be paralld, trandating the terminology might betricky. "What's the trouble?"

"Output sgna isway too noisy,” Qhahenlo grunted. "I thought it was the 'sponder, but replacing
it didn't seemto help.”

"Um." Kostalooked over the gpparatus. "What'sin dl that tubing?’

"Sitalon,” Qhahenlo said. " Cryogenic heat-pump fluid—keeps the detectors cool .”

"Huorine-based?"

Qhahenlo frowned at him. "'l think so. Why?"

"Wdll, it looks like you've got one of the line connections right over the 'sponder feed,” he
pointed out. "If you've got asmall leak there, you may be getting some fluorine adsorption onto the
line. Maybe enough to cause your noise.”

Gyad blinked. "Y ou're kidding. I've never heard of anything like that."

"Actudly, | have," Qhahenlo said, aready searching through her tool kit. "I'd completely
forgotten it, though. Let'ssee...”



For aminute she worked in silence, tightening down the suspect connection with azero-gee
wrench and then molding extra sedant around it. "Okay, giveit atry."

Gyad busied himsdf with the control board. "Well, it looks alittle better," he said doubtfully,
sudying the display. "Wait aminute; there it goes." Helooked up. "Nice cal, Jereko.”

"Thanks," Kosta said, letting out a bresth he hadn't realized he'd been holding. Somehow, it had
been vitdly important to him to beright on this. "L ucky guess.”

"One of my own favorite investigative tools,” Qhahenlo said dryly. "Thank you, Mr. Kogta." She
eyed him thoughtfully. "Y ou must be new to the Inditute.

Kosta nodded. " Just got here a couple of days ago. Still finding my way around.”
"Any of the other research teams press-gang you yet?"
"Uh..." Kogtaglanced at Gyas, found no cuesthere. "No. Should they have?!

She cocked an eyebrow. "If thisisasample of your skills, they certainly will. Good
diagnogticians arein high demand.”

Kogtaglanced at Gyas again. Was Qhahenlo trying to hire him? And if so, did he have any say
in the matter? "'l do have some projects of my own I'm working on," he said carefully.

She amiled. "Don't worry—I'm not talking about kidnapping you away from your other work,"
she assured him. "But | would like you to work with my team. Even just on aconsulting bagis, if that's
al thetime you can spare.”

"Though asamatter of fact,” Gyas put in, "youll probably wind up working with Dr. Qhahenlo
sooner or later anyway. That ion shell project of yours could be useful when the V/E experiment is
finished."

"What ion shell project isthis?* Qhahenlo asked, looking interested.

"I'm trying to see whether it's possible to strip off an angdl's collected ion shell," Kostasaid,
feding awkward. It was alittle unsettling to have someone of Qhahenlo's obvious status and
experience listening so closdly to what he had to say. "My original thought was to see whether the
shell had anything to do with the angel effect, but Y aezon tells meit's probably a dead-end approach.”

"Never underestimate dead-end approaches,” Qhahenlo advised. "At worgt, they often generate
useful spin-offs; at best, they sometimesturn out to be not so dead-end as everyone expected.”

"I'll remember that,” Kostasaid. "May | ask what this V/E experiment is?"

"Certainly—it's not asecret,” Qhahenlo said. "The Variable Exposure experiment isalong-term
test of angd Sability.”

"Not like Dr. Ciardi's, though,” Gyas put in. "This one's based on avariant on the Acchaa
theory that Dr. Qhahenlo's come up with. Instead of the angel being a single quantum of good, you



assumeit'sabundle of many quanta, with the angel particle being akind of threshold for creation
rather than the absol ute minimum size that a strict quantum would imply. When you do that, the angel
effect can be explained asadow decay of these congtituent quantainto fields of good that directly
affect people nearby. Saves you awhole bunch of the headaches the theorists are having trying to
come up with aworkable mechanism for the angel/persondity interaction—"

He broke off suddenly, looking at Qhahenlo with a somewhat sheepish expression. "Sorry, Dr.
Qhahenlo. | interrupted, didn't 17"

"Don't worry about it," Qhahenlo told him with an amused smile. "The generd ruleisthat
enthusiasm isworth two to three extralab techs. Anyway, that's basically where we're starting from,
Mr. Kosta Since dl angdl theories alow both positive and negative solutions, it seems reasonable to
assume that there can be fields of evil—or anti-good, if you prefer—that might be ableto affect the
rate of decay of the quanta bundlesin agiven angd.”

"Which iswhere the Variable Exposure experiment comesin,” Gyas said.

"Right," Qhahenlo nodded. "What we've doneisto take four newly captured angels and put
theminradicaly different environments. Thefirst islocked in adeep underground vault, somefifty
meters from any human being; that one's our control. The second isin aspecid cdl with aconvicted
seriad murderer. Thethird isbeing worn by Director Podolak hersdf, replacing one sheld been
wesaring for the previousfive years. And the fourth has been sawn into aspecia harness being worn
by aone-month-old child.”

Something icy ran up Kostals back. "A one-month-old child?" he repeated carefully. "A baby?"

"That'sthe layman'sterm for them, yes" Gyas said dryly. "He'sthe son of two Indtitute
employees—they've got an gpartment on the grounds.”

"We plan to run the test for about ayear,” Qhahenlo said. "If angelsdo in fact absorb evil, then
there should be detectable differences between the four. Though what those differences will be we're
dill not sure of .

"l see," Kostasaid mechanicaly. A baby. They'd put an angel on ababy. An unknown but very
redl force... and they'd turned it loose on an innocent and hel pless child.

"Wed of course appreciate any suggestions you might have along the way,” Qhahenlo
continued. "And Mr. Gyad'sright; finding away to strip off the angels ion shells could be very useful
when it comestime to compare them.”

With an effort, Kostaforced his mind away from the image of that baby. "Yes," he managed. "I'll
seewhat | can do.”

"Good." Qhahenlo looked at her watch. "We should be getting close to our target zone. Give me
ahand, Mr. Gyad, and let's get thisthing going.”

"Attention, al passengers,” the cool voice came over the speskers. "De-rotation will beginin three



minutes. Repeating: de-rotation will begin in three minutes.”

Hunched head to head with Qhahenlo over adisplay, Gyas looked up at Kosta. ™Y ou going to
be okay?'

Kostanodded. "I think I've got the hang of it now," he said.
Qhahenlo looked up, too, asif noticing Kostafor thefirst time. "Incidentaly, Mr. Kosta, you
redlly don't haveto wait around hereif you've got something else you want to do. Watching other

people sft their dataisn't the mogt thrilling way to spend an afternoon.”

"Actudly, I've aready been around the ship acouple of times,” Kostatold her. "Nobody else
has anything more interesting to watch.”

Qhahenlo blinked. "When did you do dl that?"
"About forty minutes ago.”

Qhahenlo'slips puckered. "Occasiondly, you'l find I get too engrossed ill my work to be a
proper host. My apologies.”

"That'sdl right,” Kostaassured her.

Qhahenlo looked back at Gyad. "Anyway. Let's see; we were about here...”

Their heads went back together, aready lost in the data again. Kostawatched them, awisp of
worried contempt tugging at him. They were the archetypica crystd-tower scientigts, al right, both of
them. So completely wrapped up in their research that they didn't notice the rest of the universe. So
single-mindedly confident in what they were doing that not even the dightest doubt ever crossed either
of ther minds.

So infatuated by the angelsthat they'd lost all sense of perspective.

They'd put an angel on ababy. How long would it be before they were putting angelson al the
babies?

"Yaezon?' he asked suddenly. "What kind of numbers are we talking about to get the Empyrean
properly fitted out with angels?"

Gyad looked up again. "Well, we need angelsfor dl politiciansfrom regiond level on up. Then
there are the judges, corporate executives, EmDef officers, trade officias—"

"Yes, but what | want isthe total number of angelswere talking about.”
Gyas frowned. "No idea. Doctor?"

"Not offhand,” Qhahenlo said. Without looking up she waved at another termind. "But dl that
should belisted under the Empyred Angel Experiment heading.”



The approaching-zero-gee aarm was beginning to sound as Kosta found the proper sublist; and
the ship'srotation was nearly a astop by the time he located the current status information.

It was worse than held expected. The original estimate had been that it would take forty yearsto
achievethetarget level of one angd per hundred Empyreals. Now, barely eighteen yearslater,
updated projections were guessing that goa to be only seven more years away. More hunterships,
better shielding and detection equipment, the breakthrough invention of the hyperspace net—there
were pages and pages of graphs tracing how each new scientific and technological advance had
brought the goal closer. Already over eighteen thousand angel's had been collected, with that number
growing at an ever increasing rate.

K osta paused, staring a one of the graphs, aquiet darm bell going off in the back of his mind.
Hed studied great quantities of black hole theory during the astrophysics segment of his tridoctorum
degree. But if that graph was correctly drawn...

Strapping himsdlf into the chair, hardly noticing his weightlessness, he got to work.

Hewas il at it when the announcement came that the ship had landed.

"So. Wheat did you think?'

Kostalooked up from hisdigplay, feding aflicker of annoyance a the interruption. " Of what,
Angdmass?'

"Of Dr. Qhahenlo,” Gyas said. "And our project.”
"Oh." Kosta shrugged, turning his attention to the display again. "I don't know. Okay, | guess.”

Peripherally, he saw Gyas put down his stylus and scoot his chair over. "Okay, | giveup,” he
sad. "What intheworld is so interesting?"

K ogta hesitated. He was sure now. But whether he ought to tell any of the Empyreals about
this...

No. Of course he ought to. He was here to save them, after dl. "This," hetold Gyad, swiveling
the display around. "It'sagraph of number of angels captured per huntership per unit time, shownin
one-year dices. You can seethat it's gone up in the past couple of years.”

Gyas glanced at it. "No big surprise,” he said. "There have been some mgjor advancesin
technology and sensor equipment—"

"|'ve factored those out," Kosta cut him off.

Gyas stopped. "Oh." Helooked at the graph again, more carefully thistime. "Well, maybeit's
dueto thefact that Angelmassis getting smaller. Y ou know—as aquantum black hole gets smaller, it
gets hotter and radiates its mass away faster.” He reached for the keyboard. "L et's see; a hotter
effective temperature would shift the mean particle spectrum upwards, creating more angels—"



"|'vefactored that out, t0o," Kostatold him.
Gyas frowned. "Y ou sure?!

Kostanodded. "It'sasimpler calculation even than the technologica advancements. Check it
yoursdf if youwant."

"I'll take your word for it." For along minute Gyas gazed at the display, lips moving soundlesdly.
"Interesting and ahalf," he admitted at last. "What do you think iscausing it?'

Kostashook hishead. "I don't know. But it'sfor sure that something strangeis going on out
there. Something in the Hawking processthat current theory doesn't cover.”

"Angels don't come from Hawking radiation,” Gyas said absently, eyes till on the graph. "At
least not directly.”

Kogtafrowned. "What do you mean?1 thought all particle radiation from a quantum black hole
was Hawking process."

"Not angels, apparently,” Gyas shrugged. "Classical Hawking processis atidal-force creation of
particle-antiparticle pairs at the event horizon, one of which escapes while the other fallsinto the black
hole. Right? So if angels are Hawking process, we should see anti-angelstoo. Only we don't.”

"Never?'

Gyas shrugged again. "No one's ever found one.”

Kostarubbed hischin. "But if it's not Hawking process, then what's the mechanism?”’

"The theorists over in the west wing have been trying to answer that one for twenty years" Gyas

sad dryly. "So far nothing they've come up with has been solid enough to hold soup.” He shook his
head. "I wonder why no one's ever noticed this before.”

Because you've all got terminal tunnel vision where angels are concerned. "Probably
because no one's thought to look," Kosta said instead. "That's why you bring in people like mewho
don't know what the unspoken assumptions are.”

"l guess," Gyas conceded. "Y ou ought to get thiswritten up and onto the nets as soon as
posshle”

Kogafdt his ssomach tighten. For amoment there hed amost forgotten who and what he was.
Now, al of that came rushing back like a splash of cold water.

Hewas a spy in enemy territory. And spieswere not supposed to draw attention to themselves
by publishing inflammatory academic papers. "Actudly, | thought 1'd do alittle morework onit first,"
he said cautioudy. "Make sure I'm not seeing thingsthat aren't there."

"Bosh," Gyas snorted. "What are you afraid of, looking silly? No one cares about that." He held
up ahand. "Okay, okay, | know you're new here. Tell you what: if it'll make you fed any better, you



can have three daysto run al the numbers back and forth through the sand sifter. But after that, either
you writeitupor | will. Ded?'

Kosta hestated. But heredlly didn't have achoice. And if it made the Empyreals even dightly
more cautious about these angels of theirs, it would be worth therisk. "Dedl."

"Good." Gyas waved ahand imperioudy at Kosta. "Wdll, don't just Sit there—get to work. The
entire Empyred scientific community iswaiting for this”

"Yeah," Kogtamuttered. "I'm surethey can hardly wait.”

"That'sthe spirit," Gyas sad. "Hey, rdlax—even if you'retotaly wrong, no one's going to hang
you."

Kogashivered. If he only knew.

CHAPTER 16

Orninalooked up from the circuit board, adightly bemused expression on her face. "Stop meiif
you've heard this before, Chandris, but you are absolutely amazing. Are you sure you've never done
this sort of work before?'

Chandris shook her head, feding her cheeks warming under Orninas praise. It was
embarrassing to stand here and listen to the woman go on like this. Embarrassing, and pretty stupid
besides.

But she had to admit that, down deep, it felt kind of nice. "Not before last week,” shesaid. "You
must be agood teacher.”

"Fiddlies" Orninasaid firmly. "It's sweet of you to say so, but fiddlies nonetheess." She twisted
her head around to ook across the room at Chandriss assembly table. "That was the last of them,
too, wasn't it? Wdll, let's see; what el se needs doing around here?”

Chandris cleared her throat. "Actudly, | waswondering if maybe| could have a couple of hours
off. | thought I might go into Shikari City for awhile.

"Why, certainly,” Orninasaid. "Hanan showed you how to cdl aline car, didn't he?"

"Yes, but | thought I'd just walk. | fed sometimeslike | haven't been outside the Gazelle for
more than ten minutessince | first got here.”

"Itisahard life," Orninaagreed quietly. "If it helpsany, we aren't dways going to be quite this
busy. It'sjust that the Gazelle€'s going to have to have some mgor overhauling done soon, and we
need to get abit ahead of schedule before then. Time-wise and money-wise both."

"l understand,” Chandrissaid. "I won't be gonelong.”



"Oh, wdll, don't worry about that. Though you probably ought to take a phone dong—it's
possible we might need to get in touch with you." Orninas forehead creased in thought. "Not to put
you off or anything... but should you be wandering the streets this soon after your, ah, trouble aboard
the Xirrus?"

Chandris had wondered about that, too. But thiswhole angel question had been hanging over
her head for more than aweek, and shewastired of not knowing what she was up against. She
needed more information than the Gazell€'s library could provide, and going out was the only way to
getit. "l can't hideforever," shetold Ornina, heading for the door to cut off further argument. "Don't
worry, I've had alot of practice at not being recognized. I'll be back in a couple of hours.”

"Okay," Orninacalled after her. "Seeyou later. And don't forget the phone.”

It was abrisk fifteen minute walk from the Gazelle to the edge of Shikari City proper, and
another ten to the huge glass-and-stone mongtrosity that the Gazelle's maps had identified asthe
Angelmass Studies Indtitute. Circling until she found the front door, she went inside.

"Public access terminals? Right over there." The receptionist pointed past alarge Sairway toa
long room containing rows of low-walled carrels, about half of them occupied. "Y ou have aship's
sign-on, | presume?"’ the woman added, her eyestaking in Chandriss coverdls.

"Of course," Chandristold her automatically. She got two steps toward the room beforeit
belatedly dawned on her that the lack of privacy in there would keep her from using any of her normal
techniquesto crack into the computer.

It was another two steps before it likewise dawned that, for achange, cracking wasn't going to
be necessary. A quick phone call to Orninafor the Gazelle€'s sgn-on, and shewasin business,

Only to redlize, forty minutes later, that the whole trip had been for nothing.
"Can | hdp you?' the receptionist smiled.

"l hope s0," Chandris said, smiling back through the best poor/lost/vulnerable expressonin her
repertoire. "I'm trying to locate some specia information on angels, and | can't seemto find it in those
files. Have | missed some specia access or sign-on or something?”

"] doubt it," thewoman said. "Thereredly isn't dl that much information available on angdsthat
most people don't dready know from the news and learning channels.”

"l guess not," Chandris agreed. "But there must be some other files here somewhere. | mean,
you people study angelsal day, don't you?'

"Sometimes far into the night, too," the other woman said wryly. "The problem is that most of
what'sdone hereis ill in the preiminary stage. They prefer to wait until they're sure about something
before rdeasing it to the generd public. Otherwise you get conflicting stories and retractions and
generd confuson dl around.”

"l understand," Chandristold her, letting abit of pleading creep into her tone. "But I'm not just
genera public. I'm acrewer on ahuntership. 1sn't there—oh, | don't know; some kind of specia



procedure for usto get the information we need to do our jobs safely?"

The receptionist’'s forehead wrinkled in thought. She was on Chandriss side now—her body
language showed that much. The question was whether there was anything she could do to help.
Keeping quiet, Chandriswaited, |etting her work throughiit.

"Thereisn't any way to let you into the main computer files" thewoman said &t last.
"However—" Her eyesflicked past Chandriss shoulder, her hand darting up to beckon someone
over.

Chandriss muscles tensed, and she had to fight to keep from turning around to look. If the
receptionist had recognized her—if that was a guard coming over—she'd have a better chanceif she
looked harmless and blissfully unaware that anything was going down. A fist-sized decorative crysta
adorned the receptionist's desk; easing afew centimetersto her left brought Chandris within reach of
it.

"—maybe one of our researchers can tell you what you need to know."

"That would be wonderful," Chandris said, keeping her voice steady and her eyeson the
receptionist'sface. It fill might be atrap, but if it was the woman was a nurking good actress.
Footsteps sounded behind her now; casudly, she turned around—

And froze. The man approaching was not, as she'd feared, aguard.

It was worse.

It was the young man from the spaceport. The one she'd scored into getting her past the guards.

Nurk! shethought vicioudy, twisting way too quickly back toward the desk to try and hide her
face. Nurk, nurk, damn, nurk! If he remembered her...

He did. The footsteps behind her fatered suddenly, then came to an abrupt stop. Chandris kept
her eyes on the receptionist's face, waiting for her to realize there was something wrong—

"Mr. Kogta, thisisahuntership crewer who's looking for some information about angels,” the
woman said. "l saw you heading upstairs and thought you might have afew minutesto talk with her.”

Therewasjust the dightest pause. "l see," the man said from behind her. No mistake; it was his
voice. "Wdll... sure, why not? Miss—ah—7"

Chandris ground her teeth. "Chandris," shetold him, turning around.

His eyes seemed to dig into her face, his expression stony but with an odd undercoating of
nervousnessto it. She met the gaze evenly; and he blinked first. "Right," he said, and turned away.
"Comeon."

Heled the way across the entrance foyer toward what looked like asmall lounge, hiswhole
back a solid mass of tight muscles. Chandris followed, wondering why she was following him instead
of going for astraight chop and hop.



Though if shedid, chances were she wouldn't even make it outside the building.

They went into the lounge, Kosta heading back toward an unoccupied corner. "Have a seet,” he
grunted, pointing her to achair as he eased himsdf down into the onefacing it.

"Thank you." Chandris sat down, casudly taking in her surroundings as she did so. The archway
to the entrance foyer and one unmarked door nearby seemed to be the only exits, aside from severa
tall and probably unbreakable windows.

" S0 you're a huntership crewer today, are you?'

She focused on him. "Asamatter of fact, | am," she said, annoyed despite hersdf at histone. "Is
that so hard to believe?'

He snorted. "Coming from you?" he asked pointedly.

Chandris unhooked the phone from her belt and held it out. "Huntership Service Y ard Number
S-33," shetold him. "The ship's named the Gazelle; operators are Hanan and Ornina Daviee. Go
ahead—cdl them. I'll wait."

Kogas eyesflicked to the phone. "Maybe | should just call security instead.”

She could take him, she knew. She could stand up—he would stand up, too—a short, quick jab
in the somach with the tapered top end of the phone—"Maybe you should,” she said. "But you
wont."

"What makesyou so sure?’

She looked him gtraight in the eye. "Because if you didn't turn mein at the spaceport, you won't
turn mein here”

Heglared at her. But histight throat muscles showed that shewasright. "I'll answer your
questions,”" he bit out. "But when you walk out that door | don't ever want to see you again. Isthat
Clear?'

Chandrisfet her lip twitch with contempt. A typical over-schooled cloud-head, the type who'd
rather look the other way than get involved with anything sticky. "Perfectly,” shetold him. "Actudly,
al | want to know iswhether angels can make people love each other.”

Hisjaw dropped. "Make them do what?"

"Love each other. What, are you deaf ?*

"What, are you tupid?' he shot back. "There are a dozen aphrodisiac perfumes on the market.
Go use one of those."

With an effort, Chandris held her temper. Sheld hit something in there, dl right, something dl his
noise couldn't quite cover up. If she could just wheedleit out of him...



"Y ou misunderstand,” she said, putting her best imitation of quiet professond dignity into her
faceand voice. "Let me explain. As| mentioned, the owner/operators of the Gazelle are named
Hanan and Ornina Daviee. Brother and sister, both in their forties, and they've apparently been
working together for quite afew years. Asyou may or may not know, angd hunting is grudling work,
the sort that tends to enhance persondity differences between people. Y ou understand?’

"Yes," Kostanodded. Hewasfaling for it, Chandris saw; dipping into a student/professor
pattern in reaction to her newly adopted persona. He must not be al that long out of school for the
pattern to have kicked in so quickly.

"All right," she continued, fine-tuning her act abit. "Now, during the past few days I've noticed
severd strong persondity differences between the two of them, differences| would consder strong
enough to put agtrain on their relationship. Y et they stay together, working for the most part in
harmony. The obvious question arises asto whether their close work with angels has something to do
with this continued partnership.”

Kogtafrowned dightly, hiseyesnot quite focused on anything. Heredlly had falenfor it. "Have
you been with them on any actua angel huntsyet?' he asked.

"Y es, two of them.”
"Did they behave any differently before and after they had an angel aboard the ship?!

Chandris hestated. She definitely didn't want to tell Kosta about the Daviees hidden angdl. "It's
difficult to say,” she said instead. "There are many other factorsthat comein at that point,
unfortunately. The pre-capture tenson, for example, which largdly disappears once the angel's
aboard." She shrugged. "That'swhy | came here. | thought the Ingtitute might have done some studies
on this phenomenon.”

"No," Kostasaid, shaking hishead. "At least, nothing I'm aware of. | supposeit could fitinwith
the generd framework of the Acchaa theory, though. That kind of love could be one of severd
factors making up thistheoretica 'good' we're supposedly quantizing. | don't know, though.”

Chandris nodded, wondering what the hell he was talking about. But histone and body language
were morethan clear. "1 take it you don't put much stock in the Acchaa theory?”

Hislip twisted. "Hardly. The whole idea of good and evil coming in bite-sized chunks makesno
sensea dl. It throwsfreewill dl to hell, for onething.”

"So what's the dternative?'

Helocked eyeswith her. "That the angesare dien intdligences" he said bluntly. "Either
separately or together, as part of some kind of hive mind. And that this plan to flood the Empyrean
with them—a plan put together by people who dready have angels hanging around their necks—is
nothing lessthan aninvason.”

"l see," Chandris said, Sartled by the sheer intengity of the outburst. She wouldn't have tagged
him asthe sort to fed strongly about anything. "What exactly doesthis Acchaa theory say, anyway?'



He stared at her... and, aruptly, he seemed to remember just who it was he wastaking to. His
face tightened up with the unmistakable look of someone who'sjust sent a secret rolling acrossthe
floor. "It saysthat good and evil comein tiny packages,” he said, anote of resignation in histone.
Probably decided that trying to backpeda now would just make thingsworse. "Likelight comesin
packages called photons, and dectric charge comesin multiples of the electron charge.” He lifted his
eyebrows dightly. "Isthis over your heed?

"1 know al about photons and el ectrons, thank you," she said coolly. Or at least she knew what
thefiles on Angelmass had told her about them. " So how exactly do you hammer good and evil into

little packages?’
"Ask the people who bdlieve the theory,” Kostasaid. "'I'm not even convinced anymore that this

so-called angd effect redly exists. Maybe it's nothing but hype and placebo. People believe so hard in
the things that they go ahead and make themselves change.”

Except that Chandris hadn't known the Daviees had hidden an angel near her. And she certainly
hadn't wanted to do any changing. "No," shesaid. "They work, dl right. I've seenit. But this
package-of-good Stuff iscrazy.”

"Hey, don't argue with me," Kostagrowled. "It'snot my theory."

"Oh, right,” Chandrissaid dryly. "Your theory isthat they'retiny little invaders, hereto
overthrow the Empyrean.”

Hisface darkened. "Y ou ever hear of viruses? Y ou get a handful of the wrong kind in your body
and they'll kill you where you stand. Size by itsdf doesn't define athreat.”

"Yeah, but if you don't have size you'd better have numbers," Chandris countered. " Those
viruses of yoursaren't just ahandful anymore when they kill you. Even | know that much.”

"Do you, now?' Kostasaid. "Then maybe you'd aso be interested in knowing that the number
of angdsyour hunterships are finding out there has been increasing.”

Chandrisfrowned. "What do you mean?"

"Just what | said. There are more angels available for capture than there were even three years
ago. More than can be explained by numbers of ships or better equipment.”

"So maybeit's because Angemassis getting smaler and spitting out more of everything. You
ever think of that?'

She had the immense satisfaction of watching him trip over his own tongue, alook of tota
flabbergastment flooding over hisface. It made those tedious hours of wading through the Gazelle's
Angdmassfilesdl worthwhile. "Where did you learn about quantum black holes?' he asked &t last.

"| read about them,” she said swestly. "What, you think you can't learn things without going to
some fancy school somewhere?!

He snorted. "Certainly not some of the things you probably know."



Chandris gave him along, cool look. Then, ddliberately, she got to her feet. "Thank you for your
time, Mr. Kosta," she said, icily polite. "And for your rich expertise. If | ever have any more
questions, I'll be sure and go somewhere else.”" She turned to go—

"Just aminute"
Sheturned back. "Y es?!

Hisface was amass of conflicting emotions. "'l haveto ask you," he said at last. "When you ran
me down at the spaceport you were wearing afancy dress—blue and silver, | think it was, with
embroidery or something dl over it. But when you showed up later you were wearing just aplain
white dress. Where did you get it?'

She eyed him, automaticaly searching the question for atragp. Self-incrimination, maybe? But,
no, he already knew who shewas. And anyway, he didn't strike her as smart enough for even that
much finesse. "I didn't get it," shetold him. "I madeit. Fancy dresseslike that dways have fancy
liningsto match. All | had to do was cut the outer part of the dress away and do some trimming and
shortening. It'snot hard if you know what you're doing.”

"Mm," he said, nodding thoughtfully. “But don't the seams show?"

"You canturnitingdeout,” shesaid. "But you don't dways have to. People usualy see what
they want to." She hesitated; but it was just too tempting to pass up. "Likeif you want to see dien
invasons, for ingance.”

Aningtant later she was sorry sheld said it. His head twitched back, amost asif held been
dapped, and for just asecond helooked like a school kid who'd been laughed at by hisfriends.

But only for aningant. "Therés an invason coming, al right," he said softly, hisfaceturning to
stone as he stood up. "One way or another.”

He brushed past her and | eft the lounge, somping hisway across the foyer toward the wide
daircase. Chandrisfollowed more dowly, and caught just aglimpse of him at thetop of the sairs
before he disappeared from sight.

For amoment she stood there, watching the spot where he'd disappeared and wondering just
what the hell that had been about. A cloud-head and a half, that wasfor sure. And reeked three ways
from dead on thisinvasion stuff on top of it. You bet, she promised him slently, that I'll stay away
fromyou. She'd had more than her fill of reeked cloud-heads back in the Barrio. Thelast thing she
needed was to start hunting them down on Seraph, too.

She took a deep breath, exhaed him out of her mind. And speaking of hunting, she redly ought
to be getting back to the Gazelle.

Crossing the foyer, she headed for the exit.

Great, Kostasnarled to himsdf as he ssomped down the corridor. Just great. It'sso rare to see



someone get the chance to make seven different kinds of fool of himself in a single ten-minute
slot. And especially rare to see him succeed so brilliantly at all of them. It's an absolute
pleasure to watch you work, sir.

He reached his office and dammed hisway in. Gyas's presence a that particular moment—his
presence, and hisinevitable questions—would have completed the whole thing to perfection. But the
laughing fates had missed that one; the office was empty.

He flopped down into his chair, but bounded up a second later, far too agitated to Sit still.
Stepping over to the window, he stood glaring out, pounding the back of hisright fist gently into his
left pam.

It was her. It had to be. Thewoman was ajinx, pure and smple. A jinx with the knack of
twisting the universe straight out from under him every time he got within ten meters of her. WWoman,
hell—she probably wasn't even out of her teensyet.

Below, on the walkway, amovement caught hiseye. A dark-haired figurein a huntership-type
jumpsuit.

Yeah, you'd better get out of here, hethought bitterly in her direction. | ever see you again, |
will call the police down on you. A huntership crewer—sure she was. She was nothing morethan a
rotten little con artist; even he could seethat. A con artist with aknack for twisting him around her

finger...

Hetook adeep breath, let it out in asnort. It would be nice to believe that. But down deep, he
knew the trouble wasn't with her at all.

The trouble was with him. Hislife the past few years had been immersed so thoroughly in
academic surroundings and people that he'd completely forgotten how to dedl with anyone who didn't
fit into thet neet little mold.

If hed ever known how todoit at all.

He watched the girl cross the main entrance road below, awave of self-disgust souring his
stomach. He could kid himsdlf dl he wanted, but it wouldn't make a scrap of differenceto the
universe a large. The plain, smple, bruta truth was that he'd been a socidly incompetent child, a
socialy incompetent adolescent, and was well on hisway to becoming afull-fledged socidly
incompetent adult.

He couldn't even handle his own culture without freezing up or babbling like anidiot. And o, of
course, he'd been salected for an undercover mission to atotaly foreign culture.

Why?

Hed asked hisingtructors that question during those long weeks of his espionage training. Had
asked it adozen different times, in adozen different ways. And yet, somehow, held never gotten a
sraight answer toit. At the time held been too busy to pay much attention to the evasion; now,
remembering back, he could see more clearly the half answers and smooth subject changes that had
aways seemed to happen.



They'd manipulated him. Like that Chandrisgirl out there, they'd manipulated him. And had done
It just as successfully as she had.

But you can deal with the academic types like Gyasi and Qhahenlo, the thought whispered
in the back of hismind.

It was avdid enough point, initsway. Probably the one they'd used to talk him into thismission
inthefirst place, though he didn't remember that conversation very clearly. He did remember they'd
made abig deal about histridoctorum degree including neura physiology dong with astrophysicsand
tech design, and there did seem to be afair amount of neurd datain the Ingtitute'sfiles.

But surely there were other people in the Pax with as much expertise and better socid polish. If
Chandriswas at adl representative of the average Empyred, he was probably damned lucky held even
made it to Seraph without being exposed for who and what he was.

Unlessthat was exactly what they'd wanted.

For along minute he stared out the window, not seeing anything at al. Could that redlly be what
all thiswas about? Not aresearch mission at dl, but just some kind of throwaway decoy to cover up
the Komitadji's real operation?

Becauseif it was, hislife wasn't worth the plastic his phony 1D was printed on. Hed be
caught—sure as anything he'd be caught. They'd have made sure of that.

Behind him, the door opened.

He jumped, twisting awkwardly in the air, hand clawing usdesdy for the shocker buried out of
reach in the bottom of his pocket. He came down, trying to land in the combat stance they'd taught
him—

"Hi, Jereko," Gyas said absently, barely glancing up from the printout balanced across his|eft
forearm as he ambled into the room and over to hisdesk chair. "What's new?'

Kosta swalowed hard, knees trembling with relief and reaction. "Nothing much,” he said,
sriving to sound casud.

He obvioudy didn't succeed. Midway through turning a page Gyas looked up, afrown on his
face. "Y ou okay?'

"Sure" Kostasad. "Fine"
"Uh-huh." Gyas peered at him. "Come on, what's wrong?"'

"It's something persona,” Kogtatold him, hearing the edgein hisvoice. "l just need sometimeto
think."

Gyas frowned alittle harder, but then shrugged. "Okay, sure. Y ou need someoneto talk to, I'm
right here



"Sure”
Gyas threw him aquick smile and, for dl practical purposes, disappeared back into his printout.

Kogstawatched him for amoment. Then, with an effort, he made his way back to his own chair,
feding both relieved and more than alittle foolish. Of course the Pax hadn't thrown him to the
sharks—the whole ideawas crazy. Aside from anything e se, this mission must have cost afantastic
amount of money. And if there was one thing everyone knew about the Pax, it wasthat no onein
government deliberately threw away fantastic amounts of money. Not with the Adjutors hovering like
hungry vultures over everything they did.

No, what they must have been counting on was something far more subtle: namely, the
non-suspicious attitude the angel's seemed to create in their subjects. It was the same mindset that had
alowed him to breeze through interplanetary Empyred customs and into a sengitive facility without his
credentials ever being chalenged, and it would very likely alow him to gloss over any culturd
blundersaswell. At least, with anyone who mattered.

"Oh, by theway," Gyas said, looking up again, "what's the satus of that angel-production paper
| keep nagging you about? Anything new?'

"Theresearchisdone" Kogtatold him. "I'll be writing it up this afternoon.”

Gyad's eyebrows went up. "Great. I'd like to show acopy to Dr. Qhahenlo before you put it on
thenet, if | may."

"Sure”

After dl, the reason held joined thismission in thefirst place had been to hel p free the Empyreds
from dien domination. Risky though it might be to draw attention to himsdlf, it might be the only way
to shake up the general complacency around him. To try and get the peoplein charge to take a good,
hard look at their most basic assumptions.

And asto the other part of hismisson...

" Speaking of Dr. Qhahenlo,” he said, "isthat offer from her ill open?

"I'm sureitis. You looking to join the team?"

"I'd at least like to do some consulting,” Kostasaid. ™Y ou people know so much morethan | do
about angels, and there'salot | fill need to learn.”

"Greet," Gyad amiled, getting to hisfeet. "Let'sgo tak to her."

Kogta stood up, too, forcing asmile of hisown. And wondered uneasily why the deception
seemed to hurt his scomach.

CHAPTER 17



"Well, we're off,” Orninasaid, tucking the flat angel holding box solidly under her arm as she made yet
another adjustment to her floppy-brimmed hat. A horrendous hat, to Chandrissway of thinking, but
Orninaobvioudy liked it. "We should be back within four hours at the latest.”

"Sooner than that if the couplers at Glazrene's are down to their usual standard of quality,”
Hanan added, twirling his credit-line card around in hisfingerswith obvioudy strained patience ashe
waited for hissgter to finish her primping. "Still, hope springs eternd, or some such thing.”

Chandris nodded silently, her eyes on the spinning card. It was astrangely fascinating routine,
very much like the pam-and-switch techniques of the three card monte scorers shed knownin the
Barrio. Someday she would have to ask Hanan where he'd learned how to do that.

"Well, come on, Hanan," Orninasaid briskly. "Let's get this show on the road. Good-bye,
Chandris, welll seeyou later. Enjoy the silence.”

They headed outside and down the outer stairway. Chandris stood there, listening... and a
minute later heard the sound of the TransTruck driving off down the street.

And shewas adone. Alonewith the Gazelle. Alonewith severa million ruyaworth of equipment.
Alonewith theangd.

For severd minutes she just wandered the aft part of the ship, listening as her footsteps
punctuated the now familiar sounds of the Gazelle a rest. But only the quieter sounds: enginesand
pumps, generators and fans. There was none of the music Orninaaways played while she worked;
none of Hanan'saleged singing and ditinctive, dightly clumping walk.

Shewasdone. Inthedlence.
Withtheangd.

The samovar in the galley was, as usud, Smmering gently with one of Orninas long repertoire of
tea blends. Peppermint, this one, adrink Chandris had devel oped a particular taste for over the past
four weeks. She helped hersdlf to acup, throwing in an extrastick of peppermint, and carried it
carefully up to the contral cabin. There, amid the quietly glowing displays and flickering status boards,
she pulled the restraint straps away from her chair and sat down.

She hadn't promised them anything. Not a single solitary nurking thing. For that matter, they'd
never promised her anything, elther. Not even full employment. Asfar as anyone had said, shewas
il here only on atemporary basis.

Not that she really wanted the job, of course. It wasn't her kind of life. Too dull, too honest.
Too permanent.
Four weeks. She'd been with the Gazelle for four weeks now. Probably the longest sheld

stayed in one place for years. Certainly longer than she and Trilling had ever stayed anywhere while
they'd been together.



Trilling.

She sipped at her tea, but the peppermint had gone flat in her mouth. No, she couldn't stay here,
not even if she wanted to. Right now, somewhere out there, Trilling waslooking for her. Thelonger
she stayed in one place, the sooner he'd find her.

Shedidn't owe the Daviees anything. Not asingle solitary nurking thing. The four weeks of room
and board she'd more than paid for with all the work she'd done aboard the ship. And it would be
doing them afavor, redly: apainful but solid lesson in how the real world operated.

Painful, maybe, for everyone. But that waslife, wasn't it?

There were only afew placesthe angel could be hidden, she knew, assuming that the Daviees
had wanted her to be near it for aslong as possible during that first trip out to Angelmass. The
obvious place to start was her cabin; and it was barely two minutes work to discover that the
Davieeswere asunsubtlein thisasthey werein everything e se. Theflat angel holding box was
undernegath the head of her bed, fastened snugly againgt the mattress by awire mesh frame.

It took another minute to cut the mesh away, and three more to find an innocuous grocery bag in
the gdley to carry the box in. Then, changing back to the white makeshift dress sheld worn when she
first arrived on Seraph, sheleft the ship.

For thelast time.

Pededtrian traffic waslight as she walked past the service yards and the rows of dusty ships
behind their wire fences. That was normal, she knew—huntership crewers, when they |eft their yards
at al, were usudly intoo big ahurry to walk anywhere that aline car or TransTruck would take them.
It made Chandris more than a little conspicuous, but there wasn't much she could do about it.
Witnesses memories were vague, line car records weren't.

Stll, she breathed asgh of rdief when shefinally cleared the edge of the yards and headed into
Shikari City proper. It was still agood couple of kilometersto the Gabrid receiving office, but she
was young and hedthy and the exercise would do her good.

Besides which, she gtill had to figure out what the hell she was going to do once she got there.

It wasn't atrivid problem. She'd gone with Hanan on the last angel dropoff and knew the usudl
routine. But the usua routine wasn't going to do her alot of good. Assuming that the Daviees hadn't
been lying when they said angels couldn't be traded for cash—and sheld seen no evidence that they
had lied about that—she was going to have to somehow get the angel dumped into a credit line that
she could then convert to cash. That wasn't particularly difficult, but in the past shed dways had more
prep time to work with. Now, she was going to have to make a chop and hop of it.

Shefet her lip twist, astab of sdf-recrimination twisting her somach. No, sheldd had thetime, all
right. Four weeks worth of it. Shejust hadn't used it.

Which just made it that much clearer how much she needed to get away from this place. Sitting
around being comfortable instead of watching for opportunities was a sure way to lose that hard edge.



And if therewas one thing for sure, it wasthat Trilling hadn't lost his hard edge.

She forced her mind off depressing thoughts like Trilling and back to the problem at hand. What
sheredly needed was a contact, someone here on Seraph who could help her get off the planet once
she got the angd sold. Hopefully for a price she could afford; it was for sure she wasn't going to have
time to charm or score anyone into doing it for free. No one but soft-touches like the Daviees did
anything for free, a least not on purpose. But making contact with Sergph's crimina underground
would teketime.

And haf ablock later, like agift from the god of thieves, the opportunity dropped straight into
her lap.

It was ascore in progress; the body language of the two participants showed that as clearly asif
theréd been asign hanging over them. One, dressed in shabby |ower-class clothing, held something
cupped in his hand as the other, upper-middle-class at the least, spoke into a phone. Hisface was il
undecided, but Chandris could see from the way he stared into the other's cupped hand that he was
aready more than hafway gone. A little extra nudge on her part, and she would have her contact.

The targ hung up as she approached, dipping the phone back insde his coat with obvious
uncertainty. The scorer said something Chandris didn't catch, pushing his cupped hand toward the
other with just theright blend of reluctance and resolve. "Buit | redly don't know if | should,” thetarg
said, reaching a hesitant finger into the cupped hand.

"Look, like told you before—" The scorer broke off, startled, as Chandris stepped up to them.
"Hey, go away," he growled, snatching his hand back from her. "Thisisaprivate discusson.”

But Chandris had dready seen the glint of metal. "What have you got there, coins?' she asked,
ignoring the order. "L et me see, huh?'

"l said go away—"

"Oh, let her seethem,” the targ interrupted. "He found them right over therein an envelope,” he
continued as the scorer reluctantly opened his hand again. "With a phone number onit. | just called,
and the woman there said sheld lost them. Shélll pay five hundred ruyato get them back.”

"That'salot of money,” Chandris commented, stirring the coins around with her finger. Most of
them were norma Empyreal currency, but there were afew that she didn't recognize. "Y ou get her
address?'

"Oh, sure—red fancy neighborhood in Magasca." He jerked athumb at the scorer. "The
problem isthat he doesn't want to go there.”

"Me, in afancy neighborhood?" the scorer chimed in, looking plaintively at Chandris. "Come on.
| wouldn't fit in there. Someone'd call the police before | even got to the door.”

"And | told you that no one would accuse you of steding them,” the targ said, starting to sound a
little annoyed. " She told me hersdlf she lost them.”

"All I want isfor him to take them there,” the scorer said, still to Chandris. "He'd be okay up



there, now, wouldn't he?' He looked at the targ, amost sadly. "Fit right in with the rich people.”
"But it'syour money," thetarg indsted. "Five hundred ruya. | can't take that."

"S0 just give me part of it," the scorer said. "I'll sall ‘em to you right now.” Again, he pushed his
hand toward thetarg. "I'll take whatever you want to give me."

Thetarg looked helplesdy a Chandris, back at the scorer. "But | don't have that kind of money
withme"

"I'll take whatever you can give me," the scorer said again, more plaintively thistime.
IIBm_II

"May | seethem?' Chandris put in. Before the scorer could react, she plucked the coins out of
his hand, sorting the unfamiliar ones out for acloselook. It was avariant on the old antique ring score
sheld pulled anumber of times: the scorer would get whatever he could, leaving the targ with a phony
addressand afist full of worthless coins.

Which he obvioudy thought were worth afive-hundred-ruyareward. If she went ahead and
confirmed their value, she would have her contact with the scorer clinched. Her contact, and the
doorway she needed to get out of here.

"Okay, look," thetarg said suddenly, reaching for hiswallet. "I've got—I don't know; maybe
sixty ruyaon me. If that'sredly al you want I'll go ahead and take them. But 1'd be glad—redly—to
just go out to Magasca with you o that you can get the whole thing." He reached into hiswallet and
began counting through the bills.

Maybe it was the offer to escort the scorer to Magascato claim hisreward that did it. Or maybe
it was the earnest expression on his face as he pulled out the money, an expression that somehow
reminded her of Ornina hunched over acircuit board.

But whatever it was, something deep inside Chandris suddenly snapped.

"I'd save my money, if | wereyou," she spoke up, dumping the coinsinto the hand that had been
outdtretched to take the targ's money. " These things aren't worth anything.”

Thetarg blinked. "What?"

"| said they aren't worth anything," she repested, watching the scorer out of the corner of her
eye. At the moment he looked asif held been hit in the face with abrick, but the shock wouldn't last
long. And with his cord popped he might decide to flip this over into a straight robbery. "I know what
I'm talking about,” she added. "My father used to collect coins.”

"But the woman said sheld pay five hundred ruyato get them back,” the targ protested, <till not
ready to believeit. "She said she'd put an ad on the nets to get them back.”

"Adswith her phone number on them?"



Thetarg looked at the scorer, back at Chandris. "'l suppose s0," he said. "Shedidn't say.”

"Probably someone'sidea of astupid joke," Chandris shrugged. "They read the ad, got a
half-ruyas worth of coinstogether, and dropped it with her number on the envelope.” Shelet her gaze
sweep the area. "In fact, he might be watching right now to see what happens.”

"Lousy thing to do," the targ growled, looking around as he stuffed his money back into his
wallet. " Getting that woman's hopes up for nothing. | suppose | ought to call her back and explain.”

Except that the hook would be long gone from whatever phone sheld been using. And if thetarg
tumbled now, the scorer would bein for it. "I wouldn't bother," Chandris said off-handedly asthetarg
put hiswallet awvay and reached for his phone. "1t'll teach her not to put phone numbers on the net
instead of a netsign where she'd know who was at the other end.”

IIBut_ll

"And anyway," the scorer chimed in, "you cal back now and tell her they're not worth nothing
and she might think you're just trying to stedl them.”

Thetarg grimaced. "Y ou may beright," he said at last, reluctantly. "Probably are.” Withasigh,
he dropped his hand empty to hisside. "So much for that."

"They're probably till worth acouple of ruyaat acoin shop," Chandristold the scorer helpfully.
"Or else you could just keep them as asouvenir.”

"Thanks," the other murmured, lip twitching inawry smile. A smile solely for the targ's benefit.
"Thanksfor your help. A lot."

"Yourewecome," she said. For along moment she held his gaze, warning him with her eyes.
Then, turning her back, she continued on her way.

Heading nowhere,

She knew it right away, down deep. But she walked another block before finaly admitting it to
hersdlf. She'd had the chance to lock in with the Sergph underground, or at least one smdl corner of
it. Had had the chance to get off this nurking planet, to berid of the Daviees and their nurking
huntership and their nurking middle-class naivete.

And sheéd blown it. She'd deliberately blownit.

And the mogt frightening part was that she didn't know why.

The only acohol she could find on the Gazelle was four small bottles of cooking sherry stuck way
back in one of the galley bins. It tasted terrible, especialy chased by peppermint tea. But she

managed.

She had finished three of the bottles and was working on the fourth when the Davieesfindly



returned.

"Well—home at lagt," she growled when they poked their headsin the gdley door. "Have a
good little shopping trip?!

"We got what we needed, yes," Orninasaid cautioudly, her eyestaking in the empty bottles. "'l
seeyou've been having alittle party. Any particular occason?”

"I'm drinking to stupidity,” Chandristold her. "Y ours™

Thelr reactions were a great disappointment. She'd been hoping for anger or hurt, or at least
surprise. But al she got was that maddening patience of theirs.

And, of course, jokes. "A wide ranging subject, that," Hanan said, clumping into the room to sit
down across the table from her. "Our stupidity has been toasted from here to the south edge of
Magasca. Toasted by experts, too, | might add. Y ou're not going to set any records with four bottles
of cooking sherry.”

"Isthat your answer to everything?' Chandris snapped. "Jokes?"
Hanan shrugged, hiseyes hardening just alittle. "What's your answer? Getting drunk?"

Chandrisglared at him, trying hard to hate the man. But up his shirt deeves she could seethe
glint of hisexobraces..

She looked at Ornina. Maybe sheld be able to hate her. ™Y ou want to know why you're stupid?
Do you? Wel, I'll tell youwhy. Y ou left me here done. Here. With your ship. Alone.”

"Wetrust you," Orninasaid quietly.

"Well, you shouldn'," Chandrisflared. "What kind of fools are you, anyway?Y ou know what |
am—I'mathief, damnit." Abruptly, she ducked down to haul the angel holding box up off the floor.
"Y ou seethis?' she demanded, banging it down on thetable. "Y ou seeit? It's your stupid nurking
angd, tha'swhat itis"

"l seeit,” Orninasaid. "l dso seethat it's Htill here”

"No thanksto you," Chandrisbit out. Y ou leave the damn thing just Sitting there, the first damn
place athief would look. Y ou don't have any alarms or trippers or—nurk it al, | had it out of the ship
and hafway to the damn Gabrid office.

Orninanodded. "And then you brought it back.”

"Only so | could tell you what | thought of you before | left.”" Chandris got to her feet, grabbing
for the table as her head suddenly went foggy. "Let me adonel™ she snapped, jerking back as Hanan
reached out ahand. "1 don't need your help—I don't need anybody's help." She started around the
table, cursing as she banged her knee on the edge of the chair.

"Where are you going?' Orninaasked.



"Where do you think I'm going?' Chandris retorted. "Thanks for everything. Don't bother writing
me areference.”

Orninaraised her eyebrows dightly. "The mood you'rein, | don't suppose you care, but out here
inthe real world it's considered proper etiquette to give at least aweek's notice before quitting ajob.”

"Funny woman," Chandris snarled. "L eave the jokes to Hanan—he does a better job with
them.”

"I'm not joking," Orninasaid, taking a short step sidewaysto block the doorway. "If you redly
want to leave, of course you're freeto go. But | want to hear it from you first."

Chandris ared a her. Was she actudly saying...?"Are you people completely crazy? | just
tried to stedl your angd."

"But you didn't," Ornina pointed out. "That's the important part.”

"No, itisn't," Chandris shot back. "Maybe| just figured | couldn't sell it. Next time I'll know
enough to take something ese. I'm a thief, damnit.”

"No," Hanan said from behind her. "You'reacat."
She spun around, dmost losing her balance again. "What?"
"You'reacat," herepeated. "Ever seeacat kill amouse? A pet cat, | mean, not awild one.”

She frowned at him, the sheer unexpectedness of it sidetracking her anger. It wasthe setup to a
joke, probably, and she wasn't in any mood to listen to Hanan's jokes. But he looked so serious...

What the hdl. "l saw acat take out asmal rat oncg," shetold him. "There were alot morerats
than micein the Barrio."

He nodded. "So hekilled it. Did he egt it?"

She had to think back. "No. He stalked it and killed it, but then he just walked away."

"That's because he wasn't hungry," Hanan said. "Cats behave like that. A hungry cat will locate
some prey, stalk it, captureit, kill it, and et it. If he's not really hungry enough to est, helll ill stalk
and capture and maybe even kill. But if hesnot hungry at dl—" hewaggled afinger at her for
emphass—"héll il stalk and capture, but then let it go without hurting it.”

She eyed him. Even with three and ahdf bottles of sherry insde her it was obvious where he
was going with this. "And that's supposed to be why | brought it back?"

Hanan shrugged. "It'san interesting system,” he said, asif she hadn't spoken. "Hunting and
saking take up alot of time. If the cat Sarts the routine before he's really hungry, chances are that by
thetime he is hungry hell have caught himsdf some dinner.”

Chandris gritted her teeth, feding her resolve dipping away. "I'm not acat.”



"No," Orninaagreed softly. "You'realittle girl. And I'd say you've been hungry along time."

Her vision was beginning to swim; angrily, Chandris clenched her throat againg the tears. She
would not cry. No matter what, shewould not cry. "'l can't stay here,”" she said harshly. "Thereésa
man looking for me. A crazy man, getting crazier dl thetime. If hefinds me here, hell kill dl of us."

Hanan and Orninalooked at each other, communicating in that wordlessway of theirs. Chandris
held her breath, wondering what they would decide. Wondering what she hoped they'd decide.

"Condgdering the circumstances,” Hanan said suddenly, "I'd say we've got acase here of a
subconscious being smarter than the person it's attached to."

Chandris blinked. "What does that mean?"

"] thought that was obvious," he said, till straight-faced but with that twinkle back in hiseye.
"Y ou wanted to sted our angel and run; but your subconscious knew you'd be safer if you stayed
herewith us."

"Y our friend will expect you to keep running,” Orninaadded. "Or eseto hide out with other
thievesand con artists." Sheraised her eyebrows. "Admit it: thisisthe absolute last placein the
Empyrean hewould ever think to look."

"Y ou mean...?" She swdlowed, unableto finish the question.

"We mean," Hanan said, "that since we can dways use alittle extraintelligence around here—"
he paused dramatically—"your subconsciousis hereby invited to stay aboard.” He shrugged. "And it
can bring the rest of you aong if it wantsto.”

"Y ou'retoo generous." Chandriss voice broke on the last word, and once again she had to fight
back the tears.

"I'm likethat," he said with aflippant wave of hishand. But the flippancy was an act—she could
seethat in hiseyes. A feeble attempt to shunt avay some of the emotion charging the room.

"Areyou going to stay?' Ornina asked.

Chandristook adeep breath. "1 suppose | haveto,” she said, trying to match Hanan's tone.
"Without me here, sooner or later someone's going to sted this ship right out from under you.”

"Great," Hanan said chearfully. "Just what I've dways wanted: our very own guardian ange.”
Orninathrew him that look of hers. "Hanan—"
", that's settled,” he said, ignoring the warning. "Now. Can we eat?"

Orninarolled her eyes. "Of course. You fed up to helping, Chandris, or would you rather golie
down for abit?

"l can help,” Chandris said. Grabbing the table for stability, she headed for the pantry.



There would, she knew, be alot of stuff to sort out later, after the haze of the sherry wore off.
Things about the decison sheld just made, and how she felt about it. But for now, there was one thing
that stood out clearly.

For thefirst timein her life, she actudly felt safe.

The cocoon had been drifting through Lorelei system for over amonth. Gathering data.on the net
fidds, integrating it, correlating it, storing it, hypothesizing about it.

And now, at last, it was ready.

The vast computer system understood the net fields. They were, asits programmers had
suspected, asraightforward if imaginative inversion of basic hyperspace catapult theory.

And with the theory understood, the technology involved was afairly trivia extrapolation. Deep
within the fase asteroid, the fabricators cameto life.

Quietly, sedthily, they began to build.

CHAPTER 18

The report flowing across the display cameto an end. Not, to Forsythe's mind, a particularly
satisfying end. "And that," he said, looking up, "is Six weeksworth of work?"

Pirbazari held out hishands. "I'm sorry, gr; | know it's not very impressive. But dl this stuff has
to go through as extra mining equipment, and there are only so many boring lasers and orbit-shift
explosives you can order a once. Not without raising some eyebrows.”

"I know." Forsythe hissed between clenched teeth. "The problem isthat timeisn't exactly on our
sdehere”

"Weé're doing the best we can, sr.”

"I know that, too," Forsythe assured him, managing an encouraging smile. Hed learned long ago
that it was counterproductive to take out his frustrations on people who weren't responsible for
cresting them. "What about the Ardanalle tracking systems?"

"Therewe do have some good news," Pirbazari said, reaching over the desk to tap keyson
Forsythe's board. "It turns out that dmost fifty percent of Lorele’'s mining ships are running with
outmoded trackers. We've gotten an order through for awhole bunch of Arda 601's, and they'll be
upgrading the mining ships asthey bring in loads."

"Good," Forsythe nodded. "How much modification will it take to give them target acquigition
cgpabilities?'



"None, really—that'swhy | specified 601's. Of course, the minersthemsalves will haveto be
taught how to use them.” Pirbazari hesitated. "I'm sure you redize, though, that if the Komitadji gets
in through the net blockade, this whole exercise becomes academic. We could arm every shipin
Lorelel sysem—miners, trangports, and liners—and together they till wouldn't have achance againgt
it"

"Would you rather we just sit back and do nothing?' Forsythe countered. "At least we might be
able to dow them down alittle when they come.” He shook his heed, feding the frustration rising
again. "We need awegpon, Zar. Something new; something that could get through the defenses of a
shiplikethat."

Pirbazari shrugged, looking strangely uncomfortable. "In theory, weve got one" he said. "All
you haveto do isfind away to get a catapult to make un-netted throws of less than haf alight-day.”

Forsythe smiled wryly. "Right. And if wisheswere horses, wed be up to our chinsin fertilizer."
Pirbazari didn't smile back. "True. It is theoreticdly possible, though.”

"A lot of things are theoreticaly possible," Forsythe murmured, drumming hisfingers on the desk
as he studied the other's face. ™Y ou want to tell me what's bothering you?'

Pirbazari's cheek twitched, asign of discomfort Forsythe didn't see very often in the man. "Since
you ak... | fed alittle strange operating behind the High Senate's back thisway.”

"Weve cut through governmental bureaucracy before,” Forsythe reminded him, choosing his
words carefully. It was obvious where the other was going with this, and those doubts had to be
quashed right here and now. "Always with the best interests of the peoplein mind. And if I'm not
mistaken, subsequent events have always vindicated our actions.”

"l know that, dr," Pirbazari said. "But thistime—" He waved ahand toward Forsythe.

Or rather, toward the pendant glittering around Forsythe's neck. "Thistime I'm wearing an
angd," Forsythefinished for him. " And you're uncomfortable because I'm talking war and no onedse
inthe High Senateis. That more or less cover it?'

"Moreor less, gr, yes."

"Fine" Forsythe nodded. "So let'sexamineit. Firg of dl, isthere anything financidly unethica in
what we're doing? Are we stedling or otherwise misappropriating Empyred fundsto arm Lorele's
miners?'

Pirbazari thought about it. "No, gir, not redly,” hesaid at lagt. "All this suff is legitimate mining
equipment, after al. None of it would go to waste even if the Pax dropped off the edge of the
universetomorrow.”

"Right. Arewe oursdlves prafiting financidly from any of this?'

Rirbazari quirked asmile. "Hardly."



"Arewe profiting politically, then?' Forsythe perssted. "Am | likely to make agreat name for
mysdf thisway?"

"Wadll..." Pirbazari's eyebrows came together. "'l supposeit's possible. The man who was
prepared when no one dsewas and dl that. But you'rejust aslikely to look paranoid and even alittle
slly if nothing happens, soit'sredly not that good agamble.”

Forsythe spread his hands. " So in other words this doesn't gain me anything at dl,” he
concluded. "So wherés the ethical problem?”

Pirbazari pursed hislips. "The ethicd problem isthat were lying to the High Senate,” he said
bluntly. "A lie of omission, perhaps, but aliejust the same.”

Forsythe gazed a him, achill running up hisback. Oh, no, he thought. Not Pirbazari too.
"We're not lying to them, Zar," he said. Quietly, soothingly, asif talking to an upset child. "I'vetried to
tell them that the Empyrean'sin danger. Y ou know how I'vetried to tell them that. But it's something
none of them wantsto hear. And you know aswell as| do that if someone doesn't want to hear
something you can't forcethemtoligentoit.”

"Don't patronize me, Sir," Pirbazari said, an edge to hisvoice. "Just because I'm concerned about
ethical matters doesn't imply I'velost the capacity for rationd thought.”

"Sorry," Forsythe apologized, mind racing. Somehow, he needed to deflect thisline of
questioning. "For aminute there| dipped into Ronyon mode,” he added. "Theway heinsstson
thinking about the universe in straight black/white, good/bad terms.”

The tactic worked. Pirbazari seemed to straighten up, adightly defensive expression flicking
across hisface. "'l didn't meanto imply | thought that, Sr."

"Oh, I know you didn't," Forsythe assured him. "It wasjust theway you said it, | guess." He
locked gazes with the other. "I know it looks alittle odd, Zar, but you're just going to haveto trust me
onthis. Trust that | redlly do have the best interests of the Empyred people at heart.”

"I know you do, sir," Pirbazari said.

"And," Forsythe added, tapping hisches, "I am, &fter dl, the onewearing the angd.”

Pirbazari'sface rdlaxed. Just alittle, but enough. "Theresthat,” he conceded. "Well. Unless
there's something el se, 1'd better get back to my desk. | have acall into Ardanalle about some 501's
they're trying to dump. Not quite as good asthe 601's, but if we could get them aboard some of the
oretransportsit would give them remote spotter capability.”

"Good idea," Forsythe nodded. "Keep meinformed.”

"Yes, ar." Pirbazari glanced at hiswatch. "Don't forget you have acommittee meeting in haf an
hour.”

"Yes, thanks, | remember,” Forsythe smiled. "Talk to you later.”



He held the smile until Pirbazari had closed the door behind him. Then he leaned back in his
chair and said aword he'd had to teach himsalf never to say in public.

It was backfiring. All of it. Thework, the planning, even the expense of having his office
remodeled to careful specifications—all of it would be for nothing if his staff came under the influence
of the damned angdl. Even if he himself remained free, because a High Senator without an able staff
was a sound mind trapped in a crippled body.

One of the many things held learned from hisfather.

All right, don't panic, hetold himself firmly. If the problem was al the other angels around here,
there wasn't much of anything he could do about it. But if it was his angel that was at faullt...

Hefrowned up at the decorative chanddier hanging over and just in front of the formal guest
chair. Y es—that had to beit. The reason for having the chanddier put up in that particular place had
been to keep the angd close to any vistors; but obvioudy it was adso too closeto thelessforma
desk-corner chairsthat Pirbazari and the others used when they camein for private conversations.

Which meant that all he needed to do was find someplace else to stash the thing when hisaides
cametocall.

Reaching down, he pulled open hislower |eft-hand desk drawer. It came easily; theflat safe held
had installed there was heavy, but the motor assist more than compensated for the extraweight. He
worked the combination lock and opened it, letting the lid swing smoothly up to lean back againgt the
edge of the desk, then opened the carved wooden jewelry box sitting inside among the papers and
cyls. Picking up hiscall stick, he went over to the door, making sure to give the chanddier awide
berth. He keyed the stick for code transmission and tapped four buttons.

Themotorsin the safe, ingtalled by people who knew what they were doing, weretotaly silent.
The motorized track system inside the false ceiling, ingtalled by him, wasn't quite that good. But it was
good enough. At the door, five meters away, he could just barely hear the hum, and only because he
knew what to listen for. Mentaly, he traced the track's movement: from the chanddlier's hollow center
up into the gap behind the decorative fase ceiling, diagonally through the gap above the desk to the
movabletile directly above the open sife...

Thetile swung open, and in aglitter of gold and crystal the angel pendant appeared. It dropped
leisurely toward the open safe on its telescoping memory plastic tendril, disappearing insde with a soft
metdlic chink. A second coded signal sent the tendril retracting back into its hiding place; athird
closed the safe and the drawer.

Stuffing the call stick into apocket, Forsythe went over to the guest chair and climbed up onit,
ba ancing awvkwardly with one foot on the seat cushion and the other on one of the arms. The ceiling
tilesweren't fastened down but were smply resting on their framework; pushing one of them up, he
stuck his head up and took alook.

Onelook was dl he needed. The straight-line path between chandelier and desk had been the
easiest for him to set up, but there was plenty of room up there for him to add a second track to the
system. That one would alow him to send the angdl pendant al the way to the side of the room, well
away from his aides when they werein the office.



But he'd haveto do that later, after everyone else had gone home. Right now he had ameeting
to go to, and one chore to take care of before he left. Ducking down, he dropped the tile back into
place and got down off the chair, pulling it back to its normal position beneath the chandelier. With his
cal gtick he sgndled for Ronyon, then crossed the room to the main computer access system held
had set up in the corner and punched up a section of the daily report.

Hewas Sitting there, pretending to be engrossed in an analysis of commerce projections for
northern Sadhai, when Ronyon arrived. You wanted me, Mr. Forsythe? the big man signed.

Yes, Ronyon, Forsythe signed back. | have a meeting to go to soon. Would you mind
coming with me?

Ronyon'sfacelit up, asif he hadn't done this countlesstimesin the past six weeks. Sure, Mr.
Forsythe, he sgned eagerly. You want me to get the angel?

Yes, please.

He watched as Ronyon went over to the desk, anot quite comfortable feding in the pit of his
somach. It was one thing to run rings around Pirbazari and his new-formed if till nebulous
conscience. It was something else entirely to continue pulling this charade on Ronyon.

And theredly troublesome part wasthat he didn't redlly know why it bothered him the way it
did.

Hetook a deep breath. It doesn't matter, hetold himsdf firmly. Ronyon'sfedings, that child's
trust and loyaly of his—in the vast scheme of things dl of that was expendable. All that ultimately
meattered was Forsythe's duties to the people of Lorelel and the rest of the Empyrean. And if it took
lying to Ronyon or anyone dseto fulfill those duties, it wasasmal priceto pay.

But the fedings refused to go away.

At the desk Ronyon had the drawer open and was twiddling the combination lock. Do you
want me to carry it again? he asked, sgning one-handed.

Forsythe waited until the safe was open and Ronyon was looking at him before replying. | think
that would be best, hesigned. It's still the best way to assure that a thief who tried to steal it
wouldn't get hold of the real thing.

Okay, Ronyon signed cheerfully, carefully scooping the angel pendant out of its box. For a
moment he held it cupped in his hand, clearly ddighted by the play of light off the crystd. Then, as
carefully as he handled everything else of Forsythe's, he put it into his side coat pocket. Okay, he
sgned. Are we going to go now?

As eager to please as ever, Forsythe thought with atwinge. Totaly unquestioning asto why his
boss would want to continue this strange behavior.

Yes, Ronyon, Forsythe signed, getting to hisfeet. All of it, he reminded himsdlf, was expendable.



Ronyon closed the lid of the safe and did the drawer closed. All safe and sound, Mr. Forsythe, he
sgned cheerfully. What should | do now?

Forsythe glanced at hiswatch. Cheerful a seven o'clock at night, and that after Sitting in on
nearly five hours of meetings and discuss ons whaose content he probably wouldn't have understood
even if hed been able to hear it. The man was unbelievable. You might as well go on home, hetold
the other. | just have a few things to do here, then I'll be leaving too.

Ronyon'sfacefdl abit. His eyesflicked around the room, asthey often did when hewas
thinking hard. Can | call to the dining room for themto bring you some dinner?

Bone-weary, Forsythe still had to smile. So eager to please... Thanks, but no, hesigned. A
thought struck him—But 1'd appreciate it if you'd get me some tea from the samovar before you

go.

Ronyon'sfacelit up again. Sure, Mr. Forsythe, he sgned, and dl but dashed from the office.

Forsythe shook his head in wonderment and turned back to the computer access display. It was
rather like having abipedd trained dog, he thought as he keyed for his private angd-datafile. A
trained dog who could bring coffee and make cookies—

The thought froze halfway. On the screen, with red stars all dong its edge, was the abstract of a
newly-filed paper...

An extensive theoretical and statistical analysis of the Angelmass emissions indicates that the
rate of angel production hasincreased over the past five years. A significant portion of this
increase cannot be explained by the general changes in Hawking radiation brought about by
the gradual mass-evaporation of the black hole itself...

Forsythe skipped to the bottom of the abstract. Jereko Kosta, the tag identified the writer.
Vigting researcher, Angemass Studies Indtitute, Seraph.

Unobtrusively, asteaming cup of teaand asmall pot appeared a his elbow. Thank you, he
sgned, looking up a Ronyon. Go on home now. I'll see you in the morning.

Ronyon ducked his head in an abbreviated bow. Okay, Mr. Forsythe. Good-bye.

Heleft. Taking adp of tea, Forsythe turned back to the display and called up Kosta's article.
Hed replenished the cup twice from the pot, and once from the outer office samovar, by thetime he
finished.

Heleaned back in his chair, Spping at the cold dregs, and stared at the screen. "Damn,” he said
quidtly.

It was about as bad as amathematicaly top-heavy paper could possibly be. Because if angel
emission wasn't explainable by current theory, there were only two possibilities. Either the current
theory was lacking, or €lse the angels were not atotaly natural emission of ablack hole.

Forsythe hissed softly between histeeth. Few of the other High Senators, he knew, would even



read the paper, let done understand itsimplications.

But some would. He knew which ones... and he knew what their first thought would be. If
angdsweren't amply anaturd product of aquantum black hole, there must be some other mechanism
involved. A mechanism that might not require a nearby black hole to operate.

A mechanism that might possbly be laboratory reproducible.

Setting his cup down, Forsythe keyed for abio on the paper's author. It was remarkably short,
saying only that Kosta had joined the Ingtitute Six weeks earlier after graduating from Clarkston
Univergty in Cairngorm, Bamoral. With no mention of honors or other publications, it was probable
that he was just some newly graduated kid who'd happened to luck onto something no one else had
noticed yet.

But if hewas, infact, truly smart enough to isolate the angel-producing mechanism...

Forsythe keyed back to the last page of the paper. Kostas current funding was coming from a
foundation on Lorelel, one whose name Forsythe couldn't recall ever having heard before. Clearly a
smdl foundation, though; attached to the paper was a cross-indexed request from Kostafor
Empyred government fundsto continue hiswork.

For along minute he thought about it. Then, hunching forward, he keyed for his ordersfile.

Fifteen minutes later, it was done. Kostals paper had been shifted from the daily report listing to
an obscure science file where chances were good that no one in the High Senate would ever noticeit.
The request for Empyreal funding had been located, brought forward in the consderationsfile, and
denied. And the next skeeter to Seraph would include an officia order to the Angelmass Studies
Indtitute that Kostas current credit line be indefinitely suspended.

For just amoment he hesitated over the latter, finger poised over the "send” key. If hisimagined
worst-case scenario was wrong—if this Kostareally wasn't smart enough to be agenuine
threst—then cutting him loose like thiswas going to be pretty hard on the kid.

Butif hewas...

Steding himself, Forsythe jabbed the button. He couldn't risk it. If Kostalswork led to away to
create artificid angels, it would create aflood that the Empyrean would be buried under. And if it cost
Kosta his career... well, Kosta was expendable, too.

Unless...

Forsythe grinned tightly to himsdlf and called up adifferent file. With luck, he might be ableto
have it both ways.

MEMO TO PI RBAZARI : GET ME A BACKGROUND CHECK ON JEREKO KOSTA, CURRENTLY AT
THE ANGELMASS STUDI ES | NSTI TUTE. EMPHASI S ON SCHOLASTI C AND SCI ENTI FI C
ABI LI TY; STRONG EMPHASI S ON PROBLEM SCOLVI NG CAPABI LI TI ES. REPORT ASAP.

With a satisfied grunt he cleared the screen and stood up, wincing at the complaintsfrom his



muscles and joints, but with the latest twinge from his conscience gone. If Kostawas merely one-time
lucky, held have his credit line back in aweek or two, no worse for the experience and with anice
horror story of bureaucratic stupidity to passaround at late-night chat sessions.

And if hewasindeed agenius, with no funding he/d have to go back to being ageniuson
Bamora or somewhere el se equally harmless. Under the circumstances, it was asfair aded asKosta
was likely to get. Fairer than somewould have given him.

Fairer, perhaps, than Forsythe himsdlf would have given him six weeks ago.

Helooked at hiswatch. It waslate, and he wastired, but there was till one more thing he had
to do before he could go home. It shouldn't take more than another hour to rig up asecond track path
above hisceiling.

And anyway, being tired was part of aHigh Senator'sjob. Another of the many things held
learned from hisfather.

CHAPTER 19

Kogtaread the printout twice, a cold knot settling into his ssomach. "I don't understand,” he said.

"I don't understand either,” Director Podolak confessed. "All | can suggest isthat someone on
Uhuru scrambled up somewhere. Confused you with someone else, perhaps.”

Kostagrimaced. Or elsethey hadn't confused him with someone e se. Perhaps someone on
Uhuru had unraveled the fragile paper credit line reaching back to the Pax computer setup on Lorde.

Calm down, he ordered himsdf firmly. If Empyred security had gotten that far, they'd hardly tip
their hand by smply shutting off hisfunding. "That must beit," he agreed doud with Podolak. "So
what do we do while we wait for them to unscramble it?!

Podolak pursed her lips. "That's the problem,” she said. "Not only has your personal credit line
been frozen, but there's a so an attached order forbidding any use of Empyred fundsin your behalf.
And sncedl the credit lines| have available to me are government funds...”

The knot in Kosta's ssomach, which had dowly been loosening, began to tighten again. "Are you
saying,” hesad carefully, "that I'm effectively bankrupt?*

"It's not quite as bad asthat,” Podolak assured him. ™Y our room and board here at the Ingtitute
have aready been covered for the next two and a half weeks, so at least you won't have to worry
about starving. And aslong aswe don't need the space for anyone else, | don't see why you can't
continue to use your office.”

"But no computer time, | suppose.”

"I'm afraid not,” Podolak shook her head. "Or accessto any of thelabs, either.”



K ogtalooked down at the paper in his hand, stedling himsdlf. "Or the Indtitute ship?”
"Or the Indtitute ship," she agreed. "I'm sorry; | know you were scheduled to go up tomorrow.”

"It wasn't going to be ajoyride," hetold her, the words coming out harsher than he'd intended. It
was a blatant breach of manners, but Podolak didn't ssem to notice. "I have an experiment aboard. A
very important experiment.”

"It'sgoing to have to come off," Podolak said quietly. Her eyes, Kosta could see, were hurting;
but her voice was firm. " Space aboard the ship is paid for out of your credit line."

K osta squeezed the paper hard between thumb and fingers, trying hard to choke down his
frugtration. It had taken him over amonth to design and build a detector to sample these particular
segments of Angelmass's emission spectrum, segments carefully chosen to give him some sort of
handle on what was happening out there. There had to be away to get it aboard. "What if | can get
someone e seto pay for the space?’ he asked Podolak. "I've been consulting with Dr.
Qhahenlo—maybe she can put the thing on her credit line, and get Gyasi or someoneto operateit.
Would that be acceptable?"

"Under some circumstances, yes," Podolak nodded. "Unfortunately, in this case Dr. Qhahenlo's
own credit line comes from Sadhai, and she would need specia permission in advance to run your
experiment for you. Shetold me her backerswill almost certainly grant it; but sinceit would teke a
minimum of twenty-four hours to get the request there and back by skeeter, you'd till wind up
missng thisflight.”

"Y ou dready taked to her about it?"

"Her, and afew others. | hoped | could have a solution for you before | told you about the
problem. I'm sorry."

Kogaexhaed slently. "Thanksfor trying."

"Part of my job." Shegave him hdf aamile. "I know it'sfrugtrating, but try to remember thet it's
not the end of the world. I've dready got amessage on the next skeeter to Uhuru asking for a
clarification. Chances are al you'relooking at hereisathree- or four-day vacation.”

"But no matter what, I'll ill misstheflight out to Angelmass.”

"I know," Podolak agreed sympatheticdly. "And | know how much of adisgppointment it'll be
to have to wait another month for the next trip. But it's only amonth, after al. In the universal scheme
of things, that's not so much.”

Standing there, looking at the sympathy and sincerity in her face, Kosta's mouth suddenly went
dry. "'l appreciate your time and effort, Director Podolak," he managed, folding the paper and dipping
it into his pocket. "Thank you. I'll—I guessI'll figure out something to do."

"I'm sure you will," Podolak said as he turned toward the door. "And if you need any help or
advice, fed freeto cometo me.”



It probably hadn't been avery polite exit, Kostaredized as he headed down the stairway. But
to stand there and hear her say that amonth, more or less, shouldn't really matter...

Unbidden, that first close-up look he/d had of the Komitadji rose before hiseyes. If Podolak
only knew how much difference the next month could make.

It was abeautiful day outside; brilliant sunshinein aclear blue sky, with wispy easterly breezes
bringing hints of something spicy. Some exatic native plant, most likely. The laughing fates, making
counterpoint for hisinterna frustration. Jamming his handsinto his pockets, Kosta picked adirection
at random and started acrossthe delicately landscaped Ingtitute grounds.

And tried to think.

There were, at the bottom, redlly only two options. He could stay here and wait for the
bureaucrats to unsnarl the messthey'd gotten him into. Or he could leave, going into hiding on Sergph
or ese buying passage back to Lorelel and waiting there for Commodore Lleshi to make his move.
The latter option would stretch his emergency cash supply to the breaking point, but once back in
contact with the Pax setup on Lorelei he might be able to get more.

But to run now would be to admit that he'd failed.

Heglared at the ground at hisfeet. No; that was not an option. Period. He would rather be
caught now by the Empyreals than go back and face that 1-knew-it smirk of Tethorst's. And that |eft
him only one option: to stay here, cultivate patience, and wait for next month's Angelmasstrip.

Assuming, of course, that Lleshi didn't make his move before then.

He swore under his breath. Everywhere he turned, it seemed, he was running facefirst into
no-win Stuations. Oneway or another, the laughing fates were determined to make him aloser on this
one.

A glintinthe sky caught hiseye. A huntership, gliding infor alanding on the hugefield to the
north. Squinting againgt the sunlight, he could pick out haf adozen other points of light on Smilar
approach paths.

Hunterships...

For along moment he thought about it. It was aridiculoudy long shot... but on the other hand,
he had absolutely nothing to lose.

And maybe—just maybe—the laughing fates had missed one.

"Now this" Hanan said, pulling alumpy metal stick out of histoolbox, "iswhat'sknown asauniversa
wrench. It can fit any bolt or nut you're likdly to find outside an engine room, bend in seven different
waysto get back into cubbyholesimpossible for the human hand, and apply the kind of torque that
had hitherto only been availableif you knew agorillawith amechanic's certificate” He turned it over,
sending glints of sunlight into Chandrisseyes. ™Y ou can aso ir paint with it, and it holds up



remarkably well againgt being thrown acrossaroom in frustration.”

Chandris nodded, squinting againgt the reflections. Having learned everything there was to know
about theinsde of the Gazelle, at least according to Orning, she'd been promoted to learning about
the outside with Hanan. It was, in her opinion, adubious honor at best. "How come they put Stuff in
places where people's hands won't go?' she asked.

"Because the designers don't have to work on the things themselves," Hanan grunted, bending
thewrench at three of itsjoints and lifting it to the open access hatch above them. "Allow meto
demongdrate.”

"Excuse me?" avoice cdled from the direction of the service yard gate. Chandris craned her
neck to look over Hanan's shoulder—

And froze, "Oh, nurk," she hissed.

"What?' Hanan asked, turning around to look. "Hello," he called to the visitor before she could
answer. "Comeonin."

"Thank you," the other called. He opened the gate, somewhat gingerly, and Sarted toward them.
Chandrisfound her voice. "Get rid of him," she murmured to Hanan. "l mean it. Hestrouble.”
Hanan had just enough time to throw her a puzzled |ook; and then he was there.

"Hello," the young man said, his eyesflicking to Chandris and then quickly away. "My name's
Jereko Kosta. Are you Hanan Daviee?'

"That'sright,” Hanan nodded. "Thisis Chandris, one of my associates.”
"Yes" Kostasad, hiseyesreuctantly meeting Chandriss again. "Weve met.”

"Ah," Hanan nodded plessantly. If he noticed thetensonin theair, hedidn't show it. "What can
| do for you, Mr. Kosta?'

"I'd like to talk to you about possibly going aong on your next trip out to Angelmass,” Kosta
said. "l have aradiation detection experiment that | very much need to get out there—"

"Indtitute ship broken?' Chandris put in coolly.
"Well, no—"

"Youredill with the Indtitute, aren't you?”
"Wdl—"

"Chandris." Hanan put arestraining hand on her arm. "At the very least he deserves ahearing.
Please continue, Mr. Kosta"



She could see Kosta brace himsdf. "The fact of the matter," he said, the words coming outin a
rush, "isthat some bureaucratic mistake has gotten my credit line frozen, and without an active credit
line they won't et me aboard the Indtitute ship. It'll be another month before the next trip, and if | have
to walit that long—"

Hanan silenced him with an upraised hand. "How much space will this experiment of yourstake
up?'

"Not too much," Kostasaid, anote of cautious hope cregping into hisvoice. "About like s0," he
added, dicing off about a cubic meter of air with hishands. "I can't pay very much now, but as soon
asmy credit's been unfrozen—"

"No problem,” Hanan cut him off. "WEell be lifting tomorrow afternoon at two; you can deep
aboard tonight if you need abed. Will you need any help getting your equipment over here?'

Kostablinked. Probably, Chandris thought sourly, he'd expected to have to do more
persuading. "Ah, actudly, | could—" He glanced at Chandris, suddenly seemed to realize who Hanan
would likely volunteer to go help him. "No, | can handleit mysdf,” heamended. "And I've dill got a
room &t the Inditute.”

"Good," Hanan said. "Then you'd better hop on back there and start getting everything together.
We may be out there for aweek, so pack accordingly.”

Kostaseemed alittle taken aback. "A week?'

"We're going there to hunt angels" Hanan reminded him. "No way to guarantee how long till we
find one”

"No, of course not." Kostathrew Chandris another glance. "l understand. | just didn't redizeI'd
be imposing on you that long.”

"If you can stand our company, I'm sure we can stand yours,” Hanan said, solemnly
sraight-faced. "Now if you'll excuse us, we have work to do here.”

"Oh. Right." Kosta hesitated. "1'd better go get my equipment, | guess. And thank you."
Heturned and l€ft, carefully closing the gate behind him. " Seems pleasant enough,” Hanan
commented as they watched him hurry down the dusty street. "A little awkward, but pleasant

enough.” Helooked at Chandris. "Thisisn't the one chasing you, isit?'

"Hardly," Chandrisgrowled. "He cameinonthe Xirrus, that'sal. Oh, and | talked to him awhile
back when | went to the Ingtitute to find out what they knew about angels.”

"| gather you don't like him."

"l don't know him well enough to not like him," Chandrisretorted. "The point isthat | don't trust
him."

Hanan waited, the question implicit in hisface. "I saw him at the spaceport,” Chandris sighed.



"Right after we got off the Xirrus. I—waell, | sort of scored him into walking me out past the guards.
They werelooking for asingle woman, you know, and | figured a twosome would get past them
eader. Anyway, we got outside and clear before it popped and he recognized me."

"And off hewent, screaming for the police at thetop of hislungs?’

Chandris shook her head. "That'sjust it: he didn't. He just stood there like asfudd and watched
me get into aline car. And hedidn't turn mein at the Indtitute, either.”

"Interesting,” Hanan murmured. ™Y ou think maybe he was just giving you the benefit of the
doubt?'

Chandris snorted. "What doubt? He saw me under arrest. Hell, | practicaly ran him down on
my chop and hop."

"Um." Hanan rubbed thoughtfully at his cheek with the business end of the wrench, leaving a
black smudge behind. "Well... | suppose he could just be the type who hates to get involved with

anything messy."

"Or maybe he's aready involved in something messy and doesn't want to draw attention to
himsdlf," Chandris countered. "There's something wrong about him, Hanan. I've scored academic
types before, and there's something about him that doesntt fit the pattern.”

"Because he showed you mercy?' Hanan asked, raising his eyebrows dightly.

"That'sdifferent,” Chandrisingsted. Y ou and Orninawere trying to reform me."

"Different question, then," Hanan said. "Do you think he's dangerous?*

"He'strouble. Isn't that enough?”

"Y ou should know better than that,” Hanan said, quietly reproving. "But is he dangerous?’

Chandristook a deep breeth, trying to sort out her thoughts from her fedings. "If you meanishe
going to knifeusin our deep... no, | don't think so."

Hanan shrugged. "Wéll, then, | don't redly see how we can refuse him. Do you?"
Chandrislooked him straight in the eye—"No," she murmured. "l guess not."

"Good," Hanan said chearfully. "Then that's settled.” He raised the wrench, made asmall
adjustment. "Now: watch closdy and I'll show you how thisisdone."

"Right," Chandris said, putting on her best submissive student persona and trying hard not to let
her clenched teeth sound through her voice. So that was how it was going to be. Sheld called it, and
sheld been right. The Daviees, heavily under the influence of their angel, were gpparently incapable of
protecting their ship anymore.

So okay. Shewould just haveto doit for them.



Watching Hanan work, listening to his running monologue and making suitable noiseswhere
required, she began to plan out her strategy.

CHAPTER 20
"...and this, obvioudy, isthe control cabin," Orninasaid, ushering Kogtain.
"Hdlo again," Hanan greeted him, barely looking up from hisfina pre-flight check.

Chandris, helping from her own board, didn't look up at al. But she made sure to keep Kosta
visbleinthe corner of her eye. "Everything dl right below?' Hanan added.

"Yes, thanks," Kosta said. "The package is secure and—"
"Hewastaking to Ornina," Chandristold him, giving him an exaggeratedly patient |ook.
She had the minor satisfaction of seeing him blush. "Sorry," he muttered.

"That'sdl right,” Hanan assured him cheerfully. "Y ou know how it is. Big ship and dl, makesfor
meass confusion dl around. Ornina?”

"Everything'sfine" she said, showing Kogtato one of the two normaly unused seats off to the
side. "You'll have to excuse my brother's warped sense of humor, Jereko; he was dropped on his
head when he was a baby and hasn't been the same since.”

"Except for the two o'clock feedings,” Hanan offered. "1 il rather like those. Donuts, especidly,
or sometimes sausage. But | can't seem to get Orninato—"

"Hanan—"

"Anyway, better strgp down," he added blandly. "Weretenth in line to launch. Five minutes, the
way they're running today.”

It took just over half that time for Orninato show Kosta how to work his seat's restraint system
and then to strap in hersdlf. "' So, Jereko,” Hanan said when everyone wasfinally settled. "How long
have you been with the Ingtitute?"

"Just afew weeks" Kogtatold him. "Actudly, I'm not exactly with the Ingtitute; I'm just a
vigiting researcher.”

"Vigting from where?' Orninaasked.
"Clarkston University,” Kostasaid. "Cairngorm, on Bamora."

"Never been to Bamora," Hanan said. "Pretty rocky place, | understand. So tell us about
angels”



The sudden shift in subject seemed to catch Kosta off guard. "What do you mean?"

"Angds," Hanan repeated, waving ahand airily. "Weird little particle things everyone's crazy to
get their handson.”

"Yes, | know what they are," Kosta said, his voice sounding cautious. Trying to get afed for
Hanan, Chandris decided, and not doing too well. Though from what she'd seen of Kostathat was
probably about norma for him.

"Good," Hanan said. "Then you can tell uswhat they—oops; wait a minute. Here we go."

Keeping half an eye on Kosta, Chandris gave her board one last check. The Gazdlle lifted into
theair, flew out over the launch dish—

"FrizI" The word that exploded from K osta's mouth was half bark, haf hiss. And on hisface...

"| takeit, Jereko," Hanan said without turning around, "that you've never watched alaunch dish
operate."

Kogas eyes jerked away from the display to the back of Hanan's head... and for asingle ingtant
al the normal defenseswere gone.

And in hisface Chandris saw complete confusion.

The moment passed. "Asamatter of fact, | haven't,” he said with afar imitation of calm. "It's...
rather spectacular.”

"You get used toit," Hanan shrugged, ramping up the Gazell€e's drive and making adight
adjustment to the ship's vector. ™Y ou were about to tell us about angels.”

"l was?' Kostaglanced at Chandris, his expression suddenly wary. Maybe remembering how
eadly sheldd drawn him out on the subject back at the Indtitute. "I doubt | could tell you anything you
don't ready know—"

"Tdl them about the Acchaa theory," Chandrissaid.

Kostalooked visud knives a her. She hed his gaze, reminding him with lifted eyebrows that she
could tell them about it hersdif.

For awonder, he got the message. " Acchaa isone of the theories currently in vogue at the
Indtitute,” he growled. "Basicdly, it saysthat angdls are quantized chunks of good.”

"Of what?* Orninaasked, frowning.

"Of good," Kosta repeated. "Y ou know: the stuff behind ethics and justice." He looked
pointedly at Chandris. "And honesty."

"Doesn't work," Hanan shook hishead decisively. "The theory, | mean.”



Back when sheld talked to him at the Ingtitute, Chandris remembered, Kosta had seemed to
have his own doubts about it. But the challenge in Hanan's tone was apparently too much for him. "I
don't think it'sal that obvious," he said, bristling abit.

"Sureitis" Hanan said. "l supposetheideaisthat al the quantum black holesthat have
evaporated since the Big Bang have scattered these angels around the universe like cosmic rays?'

"That's one possibility,” Kostasaid. He seemed surprised that Hanan had picked up on theidea
so quickly. "Another isthat the Big Bang itsdlf created the bulk of them.”

"Okay," Hanan said. "Either way, wewind up with afarly even digribution. Right?’
"Right,” Kogtasaid cautioudy.

"Fine. So. | presume you're also assuming that the angels that landed on Earth were the cause of
al that was good and fair and noble throughout human history."

"Not necessarily dl of it," Kostasaid. "Individua human beings may be ableto add to or
subtract from their effect, too. That's how, historicaly, an overall pattern of good and evil can
fluctuate within an areaor group.”

"Y ou have amechanism for that?"

"Not yet,” Kostasaid. "But there's a |east one theory abouit field effects that might alow for
humansto affect the angds™

"What about the biochemigtry of the angel/persondity interaction?!
Kogta pursed hislips. "They're working on that, too."

Hanan nodded. "So we agree theres still alot to learn. So let me ask you aquestion. When
mankind invented the hyperspace catapult and moved out onto new planets, was there any noticeable
changeintheir behavior?'

He paused, but Kostadidn't reply. "Because there should have been, you know," Hanan added,
twigting haf around in hischair to look &t the other. "Fresh worlds—| ots of untouched primordial

angdslying around—"

"Yes, | understand the question,” Kostasaid, his forehead wrinkled in thought. In dightly
worried thought, if Chandriswas reading him right. "I'm afraid | don't know enough history to answer
that."

"Wel, | do," Hanan said.

And for thefirgt time since sheld met him Chandris heard atrace of genuine bitternessin his
voice. "Theanswer isaloud, flat no," he said. "The people who arrived on Uhuru spouted al kinds of
pious pronouncements about peace and freedom and equality when they landed. But less than thirty
years later they were already on the way back to the class separation and elitist power structure
they'd origindly turned their backs on.”



"Maybe the old patterns were too hard to break," Kosta suggested dowly.

"In which case they should be too strong to break now,” Hanan said, anote of decisivenessin
hisvoice. "But they are bresking. Slowly and from the top down, maybe; but they are bresking." He
shook his head. "Eventualy, Jereko, you people at the Ingtitute are going to have to accept the fact
that Angemassisunique.”

"I'm sorry, but | don't see how that can be," Kosta disagreed. "Black holes have the most limited
set of parameters of anything in the known universe: mass, spin, charge, and one or two othersthat
are till being debated. | don't see how any combination of those could give rise to angels.”

"Ah." Hanan lifted afinger. "But that assumesthe angels are a purely natura phenomenon. What
if, ingtead, they'reaform of life?"

Kostaseemed to shrink into himsdf, just alittle. Y ou mean like awormhole dieninvasion?' he
asked warily.

"Not at dl," Hanan shook his head. "Y ou know anything about hyperspace catapult theory?"
Kogtatook the abrupt change in subject better thistime. "I know alittle.”

"Okay. Suppose you threw a ship across space via catapult and its vector passed through a
quantum black hole like Angemass. What would happen?’

"No one knows," Kosta said. "The equations break down at too steep a gravity gradient.”

"Exactly." Hanan turned from his board again to look Kosta squarein the eye. "And | think that's
just what happened. Sometime in the past, a ship—human or dien—tried to go through Angelmass.
And in the process |eft one or more lifeforms trapped at the event horizon.”

He paused, and Chandris waited for the inevitable grin and punchline. But Hanan's expression
remained serious, and after along moment Kosta spoke. "If thisis supposed to be better than the
Acchaa theory," he said, "it isn't. How are these fragments of anonphysica lifeforce supposed to
have been changed into solid particles, for sarters?”

The endburn dert pinged. "I'd guessit'sapiggyback sort of arrangement,” Hanan said, turning
back to hisboard. "The lifeforce attaching itsdlf to the angel for some reason. Or possibly the angel
formsaround it, the way araindrop coaesces around adust particle." He tapped afew keys and the
dull roar of the Gazelles drive faded to awhisper.

And suddenly Kostadidn't look so good. "Trouble?' Chandris asked him.

"I'll befing" the other said between clenched teeth. "These anti-nausea drugs aways seem to
takether timewith me, that'sdl.”

"Someteamight help,” Orninaoffered. "Chandrisor | could get you some, if youd liketotry it."

"No, thanks" Kostasaid. "It should clear up in afew minutes.”



"Or we could put alittle spin on the ship," Ornina continued, looking a Hanan. "Not too much,
well be hitting the catapult in haf an hour. But it would give your inner ear some sense of direction.”

"Thanks, but that shouldn't be necessary,” Kosta said, fumbling hisrestraints off. "'If you don't
mind, though, | think I'll go to my room for awhile."

"Sure, go ahead,” Orninanodded.

Carefully, Kostamaneuvered out of his chair, looked once at the main display. "I'll be back
before we reach the catapult.”

"Don't worry about it,” Orninaassured him. "It's not like theré's anything you have to do during
the operation.”

"Okay." Gingerly, Kosta propelled himsdlf across the control cabin to the door.

Carefully avoiding Chandriss eyesthe whole way.

Given that there was no particular hurry, Kostatook histime; and he was therefore less than halfway
to the crackerbox he'd been given as a cabin when he noticed the trgjectory of his floating passage
was taking adistinct drift toward one side of the corridors. The Daviees, ignoring his protests, had
gone ahead and started the Gazelle rotating.

Typical, hethought, feding hislip twist as he oriented himself upright against the sense of weight.
Lessthan an hour into thistrip, and aready his hosts were showing themselves to be the sort of
compulsive do-gooders who insst on showering you with favors whether you want them or not. Hed
known afew peoplelike that back home, and held never been able to stand being near any of them
for more than fifteen minutes a atime. The laughing fates only knew whether aweek here would drive
him crazy.

Still, he had to admit that having asolid deck under hisfeet did make his sscomach fedl better.
Between that and the drug he'd taken before coming aboard, he was more or less recovered by the
time he reached his cabin.

Recovered enough, in fact, thet for the first time in several minutes he was able to concentrate on
theair around him instead of on his own digestive tract.

He paused, still out in the corridor, taking deep breaths and trying to chase down the memory of
where hed come across that particular aroma before. Somewhere during his brief training, perhaps?
Or at the university?

Abruptly, it clicked: Tech Design 300-something. Sliding open his cabin door, he stepped inside
and poked at the intercom switch. "Hanan?" he called.

"Right here," Hanan'svoice came. "Y ou feding any better?"

"I'mfine, thanks" Kostatold him. "But your air system isn't. | think one of the scrubbersis



gartingto go."

"Thought that waswhat | smelled,” Hanan grunted. “"Number three, probably—it's been giving us
trouble lately. I'll take alook once we've catapulted.”

"Why don't | go look at it now?' Kogsta offered. "'l haven't got anything better to do at the

He expected to be turned down flat. Compulsive do-gooders, in his experience, were never as
good at accepting help asthey were at doling it out. But—"Sure," Hanan said. "Thereésatooal kit in
the forward mechanica room. Turn on your cabin display and I'll spot both that and the scrubberson
aschemétic for you."

The schematic wasn't nearly as clear as Hanan obvioudy thought, but the Gazelle wasasmall
ship and it didn't take K osta more than afew minutesto get the tools and |ocate the failing scrubber.
Pulling off the front, he took alook insde.

The worlds of the Empyrean had been out of touch with the mainstream of Pax technology for
nearly two hundred years, afact Kosta had had driven home time and again as he worked with the
equipment at the Indtitute. There was, however, only so much anyone could do with adevice as
simple and basic as an atmosphere scrubber.

As opposed to something exatic like, say, alaunch dish.

An unpleasant shiver ran up his back. The launch dish. The Empyreds hyperspace net had been
bad enough, but at least there he'd had a vague sense of how an inspired twisting of catapult equations
might possibly give riseto such athing. The launch dish, on the other hand, might just aswell be

magic.

Magic his Pax military instructors had never mentioned. Magic that Commodore Lleshi and the
Komitadji might not be aware even existed.

But then, theories asde, the angel s themsaves might as well be magic, too.

Angds.

For along minute K osta stared into the humming scrubber, his mind back in the control cabin
with Hanan and his strange angel theory. Strange... and yet, the more K osta thought about it, the
harder it wasto smply dismiss out of hand.

Because he had a point. History had never been one of Kosta's main interests, but he knew
enough to recognize that the pattern Hanan had described had been repeated over and over again on
the Pax's other colony worlds. There had indeed been no blooming of culture or tolerance or
friendship as humanity moved out among the stars. In fact, as often as not, the exact opposite took
place.

"Youwaiting to seeif it'sgoing to fix itsdf?"

K osta spun around, the sudden movement in the low gravity skidding him around on the deck. It



was Chandris, of course, leaning negligently against the door jamb three meters away.

"You gartled me," Kostatold her reproachfully, grabbing the edge of the scrubber to get his
balance back. At least held tried to sound reproachful, but the words came out sounding merely
nervous. "l didn't know you were there.

"Y ou weren't supposed to,” she said bluntly. Y ou going to fix it or not?!

Biting back aretort, Kosta broke open the tool kit. ™Y ou aways go around sneaking up on
people?’ he asked over his shoulder as he got to work.

"Y ou dways St around gazing soulfully into machinery?* she countered.

"I was thinking about what Hanan said about the angels,” Kostasaid. "Especialy that bit about
Angelmass hogting an dien lifeform. Doesheredly believe dl that?"

"Why don't you ask him?"

So muchfor trying to becivil. "I can do thismyself, you know," he growled. "There€'s no need
for you to gtick around. Unless you don't trust meto do it right.”

"Me, not trust you?" she said, her voicefairly dripping with sarcasm. "A known thief and
stowaway, not trusting the fine upstanding scientist-citizen who stood by and let her get away from the
police? What aridiculousidea.”

Kosta braced himsdf. Thereit was, the question he'd known she would eventualy ask. "I didn't
want to get involved," he said, trying for acombination of embarrassment and sincerity and mentaly
crossing hisfingers. "'l was new to Sergph, and | was afraid blowing the whistle on you would get me
embroiled in something messy. For al | knew, walking out with you might have been seen as
accessory dfter thefact.”

Herisked aglance over his shoulder to try to gauge her expression. He might aswell have saved
himsdlf the effort; her face was an unreadable mask. "What about |ater, at the Ingdtitute?’ she
demanded.

"It wasalittle late to start making noise then,” he said, turning back to the computer. "I'd aready
let you go once. The safest thing to do was answer your questions and get you out of there before

anyone recognized you."
"Egpecidly while you were with me?”
"That, too."

"Uh-huh. So, of course, when you needed transport to Angelmass, the Gazelle wasthefirg ship
you thought of."

Kostaswallowed acurse. "Not that it's any of your business, but the Gazelle wasthefifteenth
huntership | tried. Most of them wouldn't even hear me out before giving methetoss." He hesitated;
but she deserved this. "1 figured that any people soft-headed enough to hire you might be willing to



givemearide"

"You'retoo kind," shesaid camly. "Tell me about Bamord."

He blinked. "What?'

"Bamoral," sherepeated. "The place where you grew up, remember?"

"I didn't grow up on Bamord," Kosta corrected, feding athin layer of sweat squeezing out from
his neck pores. If shewas going to start quizzing him on hisfictitious background... "I grew upina

small town cdled Palitaineon Loree. | just went to college on Bamord."

"Ah," shesad. Shedidn't seem at dl bothered by her mistake. If it had, in fact, been amistake.
"So tell me about college on Bamora.”

"What do you want to know?"

"Everything," she said... and there was no mistaking the hard edge to her voice. "The landscape,
the climate, the university, the people you met there. Everything."

And if | make a mistake... Taking adeep bresth, Kosta gathered his thoughts and plunged in.

It took him nearly twenty minutesto fix the scrubber, talking almost nonstop the whole time.
Chandris occasiondly interrupted with questions, but for the most part she just stood there and
listened. And, no doubt, kept a sharp eye on hisrepair work.

He was putting the cover back on, and trying to describe mountain pesks he'd only seenin
pictures, when relief finally came. "Chandris?' Orninasvoice caled over theintercom. "Were going
to be hitting the catapult in afew minutes. Do you want to come up and give me ahand?'

"I'll bethereinaminute," Chandristold her. "I'm just watching Kostafinish up here.”

"Okay. Thanks, Jereko—you've saved Hanan a messy job."

"No problem," Kosta called.

Theintercom clicked off. "I guessI'll seeyou later,” Chandris said, turning toward the door.

"Leaving me hered| done?' he asked pointedly. "I must have passed the test.”

Sowly, ddiberately, she turned back. "Y ou aready cdled it, Kosta," she said. "I don't trust you.
There'stoo much about you that doesn't fit. Y ou're too smart—too well educated, anyway—to be an

ordinary scorer. But you're not atypical blank-tower science-type, either.”

Hisfirgt ingtinct wasto deny it. But looking into those eyes... "All | want from you and the
Daviessistransport to Angelmass," hetold her quietly. "Nothing more."

For along moment she gazed at him, her face fill giving away nothing. "Well see” shesaid at
last. She turned back to the door. Hesitated. ™Y ou were right, by theway," she said over her



shoulder. "I checked the Gazelle's records last night. For the past six monthsit's taken an average of
just over three daysto capture each angel, even though Gabrid's pay scae il figures on an average
of four."

It took a second for Kostato catch on to what she was talking about. "Interesting,” he
murmured. "Could some of that be more advanced equipment?”

She shook her head, her back gtill toward him. "They haven't gotten anything redly new in over
ayear. Actudly, it'sworse—alot of their old stuff is overdue for replacement. | just thought you'd like
to know." She glided through the door and was gone.

Kostastared after her, an unpleasant shiver running up hisback. So it wasn't just hisimagination
coupled with some kind of rogue satistical congtruct. Angelmassreally was emitting more angels.

A week ago he would have been quietly excited by the confirmation. Now, with Hanan's
theories echoing in the back of hismind...

"Friz," he growled, annoyed with himself. He was a scientist, and so far thiswas apurdly
scientific problem. Theimplications, if any, would be up to other people to worry abott.

Dropping lightly to hiskneesin the decreasing gravity, he began collecting histoolstogether.
And tried to shake off the vague fears.

CHAPTER 21

Therotationa gravity had dl but vanished by the time Chandris reached the control cabin. To her mild
surprise she found that Orninawas done, seated in Hanan's usual chair at the main command board.
"Where's Hanan?" she asked, glancing around as she maneuvered herself toward her chair.

"No—up here, please," Orninatold her, indicating her own usua backup command sest. "We
got ared light on one of the maneuvering-jet fuel pumps, Hanan's gone back to take alook."

Chandris nodded grimly. Just one more sign of how fast the Gazelle wasfdling gpart. "Do we
have any spares?' she asked.

Orninalooked at her in mock surprise. Y ou mean you haven't gotten around to memorizing our
inventory list yet?'

"I've been busy," Chandris said with her best imitation of wounded pride. "I'm only down to the
M's—haven't reached 'pump’ yet."

Orninasmiled. "Actualy, we do have a spare aboard if we need it. Whether he could actually
get it mounted before we reach Angelmassis another question entirely.”

Chandris pursed her lips. "Wdll, if it comesto that, Kosta could probably be pressed into
svice"



"Capable?’
She shrugged. "He knows hisway around awrench, anyway."

Theintercom pinged. "Ornina?' Hanan's voice came. "Can you shut down power on the
AA-57-C circuit for me? | need to get back into the coupling area and would just as soon not get

snged.”
"Right," Orninasaid, punching in acommand. "Okay; it showsclear.”
"Y ou need any help with that, Hanan?' Chandris asked. "I could come down and—"

"No, I'm fine," he assured her. "It'sfixable; just going to take a bit more time than | thought.
Speaking of time, why haven't we hit the catapult yet?'

"1t'1l be another few minutes,” Orninatold him. "They're having some trouble with one of the
supply ships going through to Centra, and it's got things backed up.”

"Typicd," Hanan sniffed. "Well, kegp meinformed.”

"And let me know if you want any help," Chandris added.

"1 won't, but thanks." The intercom clicked off. Chandris turned to Ornina—

And paused. On her face... "You dl right?" Chandris asked.

Orninaturned to look at her, the linestrying to smooth out as she did so. "I'm fing," she said.

A cold knot settled into Chandriss stomach. " Something's wrong with Hanan, isn't it?* she
asked. "Ishe getting worse?"

Ornina shook her head tiredly. "He has no choice but to get worse," she said. "It'sa
degenerative disease. Degenerative diseases by definition get worse.”

"Then he shouldn't be down there done," Chandris said, reaching for her restraint release.

"No, don't go," Orninasaid, shaking her head. "Y ou can't help him. Not any more. Y ou're too
much likefamily now."

Chandris stared at her. "'l don't understand.”

"Neither do I, redlly," Orninasaid quietly. Thelines of pain were back in her face now. Asif,
having said this much, there was no longer any point in trying to hide them. "Hes funny that way,
Chandris. It's pretty easy for him to accept help from strangers and acquaintances, but very hard to
accept it from family and close friends. Pride, or some strange form of denid, | don't know which.”

Chandris thought back to when she'd first come aboard the Gazelle; compared Hanan's face
and words then to how held looked and acted during her most recent lessons in ship's maintenance.
Thought about the brief conversation haf an hour earlier, and Hanan cheerfully giving Kosta



permission to fix the air scrubber. "That'swhy you don't sall your extraangd, isn't it?' shesaid dowly.
" S0 you can make sure there's asteady stream of strangers like me who he can accept help from.”

She locked eyes with the older woman. "Except that I'm not a stranger anymore.”
"No, you're not,” Orninaagreed. "Y ou're far more valuable to us than a stranger would be."

"Right—except that | can't help you anymore," Chandris retorted, a frustrated anger beginning to
dir within her. "That'sred vauable.

"Y ou know the ship aswell asthe two of us put together,” Ornina countered, her eyestaking on
afirmness and afrustrated anger of their own. "Y ou're an extrapair of hands—an extrapair of skilled
hands—and the way Hanan is going were going to need those hands if we're going to keep the
Gazdlle flying"

"Oh, wonderful," Chandris shot back. "1 keep the Gazelle flying, and in the process grind
Hanan's prideinto the dirt.”

Orninaleveled afinger a her. "l want you to get one thing straight, young lady. Y ou are not
responsible for Hanan's quirks and flaws and bouts of false pride. Yes, it hurtshim to haveto be
dependent on people. But that's redlity, and denying it just makes things harder on himsdf and
everyone else around him. Eventually, he's going to have to bite the stick and learn that, and he never
will if people dways caveinto him. Understand?!

"Yes" Chandris muttered.

"Good." Orninatook a deep breath, the momentary anger fading from her face. " And one more
thing. Likeit or not, Chandris, you were a godsend to us. We need you here. More than that, we
want you here. In five years of taking in everyone from outcasts to thieves to fugitives we've never
found anyone who clicked even remotely as well with us and the ship asyou have."

A ripple of old fear twisted through Chandriss heart. "I can't stay hereforever,” shesad. "'l
never said | would."

"l know." Orninaturned back to her board. But not before Chandris saw that her eyeswere
shiny wet. "Y ou're free to leave anytime you want to, of course. | just wanted you to understand how
wefdt."

The board beeped. "L ooks like the bottleneck’s clearing up,” she said. "We'd best get moving.”
"Right," Chandris murmured, the word coming out with difficulty around the knot in her throet.
Y es, she understood, al right. Understood that, for al the old fears and habits that <till haunted her,
shedidn't want to leave the Gazelle, either. Understood that, for probably thefirst timein her life, she
hed found something that was worth fighting for.

She might not be athief anymore. But she hadn't forgotten how to fight.



The damogt-fet jerk came, and in ablink the Seraph catapult was replaced by the spidery arms of
Angemass Centra's tethered net poles. " Approach vector?' Orninaasked, al business again.

"Vector logged in," Chandris confirmed crisply, matching the other woman'stone. " There seems
to be alot of traffic ahead, though. We might want to swing our gpproach alittle wider than usud..”

"Good ideg," Orninanodded, fingers playing across her keys. "Let's see... let'stry this."

Chandris gave the projected course aquick study. "Looks good,” she agreed. "Want meto
implement, or confirm it with Centra ?'

"I'll call Centrd," Orninasaid, reaching for the comm section of her board. "Go ahead and plug it
in so welll be ready when they give us clearance.”

Chandris had just started keying in the new course when the door hissed open behind her. She
turned, expecting to see Hanan—

"l seewevearived," Kostacommented, driftingin.

"Quiet—we're working," Chandris growled, turning back to her board.

"Sorry," Kosta stage-whi spered.

He headed over to his seet, busying himsalf with something. Chandristook her time, checking
and rechecking the course and her inputting of it, with the desired result: Orninafinished her part of
thetask first. "All cleared," shetold Chandris, switching off the comm. "Go ahead and execute. Hello,
Jereko," she added, turning to Kogta. "Everything dl right with your equipment?’

"Yes, thanks," hereplied. "Better than dl right, actualy—I thought | was going to haveto it
down there with it the whole time, but Hanan helped me tie the outputs into one of the Gazelles spare

command linesso | can operate it from up here.”

Chandrisfelt her lip twist. Kosta settling down in the control cabin. Terrific. "He's supposed to
be working on afuel pump down there," shetold Kogtatartly. "Not fiddling around with your stuff.”

"Hey, heindsted,” Kosta shot back. "It'snot my fault if he'sthe kind who likesto be helpful.”

"Heisthat," Orninamurmured.

Chandris clenched her teeth; but they were both right. Much as she'd love to do so, sheredly
couldn't blame Kostafor thisone. "Well, next time make sure he's not aready doing something, al
right?' she growled.

"For whatever it's worth to you, there probably won't be anext time" he reminded her diffly.
"By the time we get back to Sergph my credit line ought to be untangled, and we can go our separate

ways."

"Good," Chandris muttered. She glanced at Ornina; went back for acloser look. The older
woman was gazing studioudy at her digplays, adight but unmistakable smile playing around her lips.



"What?' Chandris demanded.

"Nothing," Orninasaid, the smile vanishing into the same sort of innocent look Hanan dways
used when he was about to close the trap on one of hisjokes. "I must say, Jereko, that your work
sounds fascinating. What exactly isthis particular experiment supposed to do?'

"I'm going to be sampling severa small bandwidths of Angelmasss radiation spectrum,” Kosta
told her. "Hopefully, it'l give me some clues asto why the angel emission has been increasing over the
past few months."

"It'sbeenincreasing?’ Orninafrowned.

"That'swhat my numberstell me" Kostasaid. "And yours, too, for that matter." He looked a
Chandris. "Didn't Chandristell you?'

Orninalooked at Chandris, too, eyebrowsraised. "It didn't seem important,” Chandris said with
ashrug.

"Probably isnt," Orninaagreed. "Still, you can't dwaystell what's going to wind up being
important down theline." She turned back to Kosta. "But enough shop talk. Tell us something about
yoursdlf, Jereko."

Kostatook a deep breath, and Chandris turned back to her board, permitting hersdlf atight
smile. The sameterritory sheld just gone over with Kosta below, territory she now knew by heart.
This could, she decided, be very interesting.

It was, too, though not in the way she'd expected. Kosta never contradicted any of what he'd
told her, never dipped up on historica events or on the physicd details of the placeshe said hed
lived. He was articulate enough, accurate enough, and apparently sincere enough for al of it to be
true.

But it wasn't.

There was plenty of evidence she could point to, at least to someone who knew the drill. A few
flowery phrasesthat sounded like they'd been pulled from aBamora Visitors Guide; an occasiona
exact quote from their conversation below, something she knew from experience was exceedingly
rare; an underlying precisenessin hisvoice that showed he was watching every sngleword he said. It
was definitely puff-talk. Detailed and well rehearsed, but puff-tak just the same.

But at the same time, there was something missing, something that any scorer good enough to
have worked up such an elaborate background ought to have had. A sense of daring, perhaps, or
some of the oily arrogance that had been a part of dl the really expert puff-talkers she'd known back
inthe Barrio. Kosta played more like an actor parroting someone e se'slines.

Which made Kogta... what?

Chandris dtill didn't know. But sheintended to find out.

And s0 she sat a her board, listening to every word he said and letting the Gazelle more or less



fly itsdlf toward Angelmass.

And with her full attention on Kosta, she completely missed the first subtle clue that something
had goneterribly wrong.

"...and 0, rather to my amazement, the Ingtitute accepted my gpplication,” Kosta concluded. "I didn't
give them time to change their minds. | booked passage on aliner and—" he shrugged "—here | am.”

"Here you are, indeed." Ornina shook her head—in wonderment, Kosta hoped, not disbelief.
"That's quite astory, Jereko. | certainly hope you can get your finances straightened out quickly. 1t'd
be ashameif such apromising career was derailed by something astrivia asaclericad error.”

"I'm sureit will be," he assured her. He threw aglance at the back of Chandriss head, feding
some of histenson draining away. Hed poured alot of hoursinto memorizing his cover story, but it
had been timewell spent. HE'd gotten through it without making any errors, and with a certain degree
of panache besides. Maybe he wasfindly starting to adapt to this spy stuff.

And just then, in the back of hismind, aquiet darm went off.

Hefroze, searching frantically through what held just said. Had he, at the very end, made some
kind of fatal blunder in his story?

And then he got it. The gammarray sparks—those damned noisy ubiquitous gammearray
sparks—had stopped.

Which meant... what?
Hewasjust opening his mouth to ask when an e ectronic scream split the air.

Hejerked hard in his seat, pressing himsdlf up againgt the restraints. Ornina spun back to her
board, jabbing at it—

Thewailing cut off as suddenly asit had begun."—hdll was that?" Chandris snapped in the
ringing Slence

"Emergency cal,” Orninasaid tightly. "Get on the tracker and locatethesignd. I'll try toraise
them.”

Chandriswas dready busy at her board. "Gat it... no. No, it's wavering."

"Must be heavy radiation out there," Orninamuttered, her hands dancing across her board.
"Let'sseeif thisheps. Thisisthe Gazelle, cdling distress ship; Gazelle, calling distress ship. Can you

respond?’

Therewas aroar of static from the speaker, aroar punctuated by an incredible rapid-fire stutter
of gamma-ray sparks. "Gazelle, thisisHova's Skyarcher," abardly audible voice came through the
noise. "We're caught in aradiation surge—losing control of everything. We need help.”



"Chandris?' Ornina asked.

"] can't get afix onthem,” Chandris said, her voice strained. "The radiation's messing up the
cdibration."

"Y ou got anything even gpproximate?"
"Yes, but—"

“That'll do for now," Orninacut her off. "Hova's Skyarcher, we're on our way. ETA, maybe
ten minutes™

A sound that might have been aword, and then the satic and signa were gone. "What did he
say?' Kosta asked.

"Hesad'hurry,' " Orninasaid grimly. The Gazelles engines, which had been idling softly, roared
tofull life. "Keep trying to get afix on him, Chandris."

"l am." Chandris glanced over her shoulder. "Make yoursaf useful, Kosta—get on the intercom
and get Hanan up here."

"Don't bother," Hanan said from the doorway even as Kostamoved to comply. ™Y ou can hear
that Sren al the way down at the pumps. What's going on?"

"Radiation surge,”" Orninatold him, getting out of her chair asHanan did into it. "It'sgot Hova's
Skyarcher."

"Damn," Hanan muttered, hands running over the board as Orninaand Chandris aso played
musical chairs, switching back to their usual sedts. "Anyone dsein range?’

"I don't know," Orninasaid. "Not even sure anyone €l se heard the call—signals don't cut too
well acrossradiation lines."

"Haveyou derted Centra yet?'
"Haven't had time. I'll do it now." Orninabusied hersdf with her board.

The Gazelle began to move, pressing Kosta back into his seat. "Can | do anything to help?' he
asked.

"] don't think s0," Hanan said over his shoulder. "Jugt St tight.”

K osta squeezed his handsiinto fists. Wonderful. Another ship was getting roasted by radiation
out there, and dl he could do was St tight. And not roasted dowly, either, if that chatter of
gammearray sparks he'd heard had been any indication.

He stiffened. Gamma-ray sparks? Reaching to his board, he keyed for ared-time display from
his detectors below.



Nothing.

For along minute he stared at the result, not believing it. Even given that the package was
selecting only afew narrow bandwidths, there fill should be something coming in. He keyed for a
more sensitive reading—

"Kostal" Chandris snapped.

Hejerked around. "What?"

"Get on the comm,” she ordered. "Try and raise the Skyar cher —tell them we're on our way but
can't get asolid fix on them. Seeif they can give us some location data.”

"Right." Kostaturned back to hisboard. A minute later, he had them.

"Gazelle," avoice caled through theroar of static and gamma-ray stutter. "Gazelle, are you
there?'

"We're here," Kogta called back. "Hang on, were coming. Can you give us your location and
veocity vectors?'

"We don't have them." Even through the noise, Kosta could hear the fear in that voice. "The
whole damn ship isfdling gpart. Y ou gottahdp us™

"We'retrying to get there," Kostatold him, anicy shiver running up his back. "Just hang on and
try torelax—"

He broke off as something went crack behind him. For an instant he thought his earswere
playing tricks on him, that the sound had come from the comm spesker. But it was followed by
another, and another—

"Hanan!" he shouted over the roar of the engines and the increasingly noisy crackling. "Were
getting into rediation.”

"1 know," Hanan called back. "No choice—it's our only intercept vector. Don't worry, the hull
can handle—"

Therest of his statement was swallowed up in a sudden cloudburst of gammearray sparks.

And dl hell brokeloose.

Hanan screamed, acry of pain that sent Kosta's teeth locking together. Ornina shouted
something and grabbed for her restraints, Kosta got to Hanan first, without any clear memory of
having left his seat. "What'swrong?' he shouted over the din, dimly aware that he was once again

welightless—the Gazelle, clearly, was no longer under power.

"Hisexobraces," Orninashouted back, trying to get her hand into Hanan's shirt. "They're
misfiring—overloading the sensory nerves. Got to shut everything down.”



Kogta swore, trying to remember everything held learned at the Ingtitute about Empyred
eectronics. There wasn't anything that even remotely touched on this sort of thing. Helplessly, holding
Hanan's pain-curled arms as steady as he could, he watched as Orninafindly got to whatever cutoff
switch shewastrying for. The armswent limp, and Hanan gave along, trembling sgh. "God," he
muttered, the word just bardly audible. "God, that hurt.”

"Youll bedl right,” Orninatold him, her facetight. " Jereko, help me get him down to the
medpack.”

"Never mind me," Hanan indsted, trying to shrug their hands off. He succeeded only inflailing
uselessy againgt Kosta's shoulder. "Weve got to get the Skyarcher beforeit'stoo late."

"Stop that!" Ornina snapped, pushing hisarm away from the restraint release. "'Y ou need help.”
"So0 do Hovaand Rafe—"

"They'll getit,” Kostacut him off, popping the strap on his side of Hanan's seet. "Orninaand
Chandris can handle the ship while | get you below. Fair enough?'

A surge of pain came and went across Hanan'sface. "All right,” he gritted.

K ogtawedged afoot under the edge of the chair and took Hanan's arm, fedling the muscles
trembling under his hand as he got the arm around his shoulders. "I'll need afew minutes at half agee
or less"" hetold Ornina, hauling Hanan bodily out of his seet and fighting hard againgt the fat man's
inertia "Can you do that?'

"Assuming we have any control a al, yes" she said grimly, wedging herself into Hanan's seet.
"Y ou know how to work a huntership medpack?

"I do," Hanan said before K osta.could answer. "I'll be there with him, remember?’

"Well, then, get there," she snapped, giving her brother one last Iook before turning back to her
board.

Hanan turned dightly watery eyesto Kostaand gave him the ghost of asmile. "The hospitad,
officer, and gep onit.”

It took some effort, even at half a gee, to manhandle Hanan onto the medpack table. But Kosta
managed it, and under Hanan's guidance got it programmed.

He had completed the procedure, and Hanan was starting to fal aseep, when the gamma-ray
cloudburst abruptly dropped off to more or lessnorma levelsagain.

The intercom, when he tried it, was inoperable. He considered heading back to the control cabin
to find out what was going on, but even though Hanan seemed al right he decided it wouldn't be a
good ideato leave him aone.

And s0 he sat there, watching the glowing green lights on the medpack and listening to Hanan's
steady breathing.



And tried to think.

Chandriswas sitting in Hanan's usual seat when Kogsta arrived in the control cabin. "How arewe
doing?' he asked her.

Sheturned to look at him, her eyesflat and dead. "Were going home," she said, turning back to
her work. "How's Hanan?"

"He'sdl right," Kostatold her, moving forward to drop into the seet next to her. "Orninasays
he'snot in any danger.”

""She probably told you, then.”
"Thet the Skyarcher didn't makeit?' He nodded. "Yes."

Chandris shook her head dowly. Disbelievingly. "It killed them. Burned dl the eectronicsand
opticsout of their ship and just... killed them.”

Kogtanodded again, looking at the display. At the stars and, just barely visible now, the pattern
of lightsindicating the Angelmass Centra space station. "We stopping at Central or going onto
Sergph?’

"Probably the latter," Chandris said. "There's no need to stick around unless either Hanan or the
Gazdlle need immediate attention. Central isn't set up for major long-term work."

"Yeah." Kostalooked at her. "That radiation surge. From the way Hanan and Orninawere
talking, it sounded like thiswasn't the first time it's happened. Y ou ever seen one before yoursd f?

Chandris gave him along, cool look. "Two men just died out there," she said, her voice even
colder than her eyes. "Isit too much to ask for you to put your scientific curiogity into storagefor a
while?'

"I'm sorry," Kogtasaid quietly. "Did you know them well?"

"Hardly at al," she said, turning back to stare a her board. "1 only talked to the owner once,
back when | wastrying to get ajob. Before | found Hanan and Ornina" She shrugged, adight
movement of her shoulders. "He wasn't very nice to me. Sarcastic and pretty nasty.” She snorted a
sound that might have been a sort of laugh. "1t'sfunny, you know. When | first came here | wouldn't
have cared atwo-ruyareek if afrag like that got himsalf diced. Look at me now." She shook her
head.

K ogta nodded, searching for something to say. "At least you tried. That hasto count for
something.”

Shelooked a him again, afaint sheen of contempt in her eyes. "Thisisnt auniversity find,
Kogta," shegrowled. "Thisisred life. Thereés no partia credit given for effort.”



Hewinced at her tone. "That's not what | meant.”
She sghed, the anger fading from her face. "I know."

For afew minutesthey sat together in silence. Kostawas just wondering whether he ought to
leave when Chandris stirred. Y ou were asking about the radiation surge.”

"Yes," Kostanodded. "I waswondering—"

"l remember the question,” she cut him off. "I've heard stories of things like this happening, but
I've never been this close to one before.”

"Any ideawhat might have caused it?"
She shrugged. "Y ou're the expert. You tell me.”

"That'sthe problem,” he said. "I can't. According to everything | know about black holes, what
just happened should have been impossible.”

Shefrowned at him. "What do you mean, impossible?’
"I'll show you. Come on back to my seat and I'll call up the datafrom my experiment.”

"] can bring it up from here." She fiddled with her board, and amoment later a page of numbers
appeared on one of the displays. "Okay, you've got access—that part of the board, there.”

"Thank you." Kosta keyed in the plotting/extrapolation program, set it running. "Now, let's see
just what thislookslike..."

The numbers vanished, to be replaced by afuzzy pink conewith an equaly fuzzy dark blueline
downitsaxis. Kostagazed at it, a shiver running up hisback. "I'll be damned,” he murmured.

"What?' Chandris asked.

K osta pointed, noting vaguely that hisfinger seemed to be shaking abit. "Thebluelinein the
middleisthe surge of radiation,” he explained. "The pink coneiswhere therewasno radiation a all.”

Chandrislooked a him. "No radiation?"

"None. At least, not in the frequencies my sensorswere set for.”

Shelooked back at the display. "But..."

"Yeah. | don't suppose you'd have any records of those other surges aboard, would you?”

"l don't know," Chandris said grimly, reaching for her board. "Let'sfind out."



CHAPTER 22

The baby was adeep, her eyes pinched shut againgt the gentle night-light in the room, addlicate
pattern of veins crisscrossing her eydids. Occasiondly she stirred, waving her tiny hands around or
making them into fists, and once made a series of sucking motionswith her mouth.

Sitting in the semi-darkened room, Sipping a amug of cold tea, Kosta watched her deep.

He'd been there perhaps twenty minutes when the door opened behind him. "Dr. Qha—? Oh,
hi, Jereko," Gyad interrupted himsalf cheerfully. "Aren't you supposed to be out at Angelmass or
somewhere?'

"Thetrip ended early,” Kogtatold him. "If you're looking for Dr. Qhahenlo, she's down the hall
inthelab."

"No rush. Who's that, baby Angdlica?’
Kogafdt hisliptwigt. "That's her name, isit? | should have guessed.”
Therewasabrief pause. "You dl right?* Gyas asked, hisvoice frowning.

"Not redly." Kostagestured at the screen with his mug, the movement doshing afew drops over
therim and onto hisfingers. "I don't understand this, Y aezon. What kind of people are you, that you
blithely put an angel around the neck of ababy?"

"It'sabit of agamble, sure," Gyas agreed, coming over to stand beside Kosta's chair. "It was
hardly done blithdly, though. Or quickly, either—the argument and discussion lasted nearly ayear,
with just about the whole Ingtitute getting in on it before it was over. Director Podolak and the others
findly decided it was just something we had to do."

"For science.”

Gyas shrugged. "Y ou could put it that way, | guess. Don't forget, though, that we didn't go in
entirely cold. We had nearly two decades of experience with the High Senate and othersto go on, not
to mention afew years of lab studies before that. Even if we don't know exactly what the angels are,
we know pretty well what they do.”

"And what if you don't?' Kostaasked, turning away from the degping baby on the screen to
look up at him. " Suppose they're not just quanta of good. Suppose there's more to them then that.”

"Suchas?'

"Such as mativations of their own," Kostasaid. " Such as possibly even an intelligence of their
own."

Gyad blinked; and then hisface cleared. "Ah," he said with aknowing nod. "That's right—you
were aboard a huntership, weren't you? Let me guess. they pulled that old trapped-aien ghost story
onyou."



It was Kogtas turn to frown. "What do you mean, pulled it on me? Y ou mean it was ajoke?"

"Oh, it'snojoke" Gyad said. "It'sjust that that same theory, in one form or another, has been
kicking around the huntership crews for years. No one redlly takesit serioudy anymore.”

Except maybe the Pax, Kogtareminded himsdf slently. "Why not?" he asked. "Do you know
what would happen to aship that tried catapulting through ablack hole like Angelmass?’

"No, but that's not the point,” Gyas said. "The problem isthat that theory doesn't do anything
except push thered issue a step farther back. If the angels are one or more fragmented souls, why
arethey dl uniformly good? Why don't we get demons mixed in with the angels?*

"Areyou sure you haven't?' Kosta countered. "I mean, how would you test for something like
thet?"

"l don't know, actudly," Gyas admitted. "But the High Senate and the Ingtitute seem to know

"Ah. Of course"

Gyas raised hishands, pams upward. "At some point in life, Jereko, you have to accept the fact
that you can't get by without occasiondly trusting other people.”

"Maybe," Kosta conceded grudgingly. "Doesn't mean | haveto likeit.”
Behind them, the door opened again. "Mr. Kosta?'
"I'm here, Dr. Qhahenlo,” Kostasaid, squinting in the sudden brightness as he stood up.

"Watching Angedlica, | see" Qhahenlo commented as she walked to her desk. "How's she doing
tonight?'

"She'sdreaming, | think," Kostasaid, turning off the monitor and going over to the desk. "Did
you find anything?'

Qhahenlo nodded. "Two things. Firgt of dl, the datayou got from the Gazelle are perfectly
correct: there have indeed been fourteen instances of unusud radiation pulses recorded over the past
eghteen months. None of them anywhere near this strong, but definitely there.”

"How strong are we talking about?' Gyas asked.

"Extremely," Qhahenlo told him grimly. "The one Mr. Kosta recorded was strong enough to kill
ahuntership crew right through a sandwich-metal hull.”

Gyads gavealow whistle, turning to look at Kosta. "Not your crew, | hope.”

"No," Kosta said, shivering with the memory. "But we were close enough that it could have



"Which brings me to the second point,” Qhahenlo said, tapping keys. "We're ill anayzing your
data; but a the moment it looks asif that conical low-radiation zoneisan artificia congtruct. Here's
the picture we've come up with." She swiveled the display around for him to see.

Kogtafrowned &t it. The central fuzzy line of the main radiation pulse was ill there, but the
outer cone had been replaced by astrange, amost random-looking mottling. "That doesn't make
sense” he objected. "The radiation data came out symmetric despite the fact that the Gazelles path
curved dl through that region.”

"Which isobvioudy why your compuiter fitted acone shapeto it,” Qhahenlo nodded. "Thismore
sophigticated analysis was able to take into account the fact that your sampling was very limited in
both space and time. It was also ableto fit it closer to known black hole theory."

Kogtalooked at her sharply. "What do you mean, fit it closer? Shouldn't you be taking the data
onitsown meritsand seeing whereit leads?'

"Wedid," shesaid. "But you have to understand that there wasn't dl that much there, by the
nature of your experiment's design and the incident itself. If werun it pardld to the theory, on the
other hand, we can get amorelikely explanation.”

Kostapursed hislips. It was, he had to admit, afairly standard technique. Not much more,
redly, than a sophisticated version of curve-fitting. And under normal circumstances he would have
seen nothing wrong withit.

But here, for some reason, he did. And didn't know why. " So what did the theory-fitting tell
you?' he asked, fighting hard to stay open-minded.

Qhahenlo shrugged. "About as | expected,” she said, tapping keysto bring up some numbers.
"Best guessisthat what we're seeing is aradiation self-focusing effect, probably triggered by asudden
influx of gravitationa energy.”

Kogtaleaned over the desk, studying thefigures. It did, indeed, seem straightforward enough: a
sgnificant mass, faling in toward Angelmass, would release gravitationd potentid energy asit fell,
pushing some of the radiation streaming from the black hole over the threshold for self-focusing.

And yet... "Where are we assuming this triggering mass came from?' he asked. "Angdmassisn't
big enough to get al that much gravitationa energy from.”

"True," Qhahenlo agreed. "And the sdf-focusing effect won't last dl that long, either, soit getsa
little tricky. Were assuming that the trigger is coming from the affected hunterships
themselves—something dropped, or maybe something coming from the drive. Werelooking into it."

"Mm." Kostarubbed at hislower lip. "1 don't know. That surge lasted an awfully long time."

"Oh, thereé'sno doubt it pushes the edges of the theory,” Qhahenlo nodded. "But | don't think it's
going to taketoo much tofit it in. Thetricky part will be to figure out what the trigger mechanismis
and how to keep it from happening again.”

"Isthere enough datafor that?' Gyas asked.



"l don't know," Qhahenlo said. "Idedlly, wed like to have the exact configurations and operating
procedures from each of the ships this has happened to. Try to find some common factor in the
incidents. Whether we can get that or not | don't know, particularly with those that occurred more
than amonth or two ago. | presume well be studying the wreckage of the Hova's Skyar cher, too,
once EmDef retrievesit. That should tell ussomething.”

"And what happens until then?' Kosta demanded.

Both of them looked at him. "1'm not sure what you mean,” Qhahenlo said.

And here'swhere it hits the blades, Kostathought, bracing himsdf. "I mean I'd liketo go
ahead and publish this" hetold her. "At least asapreiminary report. | think it'simportant that the
huntership crews know what's happening out there.”

A dight smiletwitched at Qhahenlo'slip. "And you're worried the Gabriel Corporation may take
exception to you gtirring up trouble?!

"Why would they?' Gyas put in before Kosta could answer. ™Y ou've found a problem no one
ese hasnoticed. They're more likely to thank you for pointing it out.”

"Oh, of course," Kogta snorted. " Corporations always appreciate someone showing them up as
incompetent or negligent.”

Gyas shook hishead. "Y ou're missing the point, Jereko. Thisis Gabriel we're talking about
here. They can't act that way."

"Why not?' Kostademanded. "Because they provide avitd service?"
"No," Qhahenlo said. "Because they ded with angels.”

Kogtalooked at her, feding his arguments catch somewhere hafway down histhroat. "But the
corporate heads don't actually handle the angels themselves."

She nodded. "Y es, they do. Every single one of them, every single day. That was one of thefirst
conditions the High Senate set up when Gabrid was created, precisaly to make sure that the standard
corporate fixation with bottom-line profits didn't take hold there. And it worked. Gabriel genuinely
cares about the hedlth and safety of its employees, including the huntership crews.”

"Trandation: go ahead and writeit up,” Gyas murmured.

Kostatook acareful breath. "All right. | will. Infact, if you'll both excuse me, I'll get started right
now. Thank you, Dr. Qhahenlo, for running the data for me."

"Y ou're welcome," Qhahenlo said, nodding gravely. "WEell keep you up to date on what's
happening.”

"Thank you," Kosta said again, rounding the desk toward the door. "Hopefully, I'll have my
credit line back in acouple of days and be able to keep track of it myself."



"I'm sure you will," Qhahenlo assured him.

| was sure, too, yesterday, Kostareminded himself as he headed down the quiet corridor
toward his office. But that was yesterday, and yesterday he didn't have information the Gabriel
Corporation might not want peopleto hear. It would, he decided, be very interesting to see their
reaction when they saw his paper.

And to seewhat, if anything, they did about it. To the hunterships, or to him.

CHAPTER 23

Thewrench dipped and clanged against the edge of the access flange, narrowly missing Chandriss
knucklesin the process. "Nurk," she gritted, lowering the tool and flexing her fingers. "It kegps coming
off."

"That's because you're not setting the line-lock solidly enough against the connector,” Hanan told
her, hisvoice cam and soothing. "If it'stight enough, it won't dip."

"Wdl, | can't doit,” Chandris growled, offering him the wrench. "If you can, you're agenius.”

"Hardly," Hanan huffed. But it was a pleased sort of huff. "Let me show you.”

Chandris stepped aside, maintaining her frustrated scowl as Hanan busied himsdf with the
wrench. His hands, she could see, were still not a hundred percent steady; but she could also see that
her modified little-miss-hel pless routine was doing wonders for his morae. With any luck, he wouldn't
catch on to what she was doing until his nervous system had gotten back in synch with the exobraces
electronics,

And when that happened, it would betimefor her to leave.

"There" Hanan grunted, stepping back and gesturing with adightly shaky hand at the wrench
handle protruding from the access hatch. "Try it now."

"Thanks,” Chandris said, getting a grip on the wrench and giving it atug. Thistimeit stayed on.
"That'sit, dl right.”

"Just one of those things you pick up with experience," Hanan said modestly. Y ou'll getitin
time Thatis, if you day."

"Where elsewould | go?" she countered, keeping her eyes on her work.

She sensed Hanan shrug. "Back to running, | suppose. Y ou were running when you first came
here, if you remember.”

With afina tug, Chandris got the connector loose. "'I'm not much interested in running anymore,
thank you," shetold him, in atone carefully designed to discourage further questioning.



It was awaste of good voice control. Y ou know, you never did give us any details about this
crazy man you said you were running from,” Hanan commented. "He must have been really crazy for
you to haverun al the way to Seraph to get away from him."

"Hewas," Chandrissaid briefly. "Y ou have a spare grommet there?"

"Sure." Hefound one, handed it to her. "Tdl me about him."

IIWMI

He sghed, just audibly. " So that maybe we can help you find away to get clear of him. Before
you leaveus."

Chandrisfet her throat tighten. "Who saysI'm leaving?’

"Ornina. She wasright, you know: we do need you here."

Chandris snorted. "That's the trouble with you two. Y ou talk too much to each other."

"Shetdksand | listen, anyway," Hanan said, ahint of hisusud flippancy peeking through. "I'm
serious, though, about wanting you to stay. For starters, who else will play this helpless-maiden

routinewith meif you go?'

Chandris grimaced. So much for him not catching on. "Maybe that'swhy | want to leave,” she
growled. "Maybe I'm tired of playing games. Ever think of that?"

For along minute he was silent. Chandris finished attaching the new connector, then set the
wrench'sline-lock on the next one and broke it loose. "We're dl running from something, Chandris,”
hesaid at lagt, quietly. "Did Orninaever tell you | wanted to be a surgeon?"

Chandris paused, the connector halfway off. "No," she said.

"It'san art, you know, surgery,” Hanan said, hisvoice oddly distant. "One of the few red arts
left. Maybe the only one where you can genuinely fed that you're doing some good for people.”

Chandris heard the faint whine of his exobraces as he moved hisarm. "How far had you gotten?
she asked.

"l wasin my second year of college when our parents died,” hetold her. "Orninahad just
finished basic, and insisted on going to work to help me pay my way. | was able to work some, too,
but she was the one who kept us afloat. | let her do it because | knew that when | got into practicel
could afford to send her to college, too. To pay her back for everything.

"1 was sx months from finishing when the disease showed up.”

Chandris blinked away sudden moisture. "They couldn't do anything about it?"

"Well, that'sthe point, you see," Hanan said, histone suddenly strange. "They could have."



Sheturned around to look at him, expecting to see anger in hiseyes. But al that was there was
sadness. "'l don't understand,” she said carefully.

Helet out hisbreath in agentle whoosh. "1t could have been cured, Chandris" he said, gazing at
histrembling hand. "Not just helped; cured. All it would have taken would have been some highly
specidized neura surgery and Sx months of intensive treatment... and about two million ruyato pay
fordl of it."

Unbidden, amemory from the Barrio flicked into Chandriss mind: old Havin, limping painfully
along on an ankle that could easily have been replaced. "I'm sorry,” was al she could think of to say.

Hanan's eyes came back from his hand and his memories, and he threw her atight smile. "So
wasl," hesaid. "For along time | was pretty bitter about it, | can tell you. | wasn't asking for charity,
you know—I could dmogt certainly have paid dl of it back over alifetime of surgica work.”

Chandris nodded, an old saying floating up from the depths of her memory. " "Therich get
richer,'" she quoted.

" 'And the poor get babies," " Hanan finished.
"What?'
"My own version. Skip it." He cocked an eyebrow. "So. Y our turn.”

Shefdt her somach tighten. "Hisnameis Trilling Vail," shetold him. "For two years he was—"
she hesitated, groping for the right word.

"Y our lover?' Hanan suggested ddlicately.

"Y es, that too. But hewas alot more." She shook her head. "Y ou have to understand what the
Black Barrio was like, Hanan. Poor people, lots of scorers and koshes—probably alot like that part
of Magasca near the spaceport.”

" Sounds pretty grim.”

"It wasn't fun. | started out as a trac—that's someone who plays decoy or distraction for a
scorer—and worked my way up to where | was the one doing the scoring.”

"All of thishy yoursdf?'

"l was never redly aone,” Chandris said. "But there wasn't anyone who redlly cared about me,
either. Mostly the people who kept me around did so because | was useful.

"And then, when | was fourteen, | met Trilling."
She turned back to the access pandl, unwilling for Hanan to see her face. "He wasred nice at

first. He took care of melike no one ese ever had. Taught me al sorts of tricks, got me involved with
hisfriends, let memoveinwith him."



Bittersweet memories flashed past her eyes, making her throat hurt. "What can | say? He took
careof me"

Therewas abrief pause. "What happened?' Hanan asked quietly. " Another woman?"

Chandris snorted. "Not Trilling," she said. "He always said he was aone-woman man. Asfar as
| know he never tommed around while | was with him. No, what happened was that he started
acting... strange. | mean really strange. He'd try to score tracks he wasn't ready for, and then go
crazy-mad when they popped. He'd get mad at me for no reason at all, or else drop into ablack pit
for days at atime. HE'd disappear, too, at strange hours and blow up when | tried to ask where he'd
been. And he gtarted playing around with reeksalot.”

" Sounds like someone on the glide path to a menta breakdown," Hanan said. "Did you try to get
him to talk to someone?’

"About twice aweek. But he blew up every time | suggested it. Besides, there wasn't much of
anyone left for him to talk to; most of hisfriends had chopped and hopped by that time. They said he
was a crash waiting to happen and didn't want to be around when it did.”

"Somefriends," Hanan murmured.

"The Barrio waslikethat,” Chandristold him. "No one ever did anything for anybody unless
there was something in it for them.”

"Well..." Hanan scratched his cheek. "Pardon mefor pointing it out, but you stayed with Trilling.
And it doesn't sound like you were getting much out of it."

Chandrisfdt her lip twist. "Don't try to make me look noble, Hanan. | wasn't. Even at hisworst
Trilling was the most security my life had ever had, and | didn't want to lose that. Or maybe just didn't
want to admit that it was dready lost. You lieto yoursdf alot in aplacelike the Barrio.”

"Peoplelieto themseves alot everywhere.”

Chandris shrugged. "Anyway, it finaly got to the point where| couldn't takeit anymore. |
decided | had to get out." A sudden, violent shiver ran up through her a the memory. "And then, like
acompletefool, | went and told Trilling | wasleaving."

Hanan took astep closer to her, hisarm dipping around her shoulders. "Did he hurt you?' he
asked gently.

Chandris shivered again, the memories flashing across her vison. "He never even touched me.
All he did was stand there, staring at me with acrazy look in hiseyes. And then hetold me, in
complete detail, what he would do to meif | ever eventried to leave him."

She shook her head. "1 till don't know how | got away theway | did. | guess hedidn't really
believe | was serious.”

For along minute they stood there in sllence. Chandris found hersdf leaning into Hanan's Side,
feding the warmth and strength and security of his presence. In someways it reminded her of how



things had once been with Trilling; and yet, in other ways, it was an entirely new experience. There
was no sexud content to the hug, none of the underlying current of predator ferocity that had seemed
to saturate everything Trilling said or did. Hanan's touch was one of friendship; nothing more, nothing
less. And it asked nothing more or lessin return.

Which was only going to make it that much harder when she lft.

She blinked back the tears from her eyes and straightened away from him. “I'm al right,” she
murmured. "Thanks"

Hanan dropped hishand away. "It's not dways a blessng having a perfect memory, isit?'

"It'snot ablessing at dl," she said bitterly. "It'satool that's been useful in scoring. Nothing
more."

And spesking of tools... With asigh, she reached for the wrench again—
And from the gate behind them came the sudden clink of thelatch.

Trilling! Chandris jumped, banging her head on the underside of the Gazelle, feet scrambling
for traction as she came down. She spun around, hand darting to the toal tray for
something—anything—she could use as awegpon. Grabbing along screwdriver more by luck than
design, she twisted to try and get around Hanan's bulk—

It wasn't Trilling. It was Kodta, frozen like a startled anima halfway through the gate. "Uh...
hello," he managed, eyesflicking to the screwdriver gripped in Chandriss hand and then back to her
face. "Have | come at abad time?’

"No, no," Hanan said cheerfully, his serious mood vanished without atrace. " That was nothing to
do with you. | told abad joke and Chandris was taking exception to it. Comein, comein."

Sowly, obvioudy not convinced, Kosta resumed hisinterrupted trip through the gate. "Because
if it'sabad time—"

"No, redly," Hanan waved him forward. " Chandris, put that screwdriver down. What brings you
out thisway, Jereko? Y ou need another ride out to Angelmass?’

"I'm sure his credit line must be unsnarled by now," Chandris put in before Kosta could answer,
tossing the screwdriver back into thetool tray in disgust. Kosta, anytime, was an annoyance. Right
now, hewas aflat-out intruson.

Shelooked back up in timeto see amusclein Kostas cheek twitch. "Asit happens,” he said,
"it'snot.”

"Odd," Hanan frowned. "I thought it was just some sort of clerical error.”

"Sodid|," Kostaagreed. "Apparently, it's something more complicated than that. What, exactly,
| don't know. Director Podolak's till having trouble getting straight answers.”



They probably caught on to whatever track you're trying to score, Chandristhought with
sour satisfaction. Now if only Hanan would wish him well and send him on hisway...

"Well, welll be going up again intwo days," Hanan offered. "'If you want to come dong, you're
certainly welcome.”

Kostas eyesflicked to Chandris. "1 somehow doubt the invitation is unanimous. Anyway, for
now there's not much point in my going up. | want to look for the kind of conditions the theory says
ought to precede these radiation surges, but until my credit line gets unfrozen | can't get any new

equipment.”
"Can't you do anything with your origind experiment?’ Hanan asked. "Modify it somehow?"
"That'swhat I'mtrying," Kostanodded. "So far it'sgoing preity dowly."

"Widll, if you need any tools, you're welcome to use ours here," Hanan said. "Sorry that we can't
offer you anything e se, but huntershipstend to run on atight budget.”

"Oh, | understand,” Kostaassured him. "And thank you for the offer. Actually, the main reason |
came by wasto see how you were doing." He glanced again at Chandris, hiseyesalittle hard this
time. "For some reason, |'ve been having trouble getting hold of you by phone."

"Oh?"' Hanan asked, throwing Chandris a specul ative look.

"Weve been having problemswith the Gazelle's phones," shetold him evenly. "The system's
been locking out someincoming calls. I've been working oniit.”

"Ah." Hanan held her gaze amoment longer, then turned back to Kosta. " Sorry about that.
However, asyou can see, I'm pretty well recovered. Certainly enough for Orninato put me back to
work. Y ou mentioned atheory in the works about these radiation surges?”

The cheek muscle twitched again. "So they say. Dr. Qhahenlo thinksit's a sdlf-focusing effect
triggered by something falling into Angelmass from one of the hunterships. I'm not convinced, mysdlf.”

"l don't recdl you liking the Acchaa theory much, ether,” Chandris put in. "Arethere any
theoriesyou like?"

Heglared a her. "Actudly, I'm rather partid to the ideathat the angels are addliberate alien
invasion,” he said tartly. "Here to turn everyone in the Empyrean into something non-human.”

"Unfortunately, we don't need aien help to becomeless than human,” Hanan murmured, glancing
a Chandris. "Maiter of fact, Chandrisand | were just discussing that.”

K ogstalooked back and forth between them, then shrugged. "Anyway, | wrote the whole thing
up—results, comments, and everybody's theories as to what happened. Well see what kind of
response | get." He hesitated. "Incidentaly, | dso discussed your trapped-aien theory with a couple
of people. They said that the idea's been around for quite awhile."

"Old doesn't necessarily mean wrong,” Hanan pointed out. "Did any of them actudly refuteit, or



did they al just make the usua learnedly snide comments?

"Thelatter, mogtly," Kosta conceded. "One of them compared it to the ancient epicycle theory
of planetary motion. Said it complicated matters without redly explaining anything."

"Y ou agree with that?"

"l don't know," Kostaadmitted. "That's the other reason | came by, actually; | wondered if

you'd bewilling to discuss it some more with me. When you're not so busy, of course," he added
hetily.

"I'm sure that would befine" Chandrisput in, letting alittle acid drip off her tone. "Look usupin
about sx months. Eight, if we keep getting interrupted.”

Kostareddened. "I'm sorry," he said, taking a step back toward the gate. "I didn't mean to
interrupt your work."

"Oh, don't mind Chandris," Hanan told him. "Though if you've got the time, we actudly could
use an extrapair of hands. Y ou interested?”

"Uh—" Kostalooked at Chandris, awary look on hisface. "Well... sure. Sure, why not?"

"Good." Hanan stepped away from Chandriss side. "Why don't you give Chandris a hand with
the connector replacements while |l go inside and get the leak-checker warmed up.”

Without waiting for areply he ducked under the Gazelle's hull and headed back toward the
hatchway. Kostalooked a Chandris, seemed to brace himself. "Okay," he said, coming forward, his
expression that of someone approaching alarge dog. "What can | do to help?'

" Absolutely nothing," Chandris growled, turning her back on him. She reached into the access
hatch and started unscrewing the loosened connector. "1 mean that. Y ou want to be helpful, go follow
Hanan around. Better yet, go away."

She felt him come up behind her. "L ook, I'm sorry you don't likeme," he said. "'I'm not exactly
crazy about you, either, if you want to know the truth. But the fact of the matter is that Hanan and
Orninadid me abig favor, and I'd like to try and pay them back alittle. | don't know if you can
understand that or not.”

Chandris clenched her teeth hard enough to hurt... but under the circumstances there wasn't a
single nurking thing she could say to that. "Give me one of those grommets," she ordered.

They worked in sllence for afew minutes, Chandris doing the real work, Kosta handing her
tools and parts as requested. She had just finished tightening the last connector when the phone
hanging on the toal tray's handletrilled. "Chandris?' Hanan's voice cdled.

"Right here," she called back, giving each connector onelast check, "I think were ready to give
itates."

"Great," Hanan said. "IsKogta till there?'



She resisted the temptation to say something sarcastic. "Yes," she said.
"Good." Theclick of atrandfer—"Go ahead, Mr. Gyas."

"Jereko?' an unfamiliar voice said.

Chandrisfelt Kostastart. "Y aezon?"

"Yeah," Gyas sad. "Findly. I've been looking dl over for you—calling the Gazelle wasalong
shot. Listen, you've got to get back here right away."

"What'swrong?'

Something in theway he said those two words made Chandris twist her head around to look at
him—

Tofind that it wasn't just in hisvoice. On hisface wastherigid expression of someone not facing
just alarge dog, but alarge dog with its teeth already bared.

"Nothing'swrong," Y aezon sad, asif he hadn't noticed anything in Kosta's voice. Which he

probably hadn't. "At least, not in the traditiona sense of the word wrong. But you're going to want to
seethis”

Kogathrew alook at Chandris, histongue swiping across his upper lip. "Sure. I'll be there as
soon as| can.”

"Good. Room 2205—Che Kruyrov'slab."
"Right."

There was the click as the secondary connection was terminated. " Jereko? Anything wrong?*
Hanan's voice came back on the circuit.

"No, I'msurethereisnt,” Kogtatold him. But hisface was ill tight. "But | haveto get back. I'm
sorry."

"That'sdl right,” Hanan assured him. "I'm surewell seeyou again.”

"l hope s0." He gave Chandrisanod. "Seeyou," he said absently, and headed for the gate.

Chandris watched him go, an eerie feding tingling along her back. It had happened again. Kosta
had been acting like ardatively norma human being... and then suddenly, for no apparent reason,
hed gone dl strange.

What the hell wasthe matter with the man?

She turned back to the access pand, frustrated anger swirling within her. Because the bottom

linewasthat it didn't much matter what K osta's problem was. If he was going to start hanging around
the Gazelle—and Hanan had al but given him an engraved invitation to do so—then she had no



choice but to stay, too. Whatever Kosta was up to, there was no way she was going to leave the
Davieesto handle him alone,

And if hethought he could irritate her out of the way, he wasin for abig disappointment. She'd
been irritated by people far better at it than he was. He might as well get one of those aphrodisiac
perfumes hed once mentioned and try to charm her out of the way.

A frown went off at the back of her mind. Aphrodisiac perfumes...?

"Chandris?' Hanan cdled from the phone. "Y ou ill there?"

With an effort, Chandris forced her thoughts back to the job a hand. "Sure," she said. "Ready a
thisend."

"Okay. Herewe go."

Thefaint hiss of fluid through tubing came from the access hatch... and as she watched carefully
for thetdltdefrosting of aleak, she swore.

Damn Kosta, anyway.

The blip traced across the screen; anice smple horizonta line, nothing specid. "Okay; got that?' Che
Kruyrov asked.

"Got it," Kostanodded.

"Okay." Kruyrov tapped a couple of keys. "Watch now."

The blip again began ahorizonta line; but thistime it seemed to hesitate hdfway acrossthe
screen. Dipping suddenly, it tracked out what looked like half a parabolaand then resumed its
horizontal motion at alower leve. "There," Kruyrov said with asort of grim satisfaction. "That look at
al familiar?'

Kogta shook hishead. "Not redly. Should it?!

" Jees, where've you been burying your head?' Kruyrov snorted. "That's the response curve of a
dassicd Lantryllynlogic circuit. Y ou have heard of Lantryllyn logic circuits, haven't you?!

K osta nodded, an unred sort of numbness drifting across his mind. Hed heard of Lantryllyn
logic circuits, dl right. Asrecently asfifty years ago they'd been the basis of most of the Pax's
SuperMaster computer systems, and at one time had been thought to be the breakthrough that would
dlow agenuindy sentient artificid intdligence.

And for the Lantryllyn response to be mimicked by—"And dl you've got thereis nine angels?"
he asked, his voice sounding hollow in hisears.

"That'sdl," Kruyrov said, hisvoice sounding alittle strange, too. "A three-by-three cubic lattice.



And yes, that's all that's there, unless you want to count the lattice itself."
"Which is supposed to be eectronicaly inert,” Gyas added.

"Theoreticaly,” Kruyrov grunted. "But then, there's no theory that says angels can do this, either,
s0 who knows?"

Kogtatried to unfog his mind. "When are you going to put this on the nets?" he asked.

Kruyrov's eyes widened. " Give me a chance, Jereko,” he protested. "I only ran across the effect
this morning, and even then it was ninety-eight percent accident. We haven't even gotten thisthing off
the ground yet."

"l redizethat,” Kostasaid. "But it ssemsto me a preliminary report would—"

"Would kick up afirestorm,” Gyas put in. "Faceit, Jereko, there are enough people even here
at the Ingtitute who are uncomfortable with the idea that angels are quanta of good. Y ou try and tell
them that they might be quanta of intelligence, too, and the reaction isn't going to be pretty."

"And it'swholly premature besides," Kruyrov said. "Fine; so athree-by-three cubic array can
mimic one of the Lantryllyn reactions. What about a three-by-two? Or afour-by-four? Or a
three-by-three with one missing? Or a spherica arrangement, or acubic array with the angelsfarther

apart, or—"

"Peace," Kogtainterrupted, holding up ahand. "I concede the point.”

"Good." Kruyrov's eyes bored into his. "I trust, too, that you're willing to concede more than
that. The only reason you're hereisthat Y aezon said you'd be interested and then bullied meinto
showing it to you. Y ou lesk it before Dr. Frashni givesthe okay and I'll wind up washing test tubes
down inthe bio section.”

"l understand,” Kostatold him. "Trust me: | know how to keep secrets.”

"1 hope s0." Kruyrov's eyes strayed to the screen, hisforehead furrowing with thought. "What
do you think, though? Redlly?"

Kogta shook hishead dowly. "I don't know," he admitted. "I can't get past the thought that
maybe the angel hunters have beenright dll dong.”

"Y esh—that trapped-aien folk theory," Kruyrov nodded, lip twisting. "I used to think it was
pretty smplistic. Now I'm not so sure.”

"Yes, wdl, let'snot go for the mystic long shotsfirst,” Gyas warned. "There's no particular
reason why angels can't be quanta of good and intelligence both, you know. Or maybe it's something
subtle, like ethicsand intelligence just being different aspects of the samething.”

Kruyrov whistled softly. "Boy, ther€'s aconcept. | think I'd rather believein dien ghosts."

"Don't worry about it," Gyas said dryly. "I'm an experimentalist, too. What do | know about



theory?"

"I'm sure the theorists will find stranger things to come up with than even that,” the other
responded dryly. "Probably a dozen of them by lunchtime the day this hits the nets."

"If they're anything like the theorists I've known, that's alow estimate," Kosta agreed. "Isthere
anything | can do to help you and Dr. Frashni on this?"

"I'm sure you must have other—oh, that'sright,” Kruyrov interrupted himsdlf, throwing aglance
a Gyad. "Y aezon told me you're at |oose ends at the moment. Well—" He scratched thoughtfully at
his chin. "Might be possible. I'd have to ask Dr. Frashni, of course.”

"You've got alot of work ahead of you," Kostareminded him. "An extrapair of hands could
gpeed things up.”

"True," Kruyrov agreed. "On the other hand, Dr. Frashni might prefer to sacrifice speed for
secrecy.”

"But | already know about it," Kosta persisted. "And | do good work—Dr. Qhahenlo can
vouch for that."

Gyas cocked hishead at Kogta. "Y ou're pretty eager to get in on this. Any particular reason
why?'

Kogtalooked him squarein the eye. "A couple of reasons, yes," he said evenly. "Both of them
my own busness™

"Ah" Gyas sad carefully. "Okay."

Kostashifted his gaze back to Kruyrov. "I'm going back to my office—got a couple of test ideas
| want to sketch out. Let me know what Dr. Frashni says, al right?'

"Okay," Kruyrov sad, as carefully as Gyas.

First rule of espionage: don't draw unnecessary attention to yourself. Hisingructors
warning echoed through Kosta's mind as heleft the room. But at the moment he didn't much give a
damn. Lulled by the casualy friendly people hereand dl theidedigtic talk of quantized good, he'd
drifted along way from the origina thrust of his misson to the Empyrean.

But with Kruyrov's discovery, that drift was now over. Because if the angels werein fact some
rudimentary form of intelligence, even if only in specidly arranged formations, then there wasindeed
an dien invasion going on in the Empyrean. Benign, perhaps... but perhaps not.

Theimage of baby Angelica, degping peacefully in her crib, rose before his eyes. The sins of
the fathers, the old, old proverb ran through hismind, are visited upon the children.

Muttering acurse under his breath, he hurried down the corridor toward his office. The hdll with
drawing attention to himsdif.



Forsythe read the report dowly and carefully, savoring every detall. Thereit was. At lat, thereit was:
the ammunition he needed to finaly shake up thoseinfuriatingly complacent colleagues of his. Violent
surges of radiation, damaging over adozen ships and destroying one of them outright—it was
absolutely custom+-fitted for him.

He keyed back to the first page and the author's name. And with awonderful touch of irony, it
had even come from Jereko K osta, the man whose work Forsythe had tried so hard to quash.

He keyed for the master operationsfile. That, at least, would be easy to fix. Freeing up Kosta's
credit line shouldn't take more than a minute or two. It might even be agood ideato throw some extra
funding in hisdirection, provided he could be trusted to stay with thisline of research. A persond
grant might help, or maybe even apersond vist—

Forsythe paused, hisfingersresting lightly on the keys. Therewas aflashing star by Kogta's
name, directing him to another file. He cdled it up, noting as he did so that it had just been attached
the previous morning, and began to read.

Hewas dtill in the middle of the first page when he groped out hiscal stick and signalled for
Pirbazari.

He had finished the report and was starting to reread the salient parts when the aide arrived.
"Y es, High Senator?' he asked, closing the door behind him.

"Thisreport on Jereko Kosta," Forsythe said. "Did you handle it persondly?*

"Yes, dr," Prbazari confirmed. "Interesting, isn't it?"

"If you define 'interesting’ as making no sense, then it's absol utely fascinating,” Forsythe growled.
"How does a paper trail just disappear? Particularly a paper trail with this much money attached to
it?"

"l don't know, gr," Pirbazari said. "At least not yet. Were going over the intermediate stepswith
alight-chopper, but so far nothing." He cocked an eyebrow. "But we did get something in this
morning's Balmoral skeeter that might go aways toward explaining it—I wasjust getting ready to flag
it for you when you caled mein. Clarkston University in Cairngorm claimsthey've never heard of
anyone named Jereko Kosta. Not from Lorelel or anywhereelse”

Forsythe stared at him, acold knot forming in his scomach. "What?*

Pirbazari nodded grimly. "Yes, | remember seeing the transcript in hisrecord, too. And
presumably the Angemass Indtitute wouldn't have let him in without seeing the origind.”

Forsythe looked down &t the display, a strange taste in his mouth. " Or avery good forgery of it."
Pirbazari nodded. "Exactly. I'd say there's agood chance that our Mr. Kosta has some kind of

elaborate con game going. | did a check on the flight he took to Seraph aboard the Xirrus. There was
also ateenage girl aboard, using the name Chandris Laasha. She bought passage from Uhuru to



Loree, but then gimmicked the ship's computer somehow and stayed aboard. A flag picked up the
glitch, and they were finally ableto track her down just before reaching Seraph. According to their
investigation, she was a con artist working in and around New Mexico City."

"Has shefingered Kosta?'

"Not exactly," Pirbazari said dryly. "They landed her in custody, but as soon asthey hit ground
shekicked out a couple of guards and disappeared into the spaceport crowd. Far as| know, they till
haven't caught her."

"Y ou think she and K osta are working together?'

Pirbazari shrugged. "It's the most reasonable explanation. It's hard to believe she could have
escaped from the spaceport without an accomplice.”

Forsythe nodded, feding hislip twist. Kosta as areputable scientist could give him the backing
he needed to stop the flow of angels. Kostaas a con artist was worthless to him. "So what are they
up to? What's the Angel mass Ingtitute got that's worth stealing?”

"Thereyou've got me," Pirbazari admitted. "The Ingtitute's |loaded to the ceiling with expensive
equipment, but it'sdl highly speciaized stuff. Resdle value pretty near zero. Could be something to do
with Indtitute funds, or maybe some kind of blackmail scheme.”

Forsythe looked back at the display. Perhaps a personal visit, hed just been thinking. "Let's
goask him."

Pirbazari's jaw dropped, just noticeably. "What?'

"Let'sgo ask him," Forsythe repested. "Well, maybe not ask him, at least not directly. But let's
find out what he and thisteenager are up to.”

"Well..." Pirbazari said dowly. "l supposewe could. Hardly qudifies as proper High Senate
business, though.”

"It concernsthe angds, Zar," Forsythe reminded the other sternly. "The angdls, the
Ingtitute—maybe Angemassiitself. That makesit High Senate business." Helet his expression soften
into atight amile. "Besideswhich, acon artist used to dealing with police may not be nearly as adept
a handling aHigh Senator. Or aformer EmDef commander.”

Pirbazari nodded, his expression that neutral one he seemed to be wearing more and more these
days. "Yes, sr. With your permisson, I'll go make the arrangements.”

"Keegpit smal," Forsythe caled as he headed for the door. ™Y ou, me, Ronyon, maybe one
more, plusthe crew. And keep it quiet, too. | don't want word of thisleaking out."

Pirbazari paused at the door, and for amoment Forsythe thought he was going to insist on an
explanation. But—"Yes, gr," wasdl hesad.

The door closed behind him, and Forsythe swore gently under his breath. But Pirbazari and his



neutral looks werethe least of hisworries at the moment. The key to stopping or at least dowing the
flow of angdls was—maybe—within hisreach.

Kostas data could prove vita to the Empyrean's survivd. Even if Kosta himsdf wasn't.

Deep within the cocoon, the fabricators cameto ahalt. Thetask, at long last, was finished.

A tiny tunnel appeared in the side of the asteroid shell, smilar to the one Kosta's ship had
emerged from but much narrower. A chunk of rock rolled out, moving just quickly enough to drift
dowly ahead of the cocoon. If the task force was on schedule, the next Pax ship would be coming
into the nearby Empyreal net in Six days, eighteen hours, and twenty-seven minutes. It would leave
with the data-pul se satdllite's message.

Shifting into low standby mode, the cocoon settled down to wait.

CHAPTER 24

"According to the receptionist's records,”" Pirbazari said, leaning over to peer through theline car's
right-hand window, "Kosta headed out to the huntership fields early this morning. He took a bunch of

equipment with him."

"Interesting,” Forsythe said. Had Kosta somehow caught wind of this and rabbited?""How much
equipment istherein abunch?'

"Not much,” Pirbazari said. "I don't think he's pulled the plug, if that's what you're wondering.
She said he was just taking an experiment aboard one of the ships.”

"The Gazelle?"

"That'sthe one," Pirbazari nodded. " Same ship he used before. Ten to onewell find the Xirrus's
sowaway somewherein thevicinity."

"I'd bet money onit," Forsythe agreed. "We have anumber for the Gazelle's yard?'

"Y es—S-33, south field. Owner/operators are a brother and sister named Hanan and Ornina
Daviee. Y ou want to head over and take alook?'

Forsythe looked over Pirbazari's shoulder at the Angelmass Ingtitute looming behind him, his
mind sifting the possibilities and options. "Yes" he said dowly. "But just Ronyon and me.”

Pirbazari's expression hardened, just alittle. "1 strongly recommend against that, High Senator,”
he said. "We don't know what sort of people we're dealing with here. It could be dangerous.”

"l don't think s0," Forsythe soothed him. "Not yet, anyway. We know they're smart, and smart
operators don't panic that easly. Besides, | may need you to move undercover later on, and it



wouldn't do to let them know we're connected.”
"Thedecisonisof courseyours,” Pirbazari said grudgingly. "I till recommend againgt it.”

"Recommendation noted.” Forsythe nodded toward the Ingtitute building. "Is Savisgoing to
have any trouble?’

"Y ou mean in getting hold of Kosta's data?' Pirbazari shook his head. "No. High Senate staff
IDs are quite persuasive.”

"Good. Y ou might aswdl go give him ahand. Y ou didn't tel anyone | was here, did you?"

"No, gr. All we said was that we were members of your staff, here on afact-finding mission.
Whichisdl true, of course," he added, dmost as an afterthought.

Forsythe suppressed agrimace. A few months ago Pirbazari wouldn't have had any qualms over
ajudiciouslieor two intheline of duty. Clearly, despite Forsythe's best efforts, the angels were il
having an effect on hispeople. "I'll sseyou later, then," he said, settling himsdlf againgt the seat
cushions. "Line car: huntership serviceyard S-33."

Thevehicle pulled avay from the curb; and asit did so Forsythe felt adiffident tap on his
shoulder. Yes? he Sgned, turning to look at his companion.

Ronyon had a sirangely puckered look on hisface. Isthere danger? he signed back.

Forsythe smiled. Not really, he assured the other. Seated to Forsythe's |eft, the big man had of
course been ableto lip-read only Pirbazari's half of the conversation. We're just going to go and see
some people. You have our angel?

Ronyon nodded with his usud eagerness. Right here, he Sgned, patting one massive hand
againg hisleft-hand pocket.

Forsythe nodded and smiled again. Good. It was, not coincidentally, the pocket farthest from
him. Among Ronyon's many endearing qudities was the ability to follow smpleingdructionsto the
|etter.

With the emphasison simple...

He threw Ronyon another look. Up till now the big man hadn't screwed up with any of this; but
up till now held been in the more or less familiar setting of politics. Thiswas different... and with apair
of con artistsworking the area, it would not be agood time for that first dip. The people we're going
to see are some of those who go out in little ships to look for angels, he signed to Ronyon.
Because of that, there may be other people around who are looking for angelsto steal. So |
want you to be extra careful about keeping ours hidden away. Okay?

Ronyon nodded, his expression solemnly eager. | won't let anyone know.

They were into the huntership yards now, row after row of dusty concrete rectangles, each
blocked off from the street by awire fence, many of them with a huntership resting on well-worn



groovesin the middle. It was more than alittle reminiscent of the condition the lathrus Shipyards had
been in before Forsythe rammed some reforms through the Lorelel Senate, and he made amental
note to check on just how much of the Gabriel Corporation's profits were going into basic
maintenance.

Ronyon tapped him excitedly on the shoulder. Thereit is, he Sgned, pointing ahead.
Sthirty-three, right?

Right, Forsythe agreed, settling himsdlf into confrontation mode and trying to ignore hisracing
heartbeat. Smart operators, he reminded himsdlf firmly, didn't panic essily.

There were two men standing outside the ship asthe line car rolled to a hdt: one balding and
rather fat, the other much younger and looking like he was fresh out of university. Ronyon beside him,
Forsythe stepped to the gate. "Excuse me,” he called through the wire mesh.

Both men turned. "Hello there," the older man said, waving them forward. "Comeonin."

Forsythe lifted the catch and swung the gate open. " Sorry to bother you," he said ashe and
Ronyon headed toward the ship. "I'm looking for a Jereko Kosta, and thought | might find him here."

Even at their distance Forsythe could see the flicker of surprise and wariness that crossed the
younger man'sface. "I'm Kosta," he said. "And you?"'

Forsythe waited until he and Ronyon had reached the other two before answering. "I'm High
Senator Arkin Forsythe of Lorelel,” he said, watching Kosta closdly.

The reaction was more or lesswhat Forsythe had expected: another flicker of surpriseand
perhaps a shade more wariness, but nothing even gpproaching panic. "l see" Kostasaid. "I'm
honored to meet you, High Senator.”

"And | you," Forsythetold him gravely. "I've been following your work very closdly. There are
partsof it | find extremely interesting.” He looked at the older man. ™Y ou must be Hanan Daviee."

"Yes, gr," Daviee said, looking dazed but recovering quickly. "Very honored to meet you, High
Senator.”

Forsythe nodded to him and turned back to Kosta. "I had to cometo Seraph for afew days,
and thought that while | was here it might be enlightening for me to check on the progress of your
work."

"At the moment, gr, I'm afraid things are going very dowly," Kosta said, his voice gpol ogetic.
"Somehow, my funding has been frozen, and until that's straightened out | can't use any of the
Indtitute's facilities. Mr. Daviee has gracioudy dlowed meto bring some sampling equipment aboard
the Gazelle; otherwise, I'd be at a complete standdtill.”

"l see," Forsythe said. "Completely frozen, you say?"

"Yes, gir. Director Podolak's been trying to find the problem, but so far hasn't been ableto.”



"Perhaps | canlook into it when | get back to Uhuru." Forsythe looked up at the ship looming
over them. "Y ou said you had some of your test gear aboard?”

"Yes, dr," Kostanodded. "1 could give you atour of the setup, if you'd like."

"A very brief tour," Davieeinterjected, looking alittle pained. "Begging your pardon, High
Senator, but we're scheduled to leave for Angelmassin less than an hour. The tow car will be
attaching in twenty minutes—once we start rolling the regs require that the Gazelles hatches be
Sedled.”

"Twenty minutes should be enough,” Forsythe assured him. Ronyon was hovering in clearly
nervous uncertainty at his shoulder; without glancing up, he sgned the big man to follow him. "Lead
theway, Mr. Kosta," he added aloud.

It had been many years since Forsythe had been aboard aworking ship like the Gazelle.
Enough yearsfor him to have forgotten how smal and cramped and unpleasant they were, particularly
when compared to liners and official government transports. Gingerly, trying not to touch the wals any
more than he had to, he followed K osta through the maze. "I have to apologize for the mess, High
Senator," Kosta said over his shoulder as he stepped over a section of haf-disassembled machinery
protruding into the corridor and started down a narrow stairway leading to the Gazell€'s lowest deck.
"The Daviees have been working most of the night to try and get the ship ready to fly, and there are
obvioudy 4till afew thingsto be done.”

" thought Gabridl was supposed to handle huntership maintenance,”" Forsythe said.
Kostashrugged. "I don't know. Y ou'd have to ask Hanan about that. Herewe are.”

He stopped in front of asmall shiny box wedged into a space between two larger
floor-to-ceiling equipment cabinets. A half dozen cables protruded from the top of the box, snaking
their way to unknown destinations behind the cabinets. "Thisisthe primary logic module of my
experiment,” Kostasaid. "It takes data from a group of radiation sensors mounted on and just
benegth the outer hull, doesafast analysi's, and sends the results to a secondary module mounted in
the Gazelle's main computer room.”

Forsythe nodded, eyesflicking acrossthe six cables. Four of them were readily explainable:
three standard data-transfer mesh ribbons and one low-voltage e ectronics power line. But the other
two cables... "What exactly isthis particular experiment supposed to accomplish?' he asked.

"1'm hoping itll help me get a handle on these unexplained radiation surges,” Kogtatold him. "I'm
gtill not comfortable with the salf-focusing theory that's been suggested.”

"Yes, | got that impression from your paper.” Forsythe nodded at the box. "Tell me about it. In
detail "

Kogtatook him at hisword, launching into a convol uted discussion of spectrum sampling,
core-spira generation, and red-time pattern analysis. Forsythe was able to follow only about half of
it; but that half was enough to show that the explanation wasn't smply built out of moonbeams and silk
handkerchiefs. Whoever Kostawas—whatever this scheme was he was running here—he'd clearly
done his homework.



"Interesting,” Forsythe said when held finished. "And that's all this experiment's supposed to do?!

"lan't that enough for one experiment?’

"I'm certainitis," Forsythe said, giving him ahard look. "1 was curious about those two power
lines coming out of your logic module." He gestured to the two cables that had caught his attention.

"Y ou're not going to tell methose are just more sensor lines, are you?"

The corner of Kostaslip twitched. "No, they're part of something entirely different. A small test
I'm piggybacking on top of the main sampling experiment.”

"What kind of test?"

Kosta hesitated. "I'm sorry, High Senator, but | redlly can't talk about that. It keys off a
discovery by another Ingtitute member, something | promised to keep secret.”

"Even from top government officials?' Forsythe demanded, adding a subtle note of threet to his
tone.

"I'm sorry," Kogtarepeated. "Y ou can talk to Dr. Frashni directly—perhaps hell be willing to
tell you. But | can't.”

"l see" Forsythe said, studying the younger man's face. Odd; he/d have thought a good con
artist would try to avoid ducking questions he could just as easily invent answersto.

Unlessheredly was doing something for this Dr. Frashni. He made amental note for Pirbazari
to check it out.

Over the hum of machinery came the sound of gpproaching footsteps, and he turned to see
Hanan Daviee come up behind Ronyon. "I'm sorry, High Senator,” the fat man gpologized, "but |
wanted to let you know that the tow car ishere.”

"Thank you," Forsythe said, glancing at hiswatch. It had indeed been just about twenty minutes
since he and Ronyon had come aboard. If there was one thing the Gabriel Corporation was famous
for, it was punctua scheduling. "I'll get out of your way now. Good luck with your hunt.”

"Thank you, High Senator,” the other said. "If you'll come thisway, I'll show you to the exit. Oh,
and by theway, the reporters are starting to arrive.”

Forsythe stopped in mid-stride. "Reporters? What are reporters doing here?’
Hanan blinked. "Why... | assumed you caled them."

"No, | most certainly did not," Forsythe snarled, digging out his phone and punching in anumber.
Thiswholetrip was supposed to be secret, damnit. If thislesk was Pirbazari's fault—

Pirbazari answered on the second ring. "Yes?'

"It'sForsythe," Forsythe identified himsdf. "Why are there reporters gathering around the



Gazelle?"
There was a second of stunned silence. "Reporters?”

"Yes, reporters. | thought | madeit clear that my presence here was not to be mentioned to
awyone"

"We haven't told anyone you were here, High Senator,” Pirbazari insisted. "My only guessisthat
the Ingtitute receptionist jumped to that conclusion on her own."

Who had derted her superiors, who had derted the media, who were now gathering like
scavengersat apicnic hunting for crumbs. It fit, al right. Unfortunately. "Wonderful. What do you
propose we do about it?"

"Y ou'd better stay aboard the ship until they leave. Can you get this Daviee person to tell them
you're not there?'

"Probably," Forsythe growled. "There'sjust one dight flaw in that plan: the Gazell€'s about to
leave for Angelmass. | doubt they'd be interested in having us dong while they go angd hunting. No,
you're going to have to do something from there. And you're going to haveto do it in the next three
minutes”

Besde Ronyon, Hanan Daviee cleared histhroat. "High Senator?' he murmured, ralsing a
tentative hand.

Forsythe focused on him. "What?"

"If you'd rather not leave right now, you'd be welcometojoin us" he said. "We have enough
room aboard for both of you."

Forsythe stared at him, the automatic polite refusa catching midway up histhroat. It was, on the
face of it, aridiculous suggestion.

But on the other hand, why not? The other High Senators talked a great deal about angels being
the future of the Empyrean, but to the best of his knowledge not asingle one of them had ever
personally gone on an angel hunt. It was no more or less than basic research for aman in his postion.

Moreto the immediate point, it would save him the trouble of facing agroup of reportersand
questions he didn't really want to answer right now. "Very well, Mr. Daviee" he said. "'l accept your
offer. Zar? Cance the panic. I'm going to take arun out to Angelmass with the Gazelle."

There was another silence from the phone, alonger onethistime. "Y ou're not serious, ar,”
Pirbazari said at last, his voice sounding sandbagged.

"Perfectly serious,” Forsythe said. "Why not?!

"Why not? Thisisn't exactly your sandard fact-finding trip, High Senator. We're talking about
Angdmass here. EM radiation, deadly particle fluxes, violent magnetic fiedlds—"



"We're d o talking about ahuntership, Zar," Forsythe reminded him. "They're designed for that
environment.”

"Y ou dso haven't been checked out on huntership fundamentas, sir,” Pirbazari said fiffly.
"That'sabasic safety rule. I'm sorry, but | cannot in any way endorse this course of action.”

"Noted," Forsythe said. "' Continue your work; I'll check inwith you whenever | get back.”

He closed down the phone and replaced it in its pocket. "Well," he said, nodding to Hanan.
"Request permission to stay aboard, Captain. Or whatever the appropriate phraseis.”

"Oh, we're not that forma here, High Senator," Hanan said, hisface reddening abit. "If youl
permit me to show you and your aide to your rooms—"

"Why don't | do that?' Kostaput in. "Then you can concentrate on getting the ship ready.”

"That would be more convenient—if the High Senator doesn't mind, that is," Hanan added
quickly, looking a Forsythe.

It was, for Forsythe, afamiliar pattern: common man meets Important Personage and instantly
sartswalking on eggs. Fortunately, it was familiar enough for him to know how to handleit. "What
the High Senator would like mogt," he told Hanan, putting anote of mild reproof in hisvoice, "isfor
you to relax. | don't want any specia treatment or deference or to interfere with your work in any
way. All right?'

"Ah...yes, dr," Hanansad. "I'll try."

"Good," Forsythe nodded. "1t might help for you to pretend I'm just sSomeonewho'sinterested in
angel hunting and came dong to see what the businesswaslike."

Hanan smiled wanly. "First thing I'd do istry to talk you out of it. Far too much work involved.
Thank you, High Senator.” His eyesflicked to Kosta. "Well put them in cabins one and two. Get
Chandristo help you change the bunks." With anod, he turned and hurried down the corridor.

Forsythefdt aquiet chill run through him. Chandris. Asin Chandris Ldasha, asinthe Xirruss
stowaway. Held predicted to Pirbazari that she and Kostawere working together; now, it seemed,
that prediction had been borne out.

She was aboard... and he was going to be spending several days cooped up on this ship with
them.

He shook away the momentary twinge of uncertainty. These were con artigts, after dl. Con
artigs were dmost never violent.

Ronyon was looking at him, uncertainties of hisown puckering hisface. We're going to be
staying aboard the ship for a few days, Forsythe sgned to him. Thisis Mr. Kosta—he's going to
take us to our rooms. The other man who was here is named Mr. Daviee.

Ronyon nodded, and Forsythe turned to Kosta. "Whenever you're ready.”



"Right," Kostasaid, his eyeslingering on Ronyon for just asecond too long.

Which meant he very much wanted to ask, but wasn't sure of how to do so. "Ronyon is desf,"
Forsythe said, saving him the trouble. " Also somewhat retarded. If you need to say anything to him
that can't be communicated by smple gestures, you'll haveto do it through me." Which wasn't entirely
true, of course. But there was no need for Kostato know that.

"l understand,” Kostasaid. "Uh... if you'll follow me, the cabins are back thisway."

They retraced their steps back to the now-sealed hatchway and continued a short way past it to
one of severd identicd cross corridors. Thefirst door dong it opened into asmal but cozily furnished
cabin. "Thisisnormally Orninasroom," Kosta said as he ushered them in. "Hanan'sis across the
corridor. Let me cal Chandris and find out where fresh bedding is kept."

"All right," Forsythe said as Kosta stepped around him and went to the bedside intercom. He
wasn't redly happy with the idea of throwing Hanan and his sster out of their rooms; but thistoo was
areaction hed run into before, and he knew that they'd feel far more uncomfortable if heinsisted on
taking less than the best accommodations they had to offer.

Kogtafinished his conversation and looked up. "Shell be dong in afew minutes” hetold
Forsythe. "Y ou can wait here, or else | can take you to the control cabin and introduce you to
Ornina"

"Let's do the control cabin,” Forsythe decided. "After that, perhaps you'd be good enough to
pull up the specsfor this ship and let me start learning my way around.”

"Certainly,” Kogasad. "Thisway, please.”

They had again passed the hatchway and turned inward toward the center of the ship when,
turning a corner, they came face to face with ayoung woman, astack of linensin her arams. "There
you are," Kostasaid, turning back to Forsythe. "These are our guests: High Senator Forsythe
and—ah—"

"HisnameisRonyon," Forsythe supplied, giving the girl aquick onceover. In her midto late
teens, he estimated, attractive enough in an immature sort of way, her posture exuding confidence and
control. Clearly, she belonged here on the Gazelle; and for abrief moment he wondered if held
jumped to the wrong conclusion about who she was.

And then he took another, longer look at her face, with that neutral-polite expression, and those
coldly caculating eyes. It was the measuring look of a professond palitician... or ahighly competent
con artist.

No, theréd been no mistake. "And you, | takeit," he added, "must be Chandris."

"Yes," thewoman said, her gaze flicking once to Ronyon. "The Gazelle is honored by your
presence. May | ask what brings a High Senator aboard our humble ship?’

"Circumstances, plusan interest in Mr. Kostaswork," Forsythetold her. "I'll try not to get in
your way."



"I'm sure therell be no problems,” she said coally. Her eyes dropped to the pendant around his
neck, perhaps to reassure hersdlf that he really was who he claimed to be. "If you'll excuse me, there
are dill severa thingsthat need my attention before we hit the launch strip.”

"Of course," Forsythe nodded, stepping to the side of the corridor to let her pass. "If that'sthe
bedding for our rooms, though, you can just give it to Ronyon. There's no need for you to teke it there
persondly.”

"All right." Stepping to Ronyon, she offered him the bedding.

The big man looked questioningly at Forsythe. Take it back to our rooms, Forsythe signed to
him. You remember the way?

Sure, Ronyon signed, accepting the bundle and tucking it under onearm. Should | wait there
then? he signed one-handed.

Might aswell. I'll come back for you in a little while.

Chandriswas still standing close to Ronyon, an odd look on her face. "He's deef," Forsythe
explained. "If you need to talk to him, you'll have to do so through me."

"l see," shesaid. "I'd better get back to work, then. Are you sure Ronyon can find hisway back
to your cabin done?'

"He's got agood sense of direction,” Forsythe assured her.
"Ah," she nodded. "Wdll, I'm going back that direction anyway."

"All right." Forsythe caught Ronyon'seye. Thisis Chandris, hesigned. She'll walk with you
back to the rooms.

Ronyon nodded, and together he and Chandris headed down the corridor. "And now, as|
recall,” Forsythe said, turning back to Kosta, "we were heading for the control cabin.”

Kostawas staring down the corridor at the departing twosome. "Right," he said, bringing his
attention back to Forsythe with obvious effort. "If you'l follow me, sr...?"

And asthey walked, Forsythe permitted himsalf abrief grimace. Kostaand Chandriswere up to
something, dl right. He could read it in their reactionsto him asreadily as he could read Ronyon's
sgning. All he had to do wasto figure out exactly what it was.

And hope like fury that whatever it was wouldn't interfere with his plansto stop the flow of
angds.

CHAPTER 25

Outside, the tow car took up the dack; and with ajerk, the Gazelle garted rolling. Ronyon, il



carrying the bedding, was caught off-guard by the sudden motion and staggered dightly, bumping into
the corridor wall.

It was the opportunity Chandris had been waiting for. In an instant she was at his side, steadying
hisarm and pressing againg him.

A couple of secondswere dl she got before he was back on balance again and she had to pull
away. But acouple of secondswere al she needed. Her senses had not, in fact, played her fase
during that conversation a minute ago with Kostaand High Senator Forsythe.

Ronyon was carrying an angel.

An angel. She repeated the word slently to hersdlf, her thoughts spinning with old plansand
fresh possibilities. An angel. Not the Daviees spare, which sheldd promised hersalf not to take, but a
government angel. One of thousands. One that would probably never be missed.

All it would take, Hanan had told her, would be some highly speciaized neurd surgery and six
months of intensve treatment... and two million ruyato pay for al of it.

I'm reformed, she reminded hersdlf. But the words sounded hollow and meaningless. And
anyway, sheld never said she was reformed. The only reason she hadn't stolen anything lately was that
she hadn't happened across anything worth the effort.

Until now.

They reached Hanan's cabin and Ronyon went inside, smiling cheerfully at Chandris as he set the
bundle of bedding on the desk. ™Y ou want me to do the beds?' Chandris asked before remembering
he couldn't hear her. But even as shetried to think of how best to act out the question, Ronyon shook
his head and tapped his own chest. Turning to the bunk, he began to strip it.

So he could read lips. Interesting that Forsythe had neglected to mention that fact. In fact, he'd
strongly implied exactly the opposite, that Ronyon could only communicate through sign language.

For along moment she stood in the doorway, gazing at Ronyon's broad back while he worked,
the old juices starting to flow again as she considered how to make the approach. Picking his pocket
would be the smplest if she knew where he was carrying it. But she didn't; and anyway, out herein
the middle of nowhere she wouldn't exactly have the option of chop-hopping if he noticed the loss.
The best way would be for him to giveit to her, for whatever reason she could concoct. A man of his
obvious limitations should be easy to score.

Ronyon finished the cot and turned back, seemingly surprised to see her il there. But he smiled
again as he collected the other set of bedding. She smiled back, moving out of the doorway to let him
pass. The smile faded as he crossed the corridor and went into Hanan's room. An easy score...
except for one minor detail.

Thetrack in this case was desf .

Chandrisbit a her lip, aswirl of uncertainty like she hadn't felt in years swishing through her
stomach. She'd never scored a deaf person before; and up to now she'd never properly appreciated



just how much of her talent wastied up in her voice. Her tone, her vocabulary, the texture of her
phrasings—those were what made the tracks see someone who wasn't really there. Even more than
basic disguise and body language, it was what had given her her edge through the years.

Only here, that edge was gone.
Across the room, the intercom pinged. "Chandris?* Orninas voice called. "Where are you?"

She stepped to the desk and tapped the switch. "I'm in your room," she said. "Helping Ronyon
get the bed changed.”

"Ron—7? Oh, right—the High Senator'saide," Orninasaid. "'l hadn't caught his name. | wanted
to let you know we're dmost to the launch strip.”

Chandris grimaced. "I'll beright up.”

Theintercom clicked off. For amoment Chandrisjust stood there, staring some more at
Ronyon's back and trying furioudy to come up with a scheme she could run within the next sixty
seconds. If shelet thischance dip away...

She took a deep breath. Relax, shetold hersdlf firmly. Don't push it. Ther€'ll be time enough
later.

She touched Ronyon on the shoulder. "I have to go to the control cabin,” she said when he
turned around, being careful to enunciate her words clearly. Do you want to go with me so that you
know the way?'

Helooked down at the half-made bed, forehead wrinkled in thought, and shook his head. His
hands began to trace out apattern in the air in front of him—

"I don't understand that language,” Chandris said, reaching out to gently stop his hands. "Maybe
later you can teach me. Areyou going to stay here?"

Henodded. "All right,” Chandrissaid. "I'll seeyou later."

Theroar of the Gazell€'s drive faded into adull rumble, weight fading away with it. Kostaset his
teeth carefully together, focused on the back of Hanan's head directly across from hisjumpsest, and
concentrated on not being sick.

"We're on course now for the Seraph catapult, High Senator,” Hanan said, haf turning. "It'll take
about an hour to get there. I've started the Gazelle spinning—we should have enough for at least a
little gravity in acouple of minutes.”

"Thank you," Forsythe said. Kostarisked alook that direction, saw no trace of freefal sickness
in the High Senator'sface. Asusud, Kosta seemed to be the only one having trouble. "How much of
await will there be at the catapult?’



"Idedlly, there shouldn't be any wait at dl," Hanan said. "Turnaround is usualy pretty much aswe
get there”

"Even with three launch dishes feeding one catgpult?' Forsythe countered. "That soundslike a
gtuation begging for alogjam.”

"You'reright, it does," Hanan agreed. "Oddly enough, though, that doesn't usually happen. For
onething, there's no problem with coordinate-setting; the catapult and Central’s net are binary linked.
Aslong asthey're both functioning, you can't go anywhere el se. Same thing coming home, too."

"What about mass sttings?”'

"Thereadings are taken by the launch dish," Hanan explained. "They're then tranamitted directly
to the catapult. That's usually the only time problems crop up, cometo think of it: when ships get out

of order and the mass settings are therefore scrambled.”

"Interesting.” Forsythe looked at the doorway. "I'd very much like to go over more of the
operationd detailswith you later, Mr. Daviee. But firg, | should probably go and find Ronyon."

"Actudly, | canjust—no, | can't,” Hanan interrupted himsdlf. "He can't hear the intercom, can
I,e?l

"No," Forsythesaid. "l have acall stick, but that won't do any good unless he knows wherel

"Hewas making the bed in Ornina's cabin when | left him," Chandris offered. "Shal | go get
him?"

Forsythe shook his head. "Thank you, no."
"It's no trouble—"

"l said no," Forsythe repested; and thistime Kosta heard adight edgein hisvoice. "It'll be better
if 1—"

He broke off as a sound Kosta had never heard came from Ornina's control board. "What was
that?' he asked.

"EmDef ID," Orninasaid, turning back to her board. " Someone with high priority iscoming
through... oh, God," she added, very quietly.

"What?' K osta asked.
"It's Hova's Skyarcher," shesad in the same quiet voice. "They're bringing it home."
"What, only now?" Forsythe frowned, leaning forward asif he would get a better ook that way.

"It wasn't easy to retrieve,” Hanan said. "Very closein to Angelmass. They had to send an
autobooster in to push it out to where the towship could get it without frying the crew.”



"Canwe get alook?' Kosta asked.
"I'm trying," Hanan said. "They're pretty far away and going the opposite direction. Let'ssee...”
And suddenly, on al the displays, thereit was.

Orninainhaed sharply, and Kostafound himself fedling alittle sicker than he aready was. The
Hova's Skyarcher was awreck: its shape noticeably warped, its vaunted Empyrea sandwich-metal
hull blackened and pitted. "It must have redly gone deep to have taken that much damage,” he heard
himsdf say.

"Yes," Hanan agreed. He sounded allittle Sick, too. "Far deeper than it should have. The
radiation surge must have scrambled al the control settings beforeit..." Hetrailed off.

Before it killed them, Kogtafinished the thought silently. With an effort, he tore his gaze from
the wrecked ship.

To find Forsythe watching him.

Briefly, he held the High Senator's gaze before turning away, wondering dimly what was going
on behind that stolid face. But he wasn't especidly concerned about it. For the moment, dl his
thoughts were tied up in the implications of what had happened to that ship out there.

"Getting out of range," Hanan murmured.

Kosta turned back to the displays. The dead hulk and the deek EmDef shipstowing it were
becoming hazy asthey pushed the limits of the Gazell€'s telescope and optical enhancement system.
"They taking it to the Indtitute?" he asked.

"Probably to adecon center firgt," Hanan told him. "It's got to be blazing with secondary
radiation—you saw thelength of cable the tow ship wasusing.”

Forsythe shifted in his seet. "Mr. Daviee, you said you normaly only get logjam problemswhen
the hunterships get out of order,” he said. "Do you ever get logjams otherwise?"

"What do you mean?' Hanan asked.

"For the Indtitute's salf-focusing theory to be right, hunterships have to occasiondly drop bits of
massinto Angelmass,”" Forsythe said. "'If they drop thingsthere, it follows that they should dso
sometimes drop things during other parts of thetrip, too."

"Which could show up as recdibration problems when catapulting,” Hanan said, nodding dowly.
"Huh. I never thought of that. Jereko?”"

"1 don't know if anyone else has thought of it, either,” Kostasaid, glancing at Forsythe with
newly heightened respect. In hisadmittedly limited experience, hed never found government typesto
be exactly brimming with creative thought. Either Forsythe was an exception, or the Empyrean had
found away to attract a smarter class of people into public service than the Pax had.



Or d=eit had something to do with the fact that Empyred politicians carried angels.

The others, he redized suddenly, were dtill waiting. I don't know if the mathematics would work
out, either,” he added, forcing his mind back to the question. "It could be that the amount of mass
necessary to start a self-focusing surgeis il within catapult tolerances. Worth checking out, though.”

"I'vegot alist here of all the catapult delays we've been involved in over the past year,” Ornina
spoke up.

"How do | get it?" Forsythe asked, fingers hovering over the control board in front of his sedt.
"Allow me," Kosta said, unstrgpping and stepping carefully in the low gravity to the High
Senator's seat. He keyed for an echo of Ornina's screen, gaveit afast once-over. "I don't see

anything obvious," hesad.

"Me, neither," Hanan agreed. "Though that may not mean anything. One huntership for one year
isn't much of asample.”

"Let'stry anyway," Kostasuggested. "If you'll allow me, High Senator...?"

"Certainly.” Forsythe swiveled the pand around to where Kosta could more easily operateit.

The Gazelle€'s computer library contained two different statistical packages. Kosta called them
up for aquick look. "I don't think either of those can handle asample thissmall,” Hanan said,

watching the echo of Kosta'swork on his own display.

"No," Kostaagreed. "But | know of one that might be ableto. Let's seeif | can remember how
it works."

It was ahighly esoteric program held learned in hisfirg year at the univeraty, and he wound up
with two false starts before he got it right. But finally it was ready. Feeding in Orninas data, he set it
running. "Interesting program,” Forsythe said. "How long until it's done?"

"A couple of minutes,” Kostatold him. "Speed isnot its primary virtue." He let hiseyes drift
around the room, relaxing from the close-focus work of the display screen.

Chandris's seat was empty.

He glanced surreptitioudy around the room, heart suddenly thudding in his ears. She was gone,
al right. Sometimein the last few minutes, without anyone noticing, shed just dipped away.

He opened his mouth to announce his discovery; bit down gently on histongue instead. Sheld
probably just goneto find Ronyon, that was all. Or something equally innocent.

Except that Forsythe had aready told her not to go after Ronyon. If she was up to something
dse..

The program beeped notice that it was done. Reaching to the board, Kosta keyed for the
results.



He might aswell not have bothered. "Y ou'reright,” he said to Hanan as he dumped the screen.
"One ship and one year just aren't enough.”

"The catapult itsaf should have complete records, though,” Ornina pointed out. "' Perhaps you
could ask them to send us adata copy, High Senator."

"I'm sure| could," Forsythe said. "However, as| told Mr. Daviee, I'm here on adtrictly unofficia
basis. I'd like to keep it that way."

"I see" Orninalooked at Hanan, and in her face Kosta could see that that bit of information had
somehow missed getting passed to her. "I'm sorry. Ah—"

"The Indtitute should also have them,” K osta spoke up quickly. "When we get back I'll get
Y aezon to look them up for me."

"There might be another way to get the information now, though,” Hanan said, an odd toneto his
voice as he tapped keys. "If they happen to have anew trainee or two on station at Control..."

He cleared histhroat; and he was launching into a very officia-sounding speech as Kosta quietly
dipped out of the room.

Hewent first to Hanan's and Ornina's cabins, not from any red expectation of finding Chandris
there but merely as areasonable place to Sart his search. To his surprise, however, he heard the faint
sound of running water as he gpproached. Someone insde Orninas cabin was apparently taking a
shower.

For along moment he hesitated outside the door, a half dozen scenarios—some of them
decidedly discomfiting—scrambling through hismind. But if Chandriswas up to something
underhanded, it was his duty to intervene. Bracing himsdlf, he opened the door and went in.

No onewasin the main living area, but there was aneat stack of clothes on the bed—Ronyon's,
Kogtatentatively identified them. At the back of the room, through the open bathroom doorway, he
could see back to the shower.

The shower door was only dightly tranducent, but that was enough. The size and shape of the
shadow showed that it was Ronyon in there. Alone.

Quickly, Kosta backed out into the corridor, cheeks hot with embarrassment and annoyance.
The Chandris Effect, dl right: give him half an hour with her and hed make afool of himsalf somehow.
But at least she wasn't pulling some scam on Ronyon.

So where was she?

Helooked up and down the corridor, wondering if there was any point in continuing the search.
Sheld probably left on some perfectly innocent ship's business, after dl. For al he knew, Orninaor
Hanan might even have openly sent her away while he was preoccupied with his tatistics program.

Then, from down the corridor, he heard afaint grinding sound.



The sound came and went three more times before he located its source: the machine shop.
Insde, hunched intently over agrinder, was Chandris.

"Thereyou are," Kostasaid, sepping insde. "What are you doing here?"

Shedidn't jumpin her seat or spin around or do any of the other things people were supposed
to do when they were caught doing something wrong. But it seemed to Kostathat shetook afraction
of asecond too long before turning her head to look at him. "What doesit ook like I'm doing?* she
countered mildly. "I'm working."

"Now?" he asked, moving to her Sde and leaning over to look at the grinder. Held snugly inan
electronics clamp was asmdl lens-shaped piece of crysta. "With the ship about to hit the catapult?’

"Why not?' she said with a shrug. "Hanan and Ornina can handle the ship without me. Anyway,
it felt alittle crowded up there."

"Uh-huh," he said, frowning down at the crystal. There was something about the size and shape
that seemed familiar somehow...

"Don't you have somework of your own to do?' sheinterrupted his musings. "Cdlibrating your
equipment or something?'

"No, everything's done," he said absently. He had seen something just like that crysta—he knew
he had. Recently, too. If he could just chase down the memory...

"Okay, then, to hell with politeness," Chandrissaid. "Go away and let me work."

"Fine" Kostasad, straightening up. "Y ou don't have to get huffy." He gavethe crystd onelast
look—

And suddenly the menta picture held been searching for dropped neetly into place. High
Senator Forsythe, outside the Gazelle, offering his hand for the respect gesture. And fastened to a
chain around his neck, the ddlicate gold filigree and crystdl of—

Kostafocused sharply on Chandris; and in her face he could see she knew held figured it out.
"Okay," she growled. "So?"

"S0?" Kogtahissed. "Areyou crazy?'

"They need the money," she said. "They need it for the ship; they especidly need it for Hanan.
He's got adegenerative nerve disease, in case you haven't bothered to notice.”

"That was unfair,” Kostasaid coldly. "I was the one who carried him down to the medpack,
remember?"

Shelooked at him amoment... and for awonder, nodded agreement. "Y ou'reright,” she
acknowledged. "It was a cheap shot.”

"Yes, it was," Kostanodded back, some of hisanger draining away. "L ook, I'm sorry about



Hanan. I'd like to see him get fixed up, too. But thisisn't theway to do it.”

She gazed evenly up a him. "How are you going to stop me? Without getting mein trouble, that
is?"

Kostagrimaced. So shethought that it was her he wastrying to avoid getting into trouble. If she
only knew. "I'll tell the Daviees," he said, turning back toward the door. "I'm sure they can find away
to keep you away from Forsythe's angdl .”

"Forsythe doesn't have the angdl," Chandris caled after him. "Ronyon does.”

Kostaturned back. "What are you talking about?' he demanded. "Ronyon isn't wearing an

"No, hescarrying it in hispocket,” she said. "That'swhy | spilled machine oil on him and sent
him to the shower. So | could find it and get acloselook."

Kostafrowned at her. Could they be issuing angels even to High Senators aides now?
No—ridiculous. "They don't give angelsto aides," hetold Chandris. "Just to the High Senators
themsdves.”

"Well, then, he's got Forsythesangd," Chandrisinssted. "Maybe he stoleit.”
"But Forsythes wearing—"

"He'swearing afake," Chandris said. She gestured to the unfinished crystal in the clamp. "Just
likethisone."

A cold chill ran up Kogta's back. A High Senator, with afake angel? " There hasto bea
mistake," he said between suddenly tiff lips.

"Not achance," Chandrissaid. "1 know what an angel fedslike up close.”

Kogta thought back to his own first encounter with one of the Indtitute's angels. He hadn't felt a
thing, and he'd really been trying to. "I didn't know angelsfdt like anything in particular,” he said.

"Some people can't tel the flavors of different mushrooms gpart either,” Chandris said tartly. "'l
don't know how | can tell if an angd'sthere. | just can. The High Senator's wearing afake. Period.”

Kogtas gaze drifted away from her face, his mind spinning with sudden uncertainties. The
underlying basis of thiswhole mission had been the Pax assertion that the Empyredl |leadership was
coming under the influence of dien intdligences. But if that waan't true—if the High Senators were nat,
in fact, wearing angel s—then that threst evaluation wasway off target.

Unless Forsythe had engineered this deception on his own. In which case, he was blatantly
defying Empyrea law, for some reason of his own. Having second thoughts about the angels,

perhaps?

Either way, it was a Stuation worth following up on. Which meant, unfortunately, that he was



again going to haveto avoid rocking the boat. "I won't tell the Daviees about it," he said, knowing full
well that Chandris was going to take thiswrong. "Not now, anyway. But I'll be keeping an eyeon
Ronyon; and if you grab that angd, | will turnyouin.”

Turning hisback on her, heleft.

Chandris stared after him, her work on the crystal momentarily forgotten. It had happened again.
Kogta had cracked her red-handed doing something illegd... and had just walked away rather than
getinvolved.

But it wasn't just adidike of getting involved, she saw now. It was more specific than that. It
was an attempt to avoid Stuations where he would be drawing attention to himself.

Or more specificaly, where he would be drawing official attention to himself.

Sowly, sheturned back to her crystal. Kostawasn't who he pretended to be—that much she'd
concluded hisfirst time aboard the Gazelle. But he wasn't anorma con artist, ether.

So what was he?

She leaned back in her chair, frowning at the calling. There was something he'd said to her along
time ago, an off-handed comment that had sounded odd at the time but which she'd never gotten
around to checking out for herself.

That strange comment about gphrodisiac perfumes.

Swiveling around, she reached for the machine room's computer termina. But even as she did
S0, theintercom pinged. "Chandris?' Ornindsvoice said. "Where are you?"'

Chandris hesitated asplit second, old ingrained reflexes whispering at her to come up with a
quick and convincing lie. Suppressing the impulse, she tapped the switch. "Machine shop,” she said.

"WEelI be hitting the catapult in about three minutes,” Orninatold her. If she wondered what
Chandris could possibly be doing in the machine shop, it didn't show in her voice. "Y ou want to come
up?'

"Sure. I'll beright there.”

"Thank you."

Chandris keyed off the intercom and set to work freeing her rough crystal from its clamp. She'd
hoped to have the duplicate finished before they reached Angelmass and peopl e started wandering
around the ship again. But no problem. Therewould be plenty of timeto get it done before the
Gazelle got back to Seraph.

And if Kogtadidn' likeit, he could go jump.



She made it to the control room and into her seat with maybe twenty secondsto spare. Kosta
was aready there, Stting tight-lipped in Forsythe's earlier seat and doing his best to ignore her. The
High Senator himsdlf was nowhere to be seen. "Systems al okay?" she asked, keying back into her
board.

"Running smooth as can be," Hanan said. "High Senator Forsythe | eft a couple of minutes ago to
go find Ronyon.”

"He's probably ill in the shower,” Chandris said. "1 was showing him around the ship and
accidentally squirted some machine oil on him.”

Orninafrowned at her. "How in theworld did you manage to do that?"

Chandris was saved the necessity of answering by the dert sgna from the control board and the
gart of the catapult's five-second countdown. She ran her eyes over her board, confirmed that
everything was ready; and with the usua not-quite jerk the pider-shape of Angelmass Central
appeared in the center of her display.

Behind her, the door whispered open, and she turned to see Forsythe comein. "Everything al
right back there, High Senator?' Hanan asked.

"Yes, thanks," Forsythe said. He glanced at Kogta, in his earlier seet, and for a moment
Chandriswondered if he was going to demand it back. But instead he went over to one of the
fold-down jumpsests. "1 found Ronyon in hisroom," he added, strapping himsdlf in. "He'd gotten
some oil on himsdf and was showering it off."

He said it offhandedly, and the glance he threw at Chandris was equally casud. But for someone
whao'd been reading people as long as she had, it was more than enough.

Forsythe knew exactly who she was. Who she was, and what she was.

She turned back to her board, heart pounding in her ears. So it had happened, as sheld known
someday it would. Lulled by the warmth and comfort of the Daviees, shed let hersdf believe she
could stay hereforever.

Now, instead of just getting hersdlf in trouble, she was going to drag them into it, aswell.

"l hope he'samost finished,”" Hanan commented. "WEell have to drop the ship'srotation down to
near zero soon."

"He'sdl finished,” Forsythe said. "Just drying and getting dressed again. | let him borrow one of
your shirts—| hope you don't mind."

"Notroubleat dl," Hanan assured him. "I guess | should have madeit clear earlier that
everything onthe Gazdlle isat your disposa.”

"Y ou madeit perfectly clear,”" Forsythe said. "As| hoped | made clear that | don't want our
presence here disrupting your normal working routine. Any progressyet, Mr. Kosta?'



"Yes, but it'smostly negative," Kostasaid, studying something on hisdisplay. "There have been
afew delays at the catapult due to huntership mass discrepancies, but al of them were traceable to
erorsat the launch dish. Nothing seemsto be from materia thet fell off the shipsaong theway.”

"Though that may not mean anything,” Ornina pointed out. "Asyou said earlier, the catapult may
have enough tolerance built into its programming.”

"Agreed." Kostashook hishead. "The more| think about it, the less | like the whole theory.
Angdmassjusgt isnt massive enough to pull that much gravitationd energy out of infdling paint chipsor
whatever."

Behind Chandris, the door did open... and she turned just as Ronyon stumbled into the room,
hisfingerstracing agitated patternsin theair in front of him.

A look of absolute terror was on hisface.
"What'swrong?' she demanded.

"He'sfrightened of something,” Forsythe said, making quick finger gestures of his own. Ronyon
replied—"1 can't get any sense out of him," Forsythe said, starting to sound concerned. "He just kegps
saying he'safrad.”

"Isit thelow gravity?' Orninaasked, starting to unstrap. A pair of gammarray cracks snapped
through the room, making Chandrisjump. "If he's never beenin free-fal before—"

"Hebeenin free-fal hundreds of times," Forsythe said shortly. He had ahand on Ronyon's
shoulder now, his other hand still going through their complicated motions. "1 don't understand this a
al"

"Perhaps we should get him back to his cabin,” Ornina suggested. Shewas at Ronyon'sside
now, holding hisarm in areassuring grip as she sudied hisface.

More hand motions, a violent shake of Ronyon's head—"He doesn't want to leave," Forsythe
said. "Sayshe'safraid to be done.”

Chandris looked at Hanan. "Are there any sedativesin the medpack’s drug dispenser?”’

"There should be," he said, hiseyes on Ronyon. ™Y ou know how to get the dispenser open?”’

She nodded, reaching for her restraints. "Back in aminute.”

It took her alittle longer than she'd expected to get to the medpack, take the cover off the
dispenser, locate the proper ampule, put everything back together again, and return to the control
room. The others had gotten Ronyon strapped into Kosta's chair by the time she returned, but
otherwise not much had changed. The big man till looked pretty miserable. "Thank you, Chandris,"

Orninasaid, taking the sedative from her and reaching for Ronyon'sarm.

He pulled the arm away from her, hiseyesturning frantically to Forsythe. "It'sdl right,” the High
Senator told him, gesturing the words as well as saying them. "It'sjust something to help you relax a



little"

Reluctantly, Ronyon put hisarm back on the armrest. Orninatouched it with the ampule and
gave him an encouraging smile. "Y oull fed better in just afew minutes" she said. "High Senator
Forsytheand | will stay right here with you until you do.”

Ronyon nodded, dready seeming to sag alittlein thelow gravity. Leaving the two of them to
look after Ronyon, Chandris made her way forward and climbed into Orninas seet. In thetime since
sheld gone to get the sedative, the gammarray sparks had worked their way up to agentle but
ingstent rain, and she keyed her board for alocation check.

The result came up. Shelooked at it, afrown starting to crease her forehead.

"It'saccurate," Hanan said quietly from beside her.

She looked at the tight expression on hisface, a cregpy sensation working itsway up through
her. ™Y ou sure?" she asked, keeping her own voice low.

"I'verunit threetimesin the past fifteen minutes," hetold her. "No mistake."

Chandris turned back to her board, the creepy sensation getting stronger. If they wereredly il
thisfar away from Angelmass... "The radiation's getting stronger,” she murmured. She glanced back at
Kodta, stting in one of the jumpseats watching Forsythe and Orninahovering around Ronyon. " Just
likeKostasaid."

"Yes," Hanan agreed. "1 just hope the Gazell€'s hull can take the extra—"

He broke off, the last echo of hiswords vanishing into the sllence.

Into the complete silence...

"Kogta?' Chandris snapped, twisting around to look at him.

"l know," Kogtasaid grimly, aready out of hisjumpseat and heading for Chandriss usual seet
and control board. "The gamma sparks have stopped.”

Chandris turned back to her display, ssomach tightening as she keyed for radiation sensor
readings. A memory flashed back: someonein the Barrio telling her a story about how abig wave had
once swept in from the seaand wrecked abig part of Uhuru's main port city. And before the wave
had come, the whole sea had pulled back from the shore, like it was getting itself ready to hit.

"Hanan, get ontheradio," Kostasad. "Warn everyone theré's aradiation surge coming.”

"Right," Hanan said, reaching for the comm section of hisboard.

He never got there. Without warning, the eerie silence was shattered by a sudden violent burst of
gammea-ray crackling.

The surge had hit... and the Gazelle was caught in the middle of it.



CHAPTER 26

Hanan screamed, along, agonized wail amost inaudible above the violent deet-storm of gamma-ray
crackling that filled the control cabin. "What's happening?' Forsythe shouted over the din.

"Radiation surge!" Chandris shouted back. Orninawas at Hanan's side, fumbling under his shirt
for the exobrace cutoff switches. Chandris reached for her restraints—

"Chandris, get us somerotation," Kosta called from behind her. "'If you don't, the hull's going to
get cooked.”

Orninafound the switch, and Hanan collgpsed trembling in his seat. "He's right, Chandris,"
Orninashouted to her. "Doit."

Cursing under her breath, Chandris turned back and keyed in the command. The displayswere
unreadabl e through the multicolored snow that had suddenly appeared on them, and for amoment she
wasn't sure whether or not the command had made it through. ™Y ou got it?" Kosta shouted.

"Hang on," she shouted back, trying to see through the snow on the displays. The numberswere
il impossibleto read, but she could fed her weight starting to increase. "Okay," she said. "Rotation's

Speeding up.”

She turned back to Hanan. Orninaand Forsythe had gotten him out of his seat now and were
supporting hisweight between them. And thelook on Orninasface... "Ornina?’

Orninaturned apaefaceto Chandris. "Hes very bad,” she sad, her voice nearly lost in the
gammarray noise. "We've got to get him to the medpack right away.”

"I'll help you," Chandris said, popping her restraints.

"No," Forsythe said sharply. "We can handle him. Y ou and Kosta get us out of here."
"BU"

"Don't arguel the High Senator snapped. ™Y ou want to end up like that other ship?”

Chandris swallowed, the image of the burned and battered Hova's Skyarcher flashing through
her mind. "Well try. Kosta, get up here."

"Right." Kosta scrambled past the others and dropped into Hanan's seet. "What's working?'
"I'm guessing the mgor control linesare okay," Chandristold him, toggling through the Gazell€'s
sensor packs. "They've got alot of redundancy and extrashielding. But | can't get anything out of the

LNors”

"Burned out,” Kostagrunted. "That, or the datalines are down."



"Mugt bethelines," Chandrisagreed. "I don't get any response from the feedback register
creuits, ether.”

"Y ou don't need registersto fly the ship,” Kosta pointed out impatiently. "If the control lines il
work, fire up the engines and get us out of here.”

"Y eah, well, there'sjust one problem,” Chandris snarled. Her throat was beginning to hurt from
the need to keep shouting over the gammarray noise. "l don't know where Angemassis anymore.”

"|sthat a problem?We were heading more or less toward it. Just turn around and go."

"We could; except that with the registers gone | won't be able to tell when weve done a
one-eighty.” Or maybe it wasn't just the shouting that was hurting her throat. Maybe it was plain,
amplefear. Y ou said yoursdf that the Hova's Skyarcher must have gonein pretty deep.”

For along minute the only sound in the control room was the roar of the gamma-ray static.
Chandris kept toggling through the sensor packs, searching for something—anything—that could il
be read. But it was dl uniform snow. "What about the ship'sinertia nav equipment?’ Kosta asked.
"Doesit have an externa case display?'

Chandris had to search her memory of the Gazelle's spec manud. "It's got one, but you have to
get the cover off to get to it. | don't think we've got enough time." Out of the corner of her eye she
saw K ogta suddenly hunch over Hanan's board. "Wait aminute,” he cdled. "I've got an idea. Check
your VK-5 display.”

Shekeyed for it. It was the same pattern of colored snow that was on al the others. "So?"
"Kegp watching. The static should increase and decrease, with about a haf-minute period.”

She glared at the display, wondering what game Kostawas playing. But hewasright. It was
tricky to see, but the cycle was definitely there. "Okay, it's there. So?"

"That's the feed from my experiment package," he told her. "It'stied into one of the command
lines, so we can Hill get datafromit.”

And the highest intengity snow would be when the package was pointing at Angelmeass...
"Doesn't help," she shook her head. "Not enough. We could wind up running laterd to Angelmass
ingtead of away fromit."

"Hang on, I'm not done," Kosta said, clearly working this out as he talked. "Okay. We're
already rotating around our centerline; so what we do now is put adow duad-yaw rotation on the ship
and watch the display. The sensor cluster I'm tied into isin the bow, and it's aso recessed alittle. That
means the only time the snow pattern will be steady will be when we're pointing away from
Angdmeass Right?'

Chandris thought abouit it. "It soundslikeit could take awhile. | don't know if we've got that
much timeto spare.”

"It'sthat or risk running usin closer,” Kosta countered. "Y ou have a better idea?’



"If I come up with one, I'll et you know," Chandris gritted, keying in adua-yaw command. "All
right, here we go. Keep watching."

She could sense the dight change in inner ear pressures as the Gazelle began itsduggish
midpoint rotation. On her display the snow continued its barely detectable rise and fall. Distantly, she

wondered if they redly had achance, or whether the radiation from Angelmass would burn out their
control lines—and them—before they could figure out which direction was the safe one,

Wondered if Angelmass had dready killed Hanan.

"| think it's sarting to even out,” Kostacalled.

Chandris peered closdy at the display, the stuttering lights hurting her eyes. Maybe; but with al
that background gamma-ray sparking it was hard to tell. If there were just someway to block off
some of the radiation coming through the hull...

Maybe there was. Reaching for her board, she keyed in acommand. "Keep watching,” she
ordered Kosta.

For asingle heartbeat nothing happened. Then, just for afew seconds, the snow on the displays
faded alittle. The pattern she'd been trying so hard to see was suddenly right there—

"That'sit!" Kostashouted. "Werethere. Go!"

Chandris jabbed at her board; and the scream of the gamma-ray crackling was joined by the
deeper roar of thedrive. "Y ou sure?’ she shouted to Kosta

"Pogitive," he called back. "1 was able to get a halfway clear ook at the numbers during that dip
in the satic. What did you do, anyway?"

"Dumped al our drinking water and haf our fud,” shetold him. "I thought it might block some of
the gammeas."

"Shouldn't have worked,” Kostasaid. "Not enough mass there to make avisible difference.
Can't argue with success, though.”

And on hislast word, as abruptly asit had begun, the surge was over.

For aminute Chandris just looked at Kosta, her earsringing with the sudden silence. A stray
gammarray spark crackled, sounding almost friendly in comparison to what they'd just been through.
"| didn't think we were going to makeit,” Kostasaid at last.

"Me, neither,” Chandris said, wondering vaguely at her willingnessto admit such athing in front
of Kosta.

Kogta hed her eyesamoment longer. Then, looking amost embarrassed, he turned back to his
displays. "Did we take any damage?’

Chandriswas turned hafway back to her own displayswhen it hit them smultaneoudy. "Hanan!"



Chandris got the word out first.

Kostawas dready poking usdesdy at theintercom. "Not working," he said tightly. "Go—I'll
watch things here."

"Right." Chandris popped her restraints and did out of her chair—

And came to a sudden stop. Forsythe was at the door, agrim expression on hisface. "Y ou need
to get ontheradio right away," hetold her, handing her adatacyl. "Cal Centrd and tell them we've
got an EmDef blue-three emergency—here are the authorization codes. They're to give you apriority
catapult back to Seraph.”

Chandriss heart skipped a beat. "Hanan?"

Forsythe nodded. "He's il dive, but not by much. Something to do with his exobraces—I'm
not surewhat. Orninasaysit's critica that he get back to ground medical facilities as soon as

possble”

Chandris spun around and climbed back to Kosta's seat. Not Hanan, she pleaded silently.
Please. "Theradio?' she breathed.

"Starting to come back,” Kosta said, his voice as grim as Forsythe's as he took the cyl. "Go on.
I'll makethe call as soon as| can get through.”

"All right." Taking adeep breath, unlocking suddenly stiff knees, she headed for the door.

"Blue-three," Forsythe reminded K osta as Chandris came up to him. He looked down into her
eyes, just for asecond—"And if they give you any trouble, you put my name on it. Understand?”

Helooked at Chandrisagain. "Comeon. I'll take you to him."

The proximity darm on the Komitad;i trilled itswarning. " Catapult remote: launch when reedy,”
Commodore LIeshi ordered. The paraconducting underskin gaveits usua stutter of protest; and
abruptly, the stars vanished from the viewscreens.

After dl these monthsin the middle of nowhere, the Komitadji was going home.

Lleshi gave hisdisplaysaquick check, but it was more from habit than anything e se. The
Komitadji had been ready for thisflight for along time.

"Breakout in five seconds," the helmsman announced. " Threg, two, one—"
The stars came back. "Position check," Lleshi ordered.

"Pogition computed, Commodore,” the navigator said aminute later. "We're just under three
million kilometersfrom Scintara.”



Lleshi nodded. Considering that they'd started nearly seven hundred light-years awvay with an
essentidly untested catapult, they were lucky to have gotten even this close. " Compute course for
Scintara," he said. "Engage when ready. And get acomm laser on the planet; let them know were
here"

"They dready know, Commodore,” the comm officer gpoke up. "Message coming in.”

Lleshi keyed his board, and amoment later afamiliar face appeared on his screen. "Thisis
Captain Horvak aboard the Pax Warship Balaniki," he said. "Repeat: Captain Horvak caling
Commodore Lleshi."

"We've acknowledged, Commodore,” the comm officer said.

LIeshi nodded, mentally counting off the twenty secondsit would take for the Sgnal to makethe
round trip. He'd reached twenty-one when Horvak's face changed. "Welcome back, Commodore,”
he said briskly. "Y ou're the last to arrive—the rest of the task force has been assembled for nearly a
week now. Everything seemsto be go; we got akick pod from the Skean two days ago with the
cocoon's confirmation that it's built itself a hyperspace net. At least it thinksit has," he amended. "I
suppose we won't find out for sure until wetry to useit. Fina green light came from the Supreme
Council yesterday, along with the usua spate of last-minute amendmentsto the plan. Nothing
magor—I'll dump you a copy.”

Hislip twitched. "And the doomsday pods are here, sitting under heavy guard in far orbit. That's
making us very popular with the people of Scintara

"That's aout it from this end, unless you have any questions. If you can give usyour ETA and
status report, well set up the operation count-down.”

"Navigation?" Lleshi invited.

"ETA will bealittle over thirty hours, dr," the navigator said. "Plus probably an hour for orbit
insertion. We're too low on fud to make more than atenth-gee acceleration.”

Lleshi glanced at the proposed course profile on his board. "How much can we cut that by
having Scintara send out afud ship to rendezvous with us?'

Acrossthe bacony, Tdthorst gtirred. "There's no need for that, Commodore," he said. "A few
hours savingsisn't worth the effort of sending out afue ship.”

Lleshi glared at him. First that power-play nonsense about moving their catapult hafway across
the solar system, and now this. "Y ou heard Captain Horvak," he said, keeping hisvoice ascivil ashe
could. "Thetask forceiswaiting. Has been waiting, for aweek."

"Then afew hours one way or the other isn't likely to make agreeat dedl of differenceto them,”
Tethorst countered coldly.

Lleshi turned away from that thin face, resisting the urge to push the exchange into afull-fledged
argument. He should have expected Horvak's mention of the four doomsday pods to spark this kind
of reaction from Telthorst. With two hundred kilograms of painstakingly created antimatter in each



pod—an explosive yied theoreticaly in the gigaton range—they represented a huge expenditure of
Pax money. But there was no way around it. The four hyperspace nets that sealed off al approaches
to the Lorde system had to be taken out if this attack was to accomplish anything at al.

And given the Empyreds fancy sandwich-metal congtruction thiswas the only method that the
experts had come up with that had a chance of doing that.

But Telthorst undoubtedly didn't seeit that way. Until the assets of the Empyrean lay open
before him, he would see nothing but how much this whole operation was costing.

He probably hadn't even gotten around to considering the danger the podsin their current
positions represented to the people of Scintara. Except, perhaps, for how much an accidental
detonation would cost to repair.

"Inform the Balaniki well be arriving at Scintarain gpproximately thirty hours" he ingtructed the
comm officer quietly. "Misson refitting will begin at that time.”

"Yes, gr," the comm officer said, and turned back to his board.

Lleshi leaned back in his seat. Someday, he told himself slently, the Adjutors would overreach
themselves. They would push the rest of the Pax just thet little bit too far and bring destruction down
upon their own heads.

He could only hope that he would be there to seeit.

CHAPTER 27
The Sergph catapult had cdled in the report while the Gazelle was on its way down, with the result

that an ambulance was aready waiting when Chandris set the ship down on thelanding Strip. An
ambulance, and adozen reporters.

"Uh-oh," Kosta muttered under his breath as he eyed the latter group.

"What?' Chandris growled asthe ship rolled to astop. Sheld mentioned earlier that thiswasthe
firg time sheld ever landed the Gazelle on her own; but if sheld found the prospect daunting, Kosta
hadn't been ableto seeit in her face during the approach. Then, as now, her single-minded obsession
with Hanan's condition had |eft no room for anything astrivia as nervousness.

"Those reporters,” Kostasaid. "The High Senator didn't want anyone knowing he was here.”

"Nurk the High Senator,” Chandris said shortly, releasing her restraints. " Stay here and watch
things—I'm going to open the hatchway."

Shedl but ran to the door, nearly bowling Forsythe over as he stepped into the control room. A
muttered word that might have been an apology, and she was gone.

"How is Hanan?' Kosta asked.



"Not good,” Forsythe said, walking over to Chandriss vacated seat and sitting down. He looked
tired. "He doesn't seem to bein any immediate danger, though.”

"Any ideawhat'swrong?'
"Some kind of neura feedback through his exobraces, | assume. Beyond that, | haven't aclue.”

K osta nodded soberly. "I know the feding. Oh, your cyl's still there in the comm pand. Thank
you."

"No problem," Forsythe said, pulling it out and dropping it into his pocket. "Y ou have no idea
what's causing these surges, do you?'

Kogta shook his head. "What happened out thereistheoretically impossible. At least, by any
theory I've ever heard.” He threw Forsythe a sidewayslook. "And it's getting worse."

The High Senator was gazing at the hatchway display and the medics busily preparing their
equipment. "Y ou're saying the surges are getting stronger ?"

"1 meant the whole thing is getting worse theoretically,”" Kosta said, wondering if he should be

telling Forsythe this. The numbers held pulled were ill highly preliminary, particularly given that they'd
been recorded in the middle of that surge.

But if they wereright... "Y ou remember when we saw the Hova's Skyarcher | said that it must
have gone pretty deep toward Angelmass to have gotten that much radiation damage?"

Forsythe nodded. ""Hanan agreed with you."

"Right," Kogtasaid. "I've pulled the records from the Gazelles inertid navigationa sysem and
compared them to the position data from Angelmass Central's beacons. There's a definite discrepancy
between the two."

"Sotheinertid dataiswrong.”

"l wishit wasthat ample," Kostasaid. "The problem isthat during the surge the beacons show
usmoving closer to Angelmasswhile theinertid system shows us moving away fromit. A drive
misfire wouldn't have done that. Neither would the maneuvering jets or the solar wind."

"Which leaveswhat?"

"Only onething | can think of. Gravity."

Forsythe frowned. "I don't follow."

"I'm not sure | do, ether,” Kostaadmitted. "But it's the only scenario I've come up with that fits
the data. The samall test massesin the inertial nav system would respond much faster to a sudden

increase in Angelmasss gravitationd attraction than the Gazelle itsdlf. And Since the test mass
movement would be inward, the system would interpret it as an acceleration away from Angemass.”



Forsythe gazed hard a him. "Y ou redlize what you're saying?'

K osta nodded, mesting the other's eyes with an effort. "That the radiation surge was
accompanied by asmilar surgein gravitationa attraction.”

"Which | presumeistheoreticaly impossble?’

Kogtanodded again. "Extremely s0."

Forsythe held Kosta's eyes another moment, then turned back to the hatchway display.
Chandris and Orninawere visible there, standing helplesdy back out of the way as the medics got
Hanan's stretcher into the ambulance. "I sthere any way to get independent evidence?!

"l think so," Kostasaid. "'If Angelmasss gravitationd field was somehow being polarized toward
the Gazelle, then the other hunterships operating around it should have registered adrop in gravity at
their postions. Not abig one—the Gazelle didn't get dl that much of aboost. But again, it'll show up
asadiscrepancy between their inertial systems and the beacons. And it ought to be measurable.”

"Can you get copies of those records?"

"Yes, but not for awhile," Kostasaid. "Most of the hunterships will be staying out for at least a
couple more days, and the Ingtitute won't get their recordings until they return to Seraph.”

Forsythe nodded dowly. "Perhaps Centra can get them faster. They could contact the
hunterships directly, pull copies of their data, and then laser it al back here."

"It won't hurt to ask, anyway," Kosta agreed.
"I'll see what the government center can do,” Forsythe said. "Y ou'll be at the Indtitute later?

"Ah—yes" Kogta said, frowning. From the way the High Senator had talked earlier—for that
matter, the whole reason held been aboard the Gazelle in thefirgt place—

Forsythe might have been reading hismind. "Thereésno way | can kegp my presence on Seraph
asecret anymore,” hetold Kosta. "Aside from dl this, | need to take Ronyon to the hospitd and have
him checked over.”

Kogafdt atwinge of guilt. Preoccupied first with the Gazelle and then with Hanan, hed
completely forgotten Ronyon's near-collapse before dl this had sarted. ™Y es—Ronyon. How is he?’

"Regting in hiscabin,” Forsythe said. "He seemsto have gotten over that panic attack, though
that could just be the sedative Orninagave him. I'll collect him and well get off.”

Behind them, the door opened and Chandriswalked in. "How ishe?' Kosta asked her, glancing
at the hatchway display in timeto see the ambulance drive off.

"He'sal right for now," she said tiredly. "Whether he's going to stay that way they don't know
yet. I've got to get the ship off the strip and back to the yard.”



"Il get out of your way, then," Forsythe said, standing up. He glanced at the hatchway display,
now showing free of reporters, and moved toward the door. "Mr. Kosta, I'll contact you at the
Inditute.”

Heleft, the control room door diding shut behind him. "What wasthat al about?' Chandris
asked as she began shutting down the Gazell€'s systems.

" Something strange is happening with Angelmass," Kogtatold her. "I don't think | should talk
about it right now."

"Finewith me" Chandris said, her thoughts clearly e sawhere. "' So you two are getting together
later?’

Kosta opened his mouth... closed it again. It had been a perfectly casua question, asked ina
perfectly casua way. But thiswas Chandris, and he was dowly learning that with Chandris you
aways had to look beneath the surface. And in this case, below the surface meant—"Y ou ill gunning
for that angd ?"

Sheturned to look at him, her eyes suddenly hard and cold and far older than they had any right
to be. "Don't get in my way, Koga," she said quietly. "I mean that.”

"Steding Forsythes angdl isn't going to solve anything,” hesaid. "All itll doisget youintrouble.
"Only if | get caught,” she countered. "Anyway, why do you careif | get in trouble?"

"l don't know," he shot back. "Probably because you'll drag Hanan and Ornina down with you,
and | don't want them getting hurt. That's not why I'm here.”

For along moment Chandris just looked at him, an unreadable expression on her face. "L ook,"
shesaid at last. "They need money. Desperately. What do you expect meto do, just Sit around and
watch them go under?!

"Of course not," Kostasaid. "But there has to be some other way to raise money than by
geding Forsythesangd.”

"How?" Chandris demanded. " Sell something? Look around you—they haven't got anything of
vaue. Except—never mind."

"Except what?' Kosta asked.

Her lip twisted in obvious annoyance with hersdlf. "They've got a second angd stashed away in
the storage room," she said. "But don't tell them | told you—no one's supposed to know about it.”

Kogtafrowned. "They've got a second angel? Why haven't they sold it?

Chandris shrugged. "Maybe it hel psthem stay on good termswith each other. | asked you once
whether angels could do that kind of thing, remember?"

Back when they'd first run into each other at the Ingtitute. "Y es," Kostamurmured, histhoughts



racing. A spare angdl... "How long have they had it?"
"A couple of years at least. Maybe more. Why?"
Kosta shook hishead. "Just curious.”

From somewhere forward of them came adull thud. "That's the tow car connecting up,”
Chandris said, turning back to her board. ™Y ou've got about two minutesto get off if you don't want
toridedl the way back to the Yard."

Kostashook himsdlf out of thisthoughts. "Right," he said, getting to hisfeet. "I'll bein touch.”

"I'll be at the hospita later if you need me," shetold him distractedly, her attention back on her
work. Okay.

He paused at the door and looked back at her. A spare angel. A spare angel, moreover, that
had spent agood dedl of time sinceits capturein the vicinity of Angelmass. " Say hedllo to Hanan and
Orninafor me," he added to Chandris before ducking out into the corridor.

Because there was agood chance he wouldn't make it anywhere near the hospita himself
tonight. A very good chance indeed.

The Gazelles service yard was dark when K osta returned that night, in marked contrast to severa
nearby yards whose outside lights were blazing brightly as huntership crews worked to prepare for
early-morning launches. The Gazelle itsalf was sedled, but that was no problem: on that first trip out,
Orninahad given him the combination for the exterior lock.

Ingde, it was even darker than the yard outsde, with only the dim night panels giving aghostly
glow to the corridors. For along moment Kosta stood just inside the hatchway, listening for sounds of
life. But there was nothing. Obvioudy, Chandris and the Daviees were il at the hospitd.

Alone or not, though, histraining had been very specific on the proper proceduresinvolved in
breaking and entering. Slipping his shocker from his pocket, he adjusted it for awide field of fireand
got it nestled inconspicuoudy across hisright palm with histhumb resting on the firing stud. With the
angel box he'd borrowed from the Ingtitute in his other hand, he headed for the storage section at the
bottom of the ship, wishing his heart wouldn't pound so loudly.

But the flowing adrendine was dl for nothing. He saw no one and heard nothing adong the way,
and he reached the storage room without incident. Here, as everywhere else, only the night panels
were on, their faint light throwing dark fuzzy shadows everywhere. Lowering the angd box to the
deck, he reached for thewall switch—

"Don't bother," Chandris said from hisleft.

—and even as he spun toward the voice adazzling light flared to lifein front of him.

He sgueezed his eyes shut, automatically throwing hisleft arm up to protect hisface from the



glare. "Chandris?' he cdled. "Come on, it'sme. Jereko.”

"1 know," she said, her voiceicy. "'l was expecting you. | figured telling you about the Davieess
spare angd this afternoon would flush you out.”

Kostawinced. HEd done it again. The great Pax spy, making athorough mess of it.

And, naturally, making amess of it because of Chandris. "I'm not hereto stedl theangd," he
said, trying to keep hisvoice steady. "'l just need to borrow it overnight to run sometests.”

"What, the Ingtitute's run out of angels?' she countered sarcadtically.

"Theirsaren't any good for this" Kostatold her. "1 need one that's spent alot of time near
Angdmess”

"They'vedl donethat. That's where they come from, remember?”’
"That's not what | mean," Kostaingsted. "L ook, can't we St down and talk about this?'

"Stay whereyou are," she said sharply. "I've got a cutting torch, and I'm not afraid to useit. You
givemetroubleand I'll diceyou in haf."

Kostafrowned at the shadow behind the light. "What in the world has gotten into you,
Chandris? Come on—you know me."

"Do 17" shedemanded. "Or do | just know the role the Pax taught you to play for us?*
And there it was. The moment Kosta had been dreading ever since his ship and the cocoon had
been blown out of the Komitadji's cargo hold into Empyrea space. "It'snot arole," he said, a part of

him marveling a his own unexpected cadm. After dl the worrying and nightmares, the actua event had
become anticlimactic. "l redly am aresearcher. They just sort of maneuvered meinto thisjob.”

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"1t means they came by one day and hauled me out of school,” Kostatold her. "Said they
needed someone with my expertise to find out what the angels were and how they were affecting the
people of the Empyrean. They said the angelswere an dieninvasion, and that if we didn't gop it both
the Empyrean and the Pax would be taken over and destroyed. | guessthey convinced methat |
could keep that from happening.” He shrugged uncomfortably. "Maybe | convinced mysdf.”

"You gill believethat?' Chandris asked. "Theinvasion part, | mean?'

"I don't know," Kostaadmitted. "A week ago | would have said no. Now... | don't know." He
gestured to the angd box beside him. "That'swhy | need to borrow the Daviees angd."

"Isthistest of yoursimportant?"

"Very important. Possbly even criticd.”



"Then why don't you just shoot me and takeit?"

Kogafdt his stomach curl up inside him. Hed completely forgotten about the shocker pressed
agang hisright pam. "I didn't think you could seeit from there," he said between suddenly stiff lips.

"l know what it |ooks like when someone's paming something,” Chandrissaid. "Y ou haven't
answered my question.”

Kostaswalowed, his heart suddenly pounding in his ears. Shewasright, heredlized. At this
range, with the shocker till set for widefidd, asingle shot would take out the light, the cutting torch,
and Chandris hersdlf.

A smple, casud tap on the firing stud, and he would be free. He could take the angdl, run his
tests, then escape back across the Empyrean to Lorele. There he could hide; and when the
Komitadji returned he would be able to face them al with the knowledge that he had succeeded
beyond dl their expectations. Even Tdthorst would have to wipe that smirk off hisface then.

He squinted past the light, to where Chandris waited silently with her torch. A torch she could
havefired, but didnt... and belatedly it dawned on him that she was running atest of her own here. A
test just as critica asthe one he had planned for the Daviees angdl.

"I didn't come to the Empyrean to kill people, Chandris," he said quietly as he set the safety on
the shocker. Dropping the weapon on the floor, he kicked it her direction. "1 came hereto help.”

For another minute the room was quiet. Then, to Kosta's surprise, the light dazzling his eyes
went out. "Thelight switch is beside the door,” Chandris said.

Kostafound it and flicked it on. Behind the light stand she'd rigged up, Chandris was standing by
the storage room wall. There was no sign of any cutting torch. "What's this test you want to run?’ she
asked.

Kogta glanced down. The shocker was il lying on the deck where heldd kicked it. "1 want to
measure the angd'smass," he said, looking up again. "I think it may help usfigure out what's
happening to Angelmass.”

"Y ou mean with these surges?'

"The surges, and atheoreticaly impossible shift initsgravitationd fidd," Kostasad. "That'swhat
| wastalking to High Senator Forsythe about after we landed.”

"Y ou know what's going on?"
"I'vegot anidea,” Kogtasaid grimly. "'l hopel'm wrong."

For along moment she studied him. Then, abruptly, she nodded. "All right. But you haveto
promise the angel won't be damaged.”

"Theresno danger of that," Kostaassured her. "None of the tests | want to run will hurt it.”



"And | haveto bewith theangd at all times." Reaching down, Chandris picked up the shocker.
"Here—put this away somewhere," she said, tossing it to Kosta

Heamost fumbled it in hissurprise. "Don't you want to keep it?' he asked. "'l mean, asa
guarantee of my good behavior?'

She snorted. "Good behavior be nurked. If you think I'm going to risk getting caught with aPax
wegpon on me, you're crazy." She brushed past him. "Come on—the angel'sin acarrying casein my
room. Y ou've got three hoursto do your tests.”

CHAPTER 28

On the display screen Kogta'sfriend Gyas straightened up from the big shiny box and busied himself
for amoment with an inset keyboard. He watched it another moment, then turned and gave a
thumbs-up signdl to the monitor camera before walking out of itsrange. "Okay, he'sgot it running,”
Kogtasad, haf under his breeth. "Well know in afew minutes.

Chandris nodded, looking at the big box still centered on the screen, and the other equipment
stacked on the table behind it. All that, just to measure the weight of atiny little angd. "How much
gmadler than the other angels do you think it'll be?’

Hesghed. "I don't know," he said. "According to everything we think we know about quantum
theory it shouldn't have lost any mass. By definition, aquantum isas small asthat particular package
can be. Unless Dr. Qhahenlo's quantum bundle theory isright. But I've never redly liked the
mathematics she used to cook that one up.”

"So who decided it had to be aquantum?’

"It'sasubatomic particle with amassin the quadrillions of AMUS" he said. "Nothing that big has
any business being stable unlessit smply can't bresk down into smaller pieces.”

"So who decided it had to behave like everything €l se you've ever found?' she persisted. "And
don't give me any of that 'if you were an expert you'd understand' crapsy.”

"l wasn't going to," Kostasaid. But he was staring hard at the display, his forehead furrowed
with concentration. "l wish | knew, Chandris. But | don't. I'm not sure | know anything at al.”

She thought about that, watching him out of the corner of her eye. "Y our masters aren't going to
be very happy with you, arethey?' she commented at last.

He snorted in derision. But even as he did, the vague demons swirling across his face seemed to
recede alittle. "I'm beyond caring what they think of me," he said. "What gave me away, if you dont

mind my asking?'

She snorted. "What didn't give you away? Y ou might aswell have hung asign around your neck
saying you didn't belong here. That background story you spun for Hanan and Orninawas part of it.
Too good and too well-memorized for an amateur con man, but without the flair a professional would



haveput intoit."

Kogtanodded. "I could tell there was something about it that bothered you. | guess my trainers
didn't expect meto run into someone with your expertise.”

"But it was that snide comment you made about aphrodisiaca perfumesthat findly cracked me
into you," Chandriswent on. "I'd never heard of anything likethat, but | didn't get around to checking
up on it until tonight. Turns out they don't exist. At least, not in the Empyrean.”

"Aphrodisacd perfumes” Kostasaid ruefully. "I don't even remember making that comment.”

"Youdid. Trust me."

"Oh, | bdieveyou," hesaid. "I'm not dl that surprised | did, either. Too much information was
the number-onefata error on my trainers list. Given the rest of my record, it wasinevitable I'd trip
over the most amateurish mistake in the book."

Chandriswas till trying to come up with aresponse to that one that wouldn't sound too
sarcastic when the door opened behind them and Gyas camein. "Anything?' he asked, nodding
toward the computer display.

"Not yet," Kogtatold him, leaning forward and tapping akey. "Still working the basdine.”

"Thismasstracer'sdways been alittle dow," Gyas said ashe did into the chair beside Kosta
"While we wait, you might want to take alook at the package that just came in for you."

Kogta sat up straighter in his seat. "The huntership datafrom High Senator Forsythe?”

"l didn't seeanameonit,” Gyas said. "Sending address was Angelmass Centra,, though. |
wasn't sureif your fileswould be accessible, given your funding freeze, so | dumped it into one of
mine. Y ouwant meto pull it up for you?"

"Pease"”

Gyas swiveed atermina over and keyed in acommand. " So thisisfrom aHigh Senator, huh? |
swear, Jereko, you're getting more interesting stuff done since your funding froze than you ever did
when thingswere purring dong.”

"You havenoidea," Kostasaid, hunching alittle closer to the display. "Here it comes.”

Chandrisfrowned at the screen. A fuzzy ball made up of short multicolored vector lines had
appeared in the center, rotating dowly around its vertical axis. "'l wasright," Kostasaid softly. "Damn.

| wasright."

"About what?' Chandris asked, a creepy sensation sending ashiver through her. Kosta's
demons seemed to be contagious. "What isdl that?"

"It'sagloba vector map of Angedmasss gravitationd shifts during thet |ast radiation surge,”
Kogtatold her. "Those shifts go clear acrossthe board.”



"l don't bedievethis," Gyas breathed, hisvoice sounding awestruck. "L ook at that scale—those
decreases are up to atenth of apercent in places.”

Chandriss mind flashed back to the conversation aboard the Gazelle. "Could it be something
datistica?' she asked. "Y ou said the Gazelle didn't give you enough data points.”

"There are more than enough data points here," Kostasaid. "It's not amistake, either. Or a
mafunction, or—"

"Hang on," Gyas interrupted, tapping the screen. "What's this coming up?"

A narrow cone of brightly colored red was becoming visible as the vector map rotated, ared
cone with athin white line down its center.

And suddenly Chandris felt her somach trying to turn ingde out. "1t'sthe same picture,” she
identified it, her voice sounding strangein her ears. " The one you got when you plotted out the surge
that killed the Skyarcher. The same picture exactly.”

"It'sclose, anyway," Gyas said cautioudy. "Wed have to run a curve comparison to be sure.”

"Don't bother," Kogtatold him. Hisvoice, Chandris noticed distantly, was trembling dightly. "If
Chandris saysit'sthe same, it'sthe same. And there it is—there; that blue point that the white line's
cutting through. That'swhere the Gazelle was."

Gyas shook hishead. "Thisisinsane, Jereko," heingsted. "A black hole hasn't got any interna
Sructure. None. What possible theoretical mechanism could exist to explain something like this?’

"Angdmassisnt anorma black hole," Kostasaid. "Not anymore."

Chandris eyed him closdly. There was atension around his eyes, agraveyard look to hisface.
"What do you mean, not anymore?" she asked.

A musclein Kogtasjaw twitched. "I've got atheory. But you're not going to likeit."

"Morethan | don't likeimpossible gravity fluctuations?' Gyas countered. "Come on, let's hear
it"

K ogta hesitated, then shook hishead. "L et'swait on the massreading,” he said. "Thisis crazy
enough that... no, let'sjust wait.”

"l hate waiting," Gyas declared, getting to hisfeet. "I'm going to go check on the tracer.”
Heleft the room. " So which way are you hoping it goes?' Chandris asked.

Kogtarubbed hiseyes. "I'm ascientist, Chandris," he reminded her. "We're not supposed to
hope data goes one way or the other.”

"Yeeh," shesniffed. "Right.”



"Besides, I'm not even sure it matters anymore,” he conceded. "Whether angels are standard
quantaor Dr. Qhahenlo's quantum bundles, something weird has definitely happened to Angemass.”

He gestured toward the row of computer terminas on the long |ab table beside them. "I wish |
could get into the files and check some of the details of her theory. | know it predicts some mass|oss
here, but | don't know how much."

"Can't you do the ca culation on your own?"

"Thisisn't likelooking up the mass of ahydrogen atom or caculating aforce vector,” he said.
"The mathematics involved are way too complicated to do by hand. And with my fundsfrozen, | don't
have access to the computers.”

Chandrislooked at the terminals. ™Y ou want meto get you in?"

Hethrew her agtartled look; suddenly seemed to remember who it was he was talking to. "Y ou
candothat?'

"Probably," she said, swiveling the closest termina over into easy reach. "Want meto try?"

For apair of heartbeats he stared at her hands as they hovered over the terminal, a battle going
on behind hiseyes. Shewaited... "No," he said quietly, reaching over to take one of her hands away
from the keyboard. "We can't risk getting caught. Not now."

His hand was cold and rigid; and as she held it, Chandris found herself looking into hisface. Into
those foreign eyes, into the dark tension behind them.

Earlier, waiting in the darkness of the Gazelles angel storage room, sheld thought alot about
whether confronting a Pax spy aonewasredly asmart thing to do. Hed persuaded her to give him
the benefit of the doubt for now, but she'd been ready to chop and hop the second he showed what
hewasredlly up to.

But now, suddenly, she redized her menta preparations had been unnecessary. Kostahad no
snigter private plan, because Kostawas exactly what he claimed to be: a smple academic who'd
been thrown into the deep end of thetiger pit. "Don't worry," she said. "I'm not going to turn you in."

He shook hishead, his gaze drifting outward into space. "'I'm not worried about mysdif,
Chandris"

"Then what—?"'

She broke off as, behind them, the door opened and Gyas came back in. "Wdl?' Kosta
demanded, letting go of Chandriss hand.

"It should befinished," Gyas said, crossing toward them. " Seeif you can pull it up.”

"Right," Kostasaid, punching at the keyboard as Gyas did back into the seat besde him. The
numbers came up...



Gyas muttered something under hisbreath. "Thereitis," he murmured. "Y ou wereright again,
Jereko."

"It lost mass?' Chandris asked, running her eye down the numbers and trying to make sense of
them.

"Mass and charge both,” Kostatold her, hisvoice tight. "Almost three percent each.”

"And it lost them right through the outer mass coating,” Gyas added. "Y ou know, if the angdl's
breaking down, the mass loss ought to show up as high-energy particles leaking through the shell. Let
me go seeif there's aradiation detector setup free.”

"Don't bother," Kostasaid. "Thisisn't any spontaneous breakdown. The damage has dready
been done."

"Yes," Chandris murmured, a sudden achein her heart as she stared at the numbers. She'd tried
s0 hard to convince hersdlf that the angel's presence hadn't been what had kept Hanan and Ornina
working so peaceably together dl these years. Apparently, that had been nothing but wishful
puff-think.

"Chandris?"

She started out of her thoughts. Kostawas frowning at her. "What?' she said, turning her face
away from him.

"It's not the Davieeswho did thistoiit," he said quietly.

Did | say it was? the defensive retort bubbled automaticaly up into her throat. To her vague
surprise, it stayed there. "Then who did?' she asked instead. "Y ou? Me?"

"No," Kogtasaid. "Angelmass."

She turned back, haf expecting to see something on hisface that would show he was making
some stupid joke. But his expression was deadly serious. "What do you mean, Angelmass? What
does Angelmass have to do with it?!

"It's the source of the angels," Kosta said. "Hawking radiation, remember? A particle-antiparticle
pair are created a the event horizon. Onefalsin, the other escapes outward.”

"But there aren't any anti-angels,” Gyas objected.

"Yes, thereare" Kostasaid. Hisvoice wasfirm, and just as serious as his expresson. "We just
haven't found them yet. But they're there.”

Hewaved toward the display. "That alone provesit, asfar as1'm concerned. Dr. Qhahenlo's
theory dlowsfor both quantum bundles and field effects, remember? Angelmass has a huge
fidd—the corrosion of the Daviees angel showsthat much. If that fidld isn't being generated by an
equally huge mass of anti-angdsinsdethe black hole, wherésit coming from?”



"Maybe from the Daviees?' Gyas suggested. "I don't know these people. Maybe they're—" He
waved ahand helplesdy.

"What, evil incarnate?' K osta scoffed. "Come on, Y aezon. Anyway, there's an easy way to
check. Remember that mass murderer you've got on the grounds with the angdl in his cell? When was
the last time that angel was checked?’

Gyad made aface. "It's checked every six weeks," he conceded. "Y ou'reright; if thered been
any change the whole Ingtitute would have heard about it. But if there are anti-angdls, why hasn't
anyone ever seen them?”

"I don't know for sure," Kostaadmitted. "Buit try this. An angel has a huge negative charge,
which meansthat as soon asit's created it Sarts pulling positively charged particlesto it.”

"Which iswhat creates the matter shell,” Chandrisput in.

"Right,” Kostanodded. "And the most common positive particles out there are the protons and
helium nuclel from the solar wind, plus heavier partidles from Ange massitsdf.”

Gyas muttered something startled sounding. "Of course. Of course.”

"Of coursewhat?' Chandris demanded, looking back and forth between them.

"Anti-angels would be positively charged,” Gyas told her, his voice the sour tone of someone
who'sjust failed a child's brain-twesker. "That means they would be pulling mostly eectrons. And
electrons, being alot lighter than protons, will get yanked into it that much fagter.”

"Which means an anti-angd could go neutrd so fast that your average huntership would never
even seit," Kosta concluded.

"So smple"” Gyas shook hishead. "Y ou said you had atheory about Angelmass. Did it have
something to do with possible structure?”

"l don't know," Kogtasaid. "Maybe."
"Well, spitit out,” Chandrissaid.

Kosta braced himsdlf. "What would you say," hesaid, "if | told you | think Angelmass has
become sentient?'

For along minute the only sound in the room was the humming of the computer cooling fans. "I'd
probably say you'd been working too hard,” Gyas said at last. "Jereko, it'sa black hole. A fruitcake
would have more chance of spontaneoudy devel oping sentience than it would.”

"Would it?' Kogta countered. "Y ou're forgetting Che and his nine angels.”

"Easy," Gyad warned, jerking his head urgently toward Chandris. "Were keeping that quiet,
remember?"



"Kegping what quiet?' Chandris asked.

"Che Kruyrov found that acubic array of nine angesmimicsaLantryllyn logic circuit,” Kosta
told her. "That was a system that people once thought could form the basisfor afully sentient
computer.”

Chandris blinked. "So now your quanta of good have become quanta of sentience?"

"We don't know what it means," Gyas said, looking pained. "But I'm sureit doesn't mean you
can make ajump from asingle Lantryllyn circuit straight to a sentient black hole.”

"It attacks hunterships,” Kostasaid flatly. "It'sdoneit twice, firing dead-on at moving targets.”
"Maybe morethan twice," Chandris said, staring at the white line as the image on the screen
continued its dow rotation. "Y ou said there were other radiation surges before the one that hit the

Hova's Skyarcher. Werethey dl pointed at hunterships?’

"l don't know," Kostasaid grimly. "WEelIl haveto check on that. And it'shad to dter itsinternd
structure and even itsgravitationd field to do 0."

"A black hole hasn't got aninterna structure,” Gyas snapped.

"Then it'sdtered its event-horizon environment,” Kostasaid. "1 don't know what the hdl it's
doing, or how it'sdoing it. But you can't deny it is doing something.”

Gyas snorted. "Next you're going to try to tell me this has some bearing on the increase in angel
production you ca culated.”

"Asamedtter or fact, I'm sureit does,” Kostasaid. "Hawking radiation is caused by strong tidal
forces at the event horizon. A side effect of Angelmasss gravitationa and radiation surges could well
be an increase in the number of angdsit turnsout.”

Gyas exhaed loudly, looking back at the display showing the rotating vector field. Kostastirred,
asif preparing to speak; Chandristouched hisarm warningly, and he subsided.

"So what do we do?' Gyas asked at lagt. "We put something like this on the net and were going
to have alot of scared people out there.”

"Agreed," Kostasaid. "l wasthinking of telling Director Podolak and a couple of others. Dr.
Qhahenlo, certainly, and probably Che and Dr. Frashni, too."

"What are you going to use for data?' Chandris asked.
Kogtafrowned at her. "What do you mean? The angd, of course."
"The Daviees angd?' she asked pointedly. "The oneit'sillegd for them to have?'

"Yes, the—" Kosta broke off. "Illegd ?'



"l looked it up earlier, while | was waiting for you to show,” Chandristold him. "Ange hunters
arerequired by law to turnin any ange they find."

Gyad waved ahand impatiently. "Sure, but in this case—"
"No," Chandrissad flatly.

"She'sright," Kosta seconded. " They've got enough trouble right now, with Hanan in the hospita
and a half-wrecked ship." Helooked at Chandris. "Anyway, | promised we'd put the angel back
when we were donetesting it."

"Then what do we do?' Gyas asked.

"We dig up someindependent data," Kostasaid. "Let's start by seeing if we can find evidence of
anti-angds."

He reached for the terminal; checked the motion with amuttered curse. ™Y aezon, if you would?!
he said. "Check for me when the last time was anyone went out looking for one.”

"Weve done a complete bio-chemical analysison Mr. Ronyon," the white-jacketed doctor said,
punching keys on the nurses station computer. "There are still remnants of the stress-creeted
chemicals, but we can't find anything that might have triggered the stressitsdlf. Were till waiting on
the results of the neura scan, but I'm not expecting to find anything.” He paused, just noticesbly.
"Adgdefrom the obvious mafunctionsin abrain like his, of course.”

"Then what caused it?' Forsythe asked.

"I'm afraid | don't know," the doctor conceded. " Though with someone with Mr. Ronyon's
congenital problems, | imagine thingslike thisjust happen every now and again.”

"No," Forsythesaidicily. "They don't.”

The doctor blinked as he looked into Forsythe's eyes. What he saw there made him shrink back
alittle. "My apologies, High Senator,” he said hadtily. "I didn't mean it that way."

"Thiswas not something random caused by hisphysica or mentd disabilities” Forsythe
continued in the same tone of voice. " Something happened to him out there. | want to know what.”

The doctor bobbed his head nervoudy. "Of course, High Senator, of course. Well do al we

"l expect nothing less." The woman manning the nurses station, Forsythe noted peripherally, was
puttering around in the back of her acove, striving to look invisible. "When can | see him?"

"Ah... not until morning, I'm afraid,” the doctor said. "1 mean, you could see him, but hewon't be
awake until then. The neural scans require the subject to be sedated—"



"l undergtand,” Forsythe cut him off. "I'll see you inthe morning."

The doctor gulped. " Certainly. Until morning, then.”

He turned and hurried down the corridor toward Ronyon's room and the examination room
beyond. Forsythe watched him go, thinking quietly contemptuous thoughtsin hisdirection. He
disappeared through the doorway, and Forsythe turned around—

"Y ou werealittle hard on him, weren't you?' Pirbazari commented quietly.

"I'm not going to stand here and let him push off what happened on vague
he-was-born-that-way excuses," Forsythe said tartly, moving away from the nurses station. "Nothing
like that has ever happened to him before. | want an explanation.”

"l wasn't there, so | can't comment on what happened,” Pirbazari said diplomaticaly. "1 would
merely suggest that jumping down the doctor's throat isn't going to help.”

"Thefear of God can do wonders for someone's motivation," Forsythe growled.
"Or dsefreeze them up completely.”

"Y ou let meworry about that,” Forsythe said shortly. "What's happening with the Angelmass
gravitationd data?'

"It's been collected, compiled, and sent on to Kosta," Pirbazari said, hisvoice going alittle
grimmer. "And I'm no expert, but it's obvious even to me that something weird is going on out there.
I've got acopy if you want to take alook."

"Later," Forsythe said, blinking his eyes afew timesto moisten them. "What about the other
meaiter?'

Pirbazari glanced around, making sure no onewasin hearing range. " Savis went through the
local police recordsfor the past few months," he said in aquiet voice. "No reported con games
involving anyone even closeto their descriptions.”

Forsythe stroked hislower lip. "Interesting,” he murmured. "Especidly on the girl's part.”

"Y ou think shesgone straight?”

"Doyou?'

Pirbazari shrugged uncertainly. "She has been working around angels.”

"Tigersdon't changetheir stripes, Zar," Forsythe said firmly. "Once acon artist, dwaysacon
atig. If she hasn't pulled anything since arriving on Seragph, it just means she's got something

long-term in the works."

"Teamed up with Kosta?'



"That'sthelogica assumption,” Forsythe agreed. "The problem is, what could it be? Something
involving the Ingtitute? Then why didn't they cut and run when we froze K ostals account? That should
have been adead giveaway that we were on to them.”

"Maybeit hasto do with that huntership,” Pirbazari suggested. "The Gazelle."

Forsythe shook his head. "That makes even less sense than an Ingtitute con. | was on that ship,
and theré's nothing aboard worth stealing. At least, nothing that would require more than a
lock-breaker and a TransTruck to haul the stuff away."

He paused as a sudden thought struck him. Turning on hished, he retraced his steps back to the
nurses station. "May | help you, High Senator?”' the duty nurse asked as he approached.

"1'd like you to pull up the record for Hanan Davieg," he said. "He camein the sametime as my
adeMr. Ronyon."

"Yes, weadl saw it onthe news," the nurse murmured, pressing keyson her board. "Terrible
stuation... hereit is. He suffered severe damage to his exobraces, with feedback damage to hisown
neura system. He's currently stable, but wesk."

"Prognosis?'

The corners of her mouth tightened as she scanned the listing. "Hell need to have some
recongtructive work done on hisspina cord,” she said. "How much hell be able to recover will
depend on how much work they can do."

"What arethe limiting factors?' Pirbazari asked from Forsythes side.

Her mouth tightened abit more. "To put it crasdy, money,” shetold him. "Thework involvedis
complex and expensive. Very smply, the more he can afford, the more of arecovery he can make."

"] thought Gabrid paid for work-related hedlth problems” Pirbazari said.

"Some of them, yes," the nurse said. "The entire hospital stay will be taken care of, for instance.
But hislong-term neurd problems are congenital, not work-related, and they aren't covered.”

"Thank you," Forsythe said, taking Pirbazari's arm and turning away. "Interesting,” he
commented as they headed down the corridor again. "Maybe you were at least partialy right, Zar.
Thetiger may not change his stripes, but he may occasondly roll over and purr.”

Pirbazari shook hishead. "Y ouvelost me."

Forsythe nodded back toward the nurses station. "Our friend Mr. Daviee needs large amounts
of money for an operation. Our other friend, Chandris Laasha, isalady whose professonisto
separate people from large amounts of money. Coincidence?’

Pirbazari frowned. "Are you suggesting the Daviees hired her to get money for them?”

"Or dse she'staken them on as a charity case," Forsythe said. "Either way, she ill bears



watching."

"All right," Pirbazari said, not sounding entirely convinced. "Y ou want me to put the police onto
her?'

Forsythe pursed hislips. "Not yet," he said dowly. " She may have ways of keeping tabs on what
the police are up to. Let's just watch her oursalvesfor acouple of days."

"Both of us?'

"Yes," Forsythe said. "I've got an ingde connection with these people; you're an outsder none of
them know. Between us, we should have them pretty well covered.”

"Y ou're going to stay here yoursdlf, then?" Pirbazari asked. "Therésalot of work waiting for
you on Uhuru.”

"Theresenough | can do here" Forsythe said. "Try to catch up on my reading, for onething. I'll
send Savis back—he can St in on any meetings and take notesfor me."

"He can't cast votesfor you."

"There's nothing important coming up for at least two weeks" Forsythe said firmly. "At any rate,
Ronyon's not going to be able to trave for another day or two at the earliest, and I'm not leaving
without him."

He glanced into a deserted lounge a cove as they passed it, looking at the darkness outside the
far windows. "Besides," he added quietly, "whatever Laashaand Kostaare up to, they didn't cause
what happened at Angelmass. Something strange is going on out there. I'm not leaving until | find out
what."

CHAPTER 29

The equipment list came up, scrolling down the screen; and beside Kosta, Gyas gave alow whistle.
"Holy scud, Jereko,” he said. "It'sgoing to take dl that?"

"Lookslikeit," Kosta conceded, asinking feeling in the pit of hisssomach asheran hiseye
downthelist. A couple of theitemsthere he could probably sneak out for afew days without anyone
noticing. But not al of them. Not achance.

"What's that, your equipment list?' Chandris asked, swiveling around from the termina shed
been working on.

"That'sit,” Gyas confirmed. "And it might explain why no one's ever seen an anti-angdl before.
Half this suff didn't even exigt the last time anyone went out hunting for one.”

"And it might aswell not exist now for al the good it'sgoing to do us," Kostaadded sourly.
"We're never going to be ableto collect al this."



"Anyone ever tdll you you give up too easily?' Chandris chided, coming over and standing over
him, leaning forward to peer at the display. "The big question iswhether we canfit it al aboard the
Gazelle™

"Isthe Gazelle going to be able to fly any time soon?" Kosta countered.

"The damage assessment's mostly done," she said. "Therefit's going to take some serious work,
but it's nothing a good mai ntenance crew can't handle.”

"Sure, but how long will it take?"

"That one is aproblem,” Chandris said reluctantly. "Maintenance hasn't even got it scheduled
yet; but from the sze of their current work list my guessisthey won't get to it for at least amonth.
Maybe more."

Kogta shivered. "We can't afford to wait that long," he said. " Someone elseis bound to get killed
before then.”

"Then our other option isto contract it out,” Chandrissaid. "Get aprivatefirminto do the
work."

"Canyou do that?' Gyas asked. "I thought Gabriel handled al huntership maintenance.”

"Officidly, it does," Chandrissaid. "Asapractica matter, no onesgoing to complainif wedo it
oursalves and save them the expense.”

"And how high isthat expenselikely to be?' Kosta asked.
Chandriss mouth twitched. "High enough,” she said.
"How high?"

"Y ou let meworry about that." She waggled afinger at hisequipment list. Y ou worry about
how you're going to smuggle dl this stuff out of here and aboard the Gazelle."

Kogtafrowned up at her, a sudden suspicion twisting his ssomach. The High Senator'sangedl...

She caught the look and sent back one of her own. "I said let me worry about it,” she repeated,
her tonewarning himto dropit.

Gyas cleared histhroat. "I think I'll go to the lab and see what equipment Dr. Qhahenlo's got on
hand," he said. Getting up from his chair, he escaped from the room.

"You can't sted Forsythesangd,” Kosta growled, swiveling around so that he could face
Chandris better.

"Why not?' Chandrisretorted. "Is one angel worth more than however many people Angelmass
will kill in the next two months?*



"Of course not," Kostaground out. "But if you get caught, the whole thing blows up and they die
anyway." He hestated. "And then you'll bein trouble, too."

Her lip twisted sardonically. "I didn't think you cared.”

Kostasfirst impulse was to turn away from her, to back off the way he awaysdid. But for
once, and to hisown mild surprise, he siood his ground. "Of course| care,” he said quietly. "l dso
care about Hanan and Ornina. They've put themsdlves on the line for both of us. We can't et them
down."

Chandrisdrew hersdf up. "Wewon't," she said firmly. "How soon can you get that stuff
together?"

Kogtalooked at thelist again. "'l don't know," he said. "A couple of days, maybe."

"All right,” Chandrissaid. "Let'scdl it three days. I'll have the Gazelle ready to fly by then."
Kostalooked up at her again. "Be careful,”" he said.

"1 will," she assured him. "Don't worry, | know what I'm doing."

She waved toward the door. "Come on, let's go get the angdl. | need to get started, and you
probably need to walk me out.”

They were waiting outside the main entrance for the line car Kosta had caled before Chandris
spoke again. " Something else occursto me," she said, her face invisible behind her blowing hair. "Y ou
said that the increased angel production might be accidental, a side effect of the radiation surges. Y ou
supposeit could also be ddliberate?’

Kogafdt histhroat tighten. "Y ou mean asin Angelmassfiguring out that the more angelsit spits
out, and the more anti-angels it absorbs, the smarter it gets?'

She hunched her shoulders. " So you thought of that, too. That's not agood sign.”
"l know," Kaosta agreed soberly. "Of coursg, it could just mean we're both wrong.”
"It could a'so mean we're both right,” she said. "We'd better get the Gazelle flying, and fag."

Kogtalooked up at the stars blazing acrossthe night sky overhead. "Yes," hesaid. "Let's.”

The news report was a repedt, the third time today that this particular item had been shown. But
Trilling Vail didn't mind. He watched it anyway, fingersresting on the coal glass of the display,
keeping the sound turned down low so as not to wake the deeping girl in the bed behind him. The
camera zoomed in on the ambulance, and the stretcher the medics were ralling toward it.

And there she was, standing with her arm clutched around afat old woman as the Stretcher
rolled past. There shewas, just as beautiful and fragile and helplessas ever.



Chandris.

Trilling pressed hisfingers harder againgt the glass, hungrily drinking in the sght of her. Hed
tracked her here to Sergph just fine; but then the trail had unexpectedly died away. No one hed
talked to had admitted working with her, or seeing her, or even hearing of her, no matter how hard he
pressed them. One of the koshes had findly admitted he knew where she was, but after he was dead
Trilling had found out he'd been lying, just to get him to stop. He hated when people did that to him.

But none of that mattered anymore. She was here. Half a planet away from where held ended
up, but that was nothing. She was here, and he was here, and as soon as he could get transport over
to Magascathey would be together again. And then they could stay here, or go back to Uhuru, or do
whatever they wanted. They would be together again. It would be just like old times.

The news report ended, and he switched off the set. Quietly, stedlthily, he moved through the
darkness of the room, listening to the dow breething of the deeping girl as he collected his belongings
together. It didn't take long; there wasn't much there, and anyway he could score whatever he needed
along the way. The cash was a different matter, and he took al of that he could find, making sure not
to forget to check the pockets of the girl'sjeans hanging lopsidedly on the chair at the foot of the bed.

Findly, he was ready. He doubted any transports would be heading toward Magasca at this
time of night, but it was abit of awalk to the depot anyway, and he was eager to get started. Soon he
and Chandris would be together again.

He zipped up his bag and stepped to the side of the bed. The girl was an amazingly sound
deeper, heredlized, or dsejust couldn't hold her reeks very well. They hadn't been together long; it
had only been about two weeks since he'd waltzed her off the streets and Sarted teaching her the
tricks of the trade. With her bright face and winning voice she had alot of potentia, and more than
once heid thought she would be worth hanging onto until he found Chandris.

But now that was over, of course. Setting down his bag, he leaned over the girl and got his
hands around her throat.

She was a sound deeper. She never even woke up before she died.
Trilling picked up his bag again and stepped to the door, feeling atwinge of regret. But he'd had
no choice. He was a one-woman man, and Chandris was a one-man woman, and now that hed

found her there could never again be anyone between them. He'd had no choice.

Opening the door, not looking back, he headed out into the night.

CHAPTER 30

"Scintara Catapult Control calling, Commodore,” the comm officer reported. "They signa green.”

"Acknowledged,” Lleshi said. It was, hereflected, dmost a straight reenactment of the Situation
they had been in afew months back. The same jump-off point, the same target, the same enemy.



Except that then the mission had been aquick penetration into enemy territory to drop off the
fase asteroid and, almost as an afterthought, to throw the young academic Jereko Kostato the
wolves.

Thistime, the Komitadji was going to war.

It was a difference that was heavily underscored by the four bright orange spheres ahead of him
in the launch queue, each being shepherded gingerly by itstugs toward the undulating foca point of
Scintaras catapult. The doomsday pods, each with multiple gigatons of explosive power hovering
restlesdy in the center of its magnetic bottle. "Target position check,” he ordered.

The nav digplay flickered once and changed to a schematic of the Lorele system, with each of
the four Empyreal nets scattered throughout the asteroid belt represented by aflashing red point. The
new Pax net flashed yellow, the machinery buried deep within the asteroid waiting patiently for the
burst of light and radiation that would beitssigna to activate.

For amoment Lleshi studied the flashing yellow light. Even after severad months of drift, the
newly created net was uncomfortably close to the net that Pod Three would be popping into the
center of in afew minutes. If the doomsday blast was powerful enough to damageit, thiswhole
operation would suddenly become extremely problematic. The Pax shipswould still penetrate Lorelei
system; but at that point there would be nothing to stop five systems worth of EmDef forces from
descending on them like aswarm of hornets. The Komitadji's task force wasn't set up for that kind of
defengve action.

"Getting alittle nervous, Commodore Lleshi?" Telthorst asked from his station. "Not quite as
sure of thisgrand strategy of yours anymore, are we?"

"Prepare to launch Pod One," Lleshi ordered, ignoring him.

Telthorst apparently wasn't in an ignorable mood. "I asked you a question, Commodore,”
Telthorst said. Hisvoicewas still quiet, but there was the potentia below it for more volume, the
threat of taking the argument off the privacy of the balcony and down onto the full command deck. "In
my experience, men who are sure of what they're doing don't keep checking everything over and
over."

"In my experience, men who don't arefools," Lleshi said shortly. "SeTO?"

"All green, Commodore," Campbell confirmed. " Ship and crew at full battle stations.”

"Commodore—"

"Mr. Telthorst, we are preparing for battle," Lleshi told him. "Either be quiet, or be removed to
your quarters.”

With aglare that could have flash-cooked raw mesat, Telthorst swiveled back to his status
boards. "Fleet satus?' Lleshi caled.

"The Balaniki and Macedonia have formed up on our &ft flanks," the fleet operations officer
said. "Support vessds are standing by in formation. All ships report green.”



Lleshi nodded. Standard textbook attack procedure wasto send awave of fighters, blast ships,
and mine-sweepersinto a system ahead of the main war vessals, both to soften up the first wave of
res stance and to have full tactica sensor data ready to download to the fleet commander when the

flagship findly made its appearance.

But thiswasthe Komitadiji, and the Komitadji didn't hide behind support ships. Once the
doomsday pods had done their job, they would be the first ship through.

A warning notetrilled: thefirst pod was touching the catapult's focd €lipsoid, itstugs backing
away from it with orderly haste. "Pod One ready,” Campbell announced.

Lleshi nodded. " Scintara catapult, launch Pod One.”

The pod flickered and was gone. "Move Pod Two into position,” Lleshi ordered, glancing at the
chronometer. "Ninety seconds.”

The men in the tugs were good. L ess than seventy seconds after Pod One had disappeared, Pod
Two had been nudged into the edge of the dlipsoid. Twenty seconds later, it followed its brother into
the void. Three minutes after that, Pods Three and Four had likewise been sent on their way.

Thefirst phase was over. It wastime now to seeif al the time and effort—and yes, al of
Tdthordt's precious money—had indeed bought the Pax the foothold it coveted in Empyreal space.
"Moveusin, helm," he ordered, aternating his attention between the chrono and the nav display. If
Pod Three had blown on schedule, the primary and secondary blast and radiation waves should have
now washed over the Pax asteroid. The sensors there would have noted the event...

Onthedisplay, theflashing yellow light flicked to green. "Net activated,” Campbell announced.

Lleshi shifted hisfull attention back to the chrono. Theoreticdly it had activated, anyway.
Whether it had actudly done so they wouldn't know until they reached Lorelel space.

"Commodore, the net isgreen,” Telthorst prompted.
"l heard, thank you," Lleshi said.

"The energy wave front has passed the net,” Telthorst persisted, an edge starting to creep into
hisvoice. "We don't want to give them time to pull themselves together.”

"I'm aware of thetactical consderations,” LIeshi said, continuing to watch the secondstick past.
The exploson's main wave front would indeed be well past the asteroid by now, but there would dso
be dower but still dangerous debris expanding outward behind that front. He gave it afew more
seconds, then nodded toward the comm officer. " Scintara Catapult, launch when ready.”

The stars disappeared.
Autométicaly, Lleshi counted down the seconds, musclestight with tension. If the scheme hadn't

worked, the Komitadji would soon be going on yet another trip to the edge of nowhere. The stars
returned...



The scheme had worked. Instead of the distant triangular-pyramid array of Empyrea catapult
shipsthey'd encountered their last timeinto this system, there was only the false asteroid concedling
their own net floating off their starboard stern.

"Incoming!" Campbell snapped.

Lleshi shifted hiseyesto thetactica asthe collison aert warbled acrossthe bridge. But it was
not, as firgt reflexes had assumed, an attack by survivors of the doomsday pod. It was, instead, a
scattering of asteroid fragments sweeping like retreating soldiers across the sky. Three of the shards,
according to the tactical, were on adirect course for the Komitadii.

It wasfar too late for the big ship to maneuver to avoid them. Gripping thearms of his chair,
Lleshi braced himsdlf; and with athundering crunch of metd, the pieces dammed into the hulll,
shattering to gravel with theimpact.

"Damage report,” he called, peering a the hull monitors as the debris ricocheted off into oblivion.
He needn't have worried. The Komitadji was the ultimate warship, with the ultimate € ephant's hide
to match. Even a high-speed encounter with bits of flying asteroid seemed to have donelittle more
than dent the outer hull. "And locate the nearest blastpoint,” he added. " Scan for enemy shipsor
bases."

"Damage report, Commodore,” the comm officer called. "Partia collgpse of Number One hull at
three pointsin sectors A-22 and A-31; no breech. Light impact damage to Number Two hull in the
same sectors; no reduction in structurd integrity. Number Three hull unaffected. Four sensor nodes
are out of commission; minor concussion damage to various pieces of equipment in portside
locations.”

"Acknowledged,” Lleshi said, looking at the back of Telthorst'shead. "1 seewe didn't wait at
Scintaraquite long enough, after dl."

Telthorst didn't reply, or even bother to turn around. "Still," LIeshi couldn't resst adding as he
turned back to the business at hand, "it's good to know the designers of the Komitadiji's hull spent
their money well."

"1 have the blastpoint now, Sir,” the sensor officer called.

Lleshi had seen the computer-projected results of adoomsday pod explosion severa times,
most recently during the planning sessionsfor thisinvasion. But he had never seen the actud aftermath
of the wegpon until now.

On aplanet, it would undoubtedly have been an awesome vision of destruction and carnage; a
drategic hydrogen warhead multiplied by athousand. Here, in the middle of an asteroid fidd, the
results were more subtle but just asredl.

And, intheir ownway, just as horrible.
For athousand kilometers around where the Empyrea net had been, space was empty.

Completely and totaly empty. Every solid object within that sphere, beit asteroid,
sandwich-metal-hulled combat ship, or fragile human body, had been disintegrated down to its



component particles. Outside that zone, everything €l se seemed to be in motion, with small chunks of
rock hurling outward and even large asteroids now carrying avector component away from the point
of the blast. Each of the asteroids the telescope screen was able to get a clear view of seemed
partidly shattered or haf melted.

"Move usout of the net area," LIeshi ordered the hem, feding oddly ill. "What about Lorele's
kick-pod catapults?'

"There was one with each net," Campbell said. He sounded as awed as Lleshi felt, though there
was no indication of the disquiet the commodore himsalf was feding. "There's a so the one near
Lorde itsdf.”

Thetacticd display shifted to a projected schematic of the planet Lordlel, showing the small
catapult in high polar orbit around it. Smultaneoudy, one of the telescope displays it up with adightly
fuzzy red-timeview. "Thelight from the nearest pod explosion will reach Lordlei in about three
minutes," Campbell went on. "That will bethefirst they'll know about our attack.”

And the enemy'sfirg act ought to be to put a quick aert message together and get akick pod
out to that catgpult. "Run a confirmation on the catapult location,” Lleshi ordered. On one of the aft
displays, the Balaniki flickered into view asit was caught in the Pax net. "What about the main
catepult?’

"It'sorbiting ahead of Lorele in the planet'sleading Lagrange point,” Campbell said. "A pretty
good distance out; they won't be able to get aship there very quickly."

Provided there weren't any ships already on the way. But there was nothing Lleshi could do
about that. Besides, with the Pax net now the only door into Lorele system, it wasn't nearly as critical
that word of theinvasion be delayed.

Still, the more time they had to consolidate their position, the better. Reaching over, he punched
hisdirect feed to the Balaniki. "Captain Horvak?'

"Yes, gr," Horvak replied briskly. "Thunderhead isloaded and ready, awaiting your orders. If
the Empyreals are still on the same schedule, their most recent kick pod went out half an hour ago.”

Which meant that if they could knock out the kick-pod catapult, it would be another fiveand a
haf hours before the other four Empyred systemswould even begin to suspect anything waswrong.

If. "You've received our up-to-date sensor readings?

"Received and cdibrated in," Horvak said. "We're aligned and green.”

"Good." Lleshi shifted his gaze to the display showing the Balaniki. "Y ou may firewhen ready."
"Yes, gr. Thunderhead: fire."

Therewas nothing to see, redly; only a haf-imagined flicker of movement just beforethecircle

of warning lights around the opening in the Balaniki 's nose went out. But the sensor display showed
what human eyes were too dow to catch: the dender black missile that had been launched from the



mass driver running the entire length of the Balaniki's centerline, now hurling toward the distant
planet. Lleshi looked back at the main display, silently counting down the seconds; and abruptly, the
missiles solid-fuel coreignited, burning with incredible ferocity and adding to the missl€s dready
blistering vel ocity a an acceleration that would have crushed ahuman crew.

It would take the Komitadji over two daysto reach Lorelel from here. The remnants of the
Thunderhead missile would make that sametrip in just under an hour.

At which point, if the sensor dataand computer cal culations were correct, the warhead would
fragment into acloud of ultrafast hundred-gram particlesand dam into Lordle's kick-pod catapullt,
shattering it and cutting off the Empyredls fastest method of contacting the outside universe.

On aPax world, LIeshi knew, confusion and sheer bureaucratic inertiawould delay the launch of
an emergency kick pod at least that long. On an Empyred world, under angdl influence, there was no
way to know if the Thunderhead would bein time,

Or, for that matter, whether the Thunderhead would even hit itstarget. If it had been misaimed,
or if unexpected gravitationa or solar wind forces deflected it even dightly off its proper course, those
hundred-gram weights could concelvably dam full into the planet Lorele itself at aggnificant fraction
of the speed of light.

And if they did, the destruction the doomsday pod had caused out here among the small number
of EmDef defenders would be multiplied a thousandfold among the people of that world.

Innocent people. People whose salvation from the angel threat was the purported reason for this
military activity in thefirg place.

"We're wasting time, Commodore,” Telthorst said impatiently.

Unfortunately, thistime thelittle man wasright. The Thunderhead missile and Lorele were now
in the hands of the laughing fates. Whether or not the alert went out on the kick-pod catapult, the
Komitadji's next task was the same: to capture and secure the main catgpult running in orbit ahead of
Lorde.

Preferably before the Lorelel government got its act together and got a ship up there and out of
the system. But to capture and hold it nonetheless. "Accderation dert,” he ordered. "Lay ina
minimum-time coursefor Lordd.”

And as the accel eration warning sounded and the big ship began to move, he wondered vaguely
what had happened to Kosta.

The hospita corridor was qui€t, itslighting dightly muted to late-night levels, as Chandrisdipped in
through the stairwell door. More importantly for her purposes, the area a so seemed to be deserted.

No, not completely. There was amore brightly lit alcove areajust off the center of the corridor
behind a wide window-shaped service opening, and as she eased the stairwell door closed behind her
she heard the faint sound of shuffling feet and papers.



Still, aslong as she stayed at this end of the hallway—and aslong as none of the duty nurses
poked their heads out through the service window—she ought to make it okay. Moving as quietly as
she could, she headed down the corridor, hugging thewall and trying to look al directionsat once. It
was ajob more suited to akitty-lifter than alowly con artist like hersdlf, and she was beginning to
sweat by the time she reached her target door. Easing it open, she dipped inside.

The room lights had been turned completdly off, but there was enough of aglow from the
indicators on the various medica monitorsfor her to make out the outline of the big man lying
motionlessly benegth the blankets. She was halfway across the room, concentrating on not finding
anything to bang her shins on, when she spotted the other figure sitting half propped up in achair
beside the bed, clearly adeep. Hestating only a moment, she changed direction and circled the end of
the bed to the chair. She reached out to the other's shoulder, wondering belatedly if this had been
such agood idea after al, and gently squeezed. "Ornina?" she whispered.

The woman awoke with agtart. "Wha—7?"
"Shh, it'sdl right," Chandris hastened to assure her. "It'sjust me, Chandris."

Orninasagged tiredly in her chair. "Oh, Chandris, you Sartled me," shesaid withasigh. "Wait,
let meget thelight.”

"No, don't,” Chandrissaid. "I don't want to wake up Hanan."

"It'sdl right," Hanan said from the bed. "I'm aready awake."

Chandris grimaced. "I'm sorry," she gpologized as Orninagroped for the smdl light on the
bedside table and flicked it on. The glow was dim, but Chandris till blinked a couple of times before
her eyes adjusted. "1 wastrying to be quiet.”

"And you succeeded admirably,” Hanan said, his voice as cheerful asadways. But hisfaceinthe
faint light was drawn and seemed to Chandristo be deathly pae. "1 just don't deep well in hospitals,
that'sal. Probably the food."

"We missed you here earlier tonight,” Orninasaid. "Visting hours—" She squinted a her watch.
"Aren't they over yet?'

"Long over," Chandris admitted, feging even more uncomfortable about thisintruson. "And |
wouldn't have bothered you so late at night except—I ook, | need some advice."

"Y ou've cometo theright place," Hanan said, nodding toward the other guest chair againgt the
back wall. He did not, Chandris noted uneasily, raise ahand to point to it, as he normally would have.
Not agood sign. "Pull up achar and tel usdl about it.”

Chandristook adeep breath. "The reason | wasn't here earlier—"

She broke off as, behind her across the room, the door swung stedlthily open and afigure
dipped ingde. She spun around, automatically scrambling for acover story to tell the nurse—

"Ah," Kostasaid lamely, hisface astudy in awkward surprise. "Uh—"



"Isit aparty?' Hanan said cheerfully into Kostas discomfiture. "1 love parties.”
"What are you doing here?' Chandris demanded.

"I'm sorry," Kogtasaid, sounding thoroughly chagrined now. "I'll go."

"No, please,” Orninasaid, getting up from her chair. "Here; sit down.”

"No, no," Kostasaid hastily. "I'll go. | just thought..."

The pieces suddenly clicked. ™Y ou thought | came here for Ronyon'sangdl, didn't you?”
Chandris accused. 'Y ou followed me from the Inditute.”

Eveninthedim light she could see Kosta's face redden. "Do you blame me?' he countered.
"Y ou tell meto trust you; and then you head straight here to the hospital. What was | supposed to
think?"'

"Whoa, everyone," Hanan cut in. "Could we get alittle annotation on this argument? For darters,
what do you mean, Ronyon's angel? Don't you mean High Senator Forsythe's angel ?*

"Forsytheisn't wearing an angd," Chandristold him. "Ronyon'sgot it. | was thinking that snce
everything about that wasillega anyway, one good crime deserved another.”

"Or to put it another way, shewas planning to gedl it,"” Kostasaid. "She's been planning it asfar
back asthe Gazelle."

"Oh, Chandris," Orninasaid. The sorrow and disgppointment in her voice was like atwisted
knife in Chandriss ssomach. "Please. Don't."

"| just wanted to find away for Hanan to get well," Chandris said, hearing an unaccustomed note
of pleading in her voice. "He needs it more than ever now."

"Il bedl right," Hanan assured her. "Redlly | will. The Gabriel Corporation's picking up the bill
for dl this, and the doctors say the long-term prognosisis hopeful .”

"] don't want hopeful,” Chandris said, the taste of bitternessin her mouth. "I want you well."

"I know," Hanan said, smiling sadly. "And | appreciateit, Chandris, more than you can ever
know. But thisisn't theway to do it.”

"Maybe not," Chandris muttered. She still wasn't ready to let this drop, but there was no point in
discussing it any further now. "But in the meantime," she added, looking pointedly at Kodta, "there's
been another devel opment.”

"Y ou're engaged?’ Hanan asked hopefully.

Chandris snorted. "Hardly,” Kostasaid. "Mr. and Mrs. Daviee—"

"Hanan and Orning," Orninacorrected him mildly.



"Mr. and Mrs. Davieg," Kogtarepeated stubbornly, "I must inform you that | am an agent of the
Pax, sent here to study Angelmass and the angels.”

"Redly," Hanan said. "And she'sright, by the way: it's Hanan and Ornina."
Kostafrowned at him. "Did you hear me?' he asked.

"Of course," Hanan said, lifting his eyebrows toward Ornina. "Pax spy, hereto study
Angdmess”

"That'swhat | heard, too," Orninaconfirmed, nodding. "Have you found anything interesting?'

Kostalooked at Chandris, clearly completely confused now. "Don't look a me," shetold him
with ashrug. "These are the same people who knew | was running from the cops when they hired me.
They don't rattle easy.”

"We have a secret wegpon againg therattles,”" Hanan said with a conspiratoria grin. Againgt the

backdrop of his strained face, Chandris thought, the grin looked forced. "So tdll us. What have you
found out about these angels of ours?’

CHAPTER 31

They werefour hours on their way toward Lorelel when the first Sign of resistance appeared.

"They appear to be mining ships, Commodore," Chief Sensor Officer Dahlgren said, peering
back and forth between hisdisplays. "About thirty of them, moving in on individual intercept vectors.
The nearest ones have started tracking us. Looks like they've got fairly low-grade target acquisition
systems, possibly something adapted from amining sensor package."

"Weagponry?' Lleshi asked.

"Minimal," the other said. "The best they've got are medium-focus lasers, again probably
adapted from standard equipment, plus some probe rockets with small, primitive warheads."

"How primitive?"

Dahlgren shrugged. "They're non-nuclear, just afew kilograms of high explosive each. Frankly,
gr, they look amost handmade.”

Lleshi exchanged frowns with Campbell. "Did he say primitive or pathetic?' Campbel | asked.
"What in the worlds do they think they're doing?"

"Maybetrying to distract us," Telthorst put in. "Ever think of that?"
Lleshi lifted hiseyebrowsto Dahlgren. "Lieutenant?’ heinvited.

"No other craft showing, in elither inner or outer scan range,”" Dahlgren said. "And we're coming



to the edge of the main asteroid mass, which means they're running out of placesto hide. | suppose
they could have mines planted on some of the rocks we haven't passed yet, but if so they're going to
be pretty low-yield."

"And il only HE?" Lleshi asked.
"No radiation readings to indicate nuclesr.”

"l don't likeit," Telthorst growled. "They can't just be sacrificing men and mining shipsthisway. |
strongly recommend we launch fighters and engage them at a safe distance from the Komitadji."

Again, Lleshi and Campbell exchanged glances, thistime looks of mutually strained patience.
"That won't be necessary, Mr. Tdthorgt,” Lleshi said. "The Komitadji's defenses are quite capable of
deding with thisthreat.”

"Unlessit'safant.”

"It'snot afeint,” Lleshi said, feding histemper beginning to srain. "Thisisthe tactics of
desperation; nothing more. The Empyreds are throwing whatever they have a usin an attempt to
dow usdown until they can bring real warshipsinto the system.”

"They dmogt certainly don't redize therés dtill anet Ieft in the system and that we contral it,"
Campbdl added. "They'll be counting on defense forces from the other four systiems being ableto
sweep in on us. With that assumption, any delaying action will seem reasonable to them, no matter
what the cost."

"At any rate, dropping and regathering fighterswould take time I'm not willing to waste," Lleshi
concluded.

"What'sthe hurry?* Telthorst asked. "Asyou say, there's nothing the Empyred s can do.”

His eyes narrowed suspicioudy. "Or could it have something to do with that liner that |eft Lorelel
orbit an hour ago, just after the Thunderhead took out their kick-pod catapult?'

Lleshi had hoped Telthorst hadn't noticed that. "Y es, the liner ispart of it," he confirmed,
keeping his voice steady. "We naturdly want to cut it off at the catapult before it escapes.”

"Why?' Tethorst demanded. "At their current acceleration, it'll take them nearly aslong to get
there asit will us. Long before then the absence of scheduled kick podswill certainly have derted the
enemy to our presence here. What do we careif they leave with confirmation that the Komitadji isin
Lorde sysem?'

His eyebrowslifted. "Unless, of course, you have other plansfor theliner. Or for the
Komitadji."

The man was definitely smarter than he looked. "What other plans could we have?' Lleshi
asked.

"None, | hope," Tdthorst said darkly. "Because as|I'm sure you're avare, your orders are to



take and hold Lorelei system.”

"My orders areto bring the worlds of the Empyrean under the authority and dominion of the
Pax," Lleshi sad, enunciating each word precisdly. "My initid strategic instructions are to take and
hold Lordlei system.”

"To use asabargaining chip to force open the rest of the Empyrean,” Tethorst bit out. "That
meansyou areto st and hold and consolidate.”

"The Balaniki group isdready holding the net,”" Lleshi countered. “"When the Macedonia group
reaches Lordle, they will hold the spacelanes around the planet. My orders make no mention of
gtting.”

"l see,”" Tethorst said, hisvoice deadly quiet. "So in other words, victory is as good as achieved.
Congratulations. So what are your intentions?"

Lleshi looked him gtraight in the eye. "The Supreme Council refersto this campaign as arescue
mission," he said. "Our stated purposeisto save the people of the Empyrean from the ongoing
invason of angds”

"And?' Telthorst prompted.

"It therefore seemsonly right," LIeshi said, "that we push our attack into our true enemy's home
territory.

"l am therefore taking the Komitadiji to Angdmass”

Tethord'sfacewent rigid. "What?" he snarled. "If you think you can—"

He choked down the rest of the sentence. "That's an insane move," he said instead, hisvoice ill
tight but under control again. "Y ou saw what happened on our first trip to Lorelel. The minute we
show up in a Seraph net, they'll throw us straight out again.”

"l know." Lleshi gestured to the display. "That'swhy | need that liner.”

"Explan.”

"Y ou don't give the orders aboard this ship, Adjutor,” Lleshi reminded him. "Y ou'll see whenwe
get there”

Telthorst glared a him with an expression that was pure hatred. "I could give the orders aboard
thisship, Commodore," hesaid quietly. "1 could declare you incompetent and take command.
Despite your obvious contempt for the Adjutors, | do have the authority to do that."

"Perhaps," Lleshi said. "But only if you can persuade everyone e se aboard to believe you. And
can prove me incompetent.”

For along minute the only sound was the hum of soft conversation from the command deck
below. On the bal cony itself, no one spoke, and LIeshi had the odd impression they were dl holding



their breath. Perhaps they were. "In two days there will be no need for meto prove your
incompetence,” Tdthorst said at lagt. "Y oulll have provedit for me."

"Perhgps” Lleshi said. "Until then, | am still commander of thisship.”

Telthorst's eyes darted to the tacticd display. "And what does the commander choose to do
about those incoming enemy ships?’

"I'vedready told you," Lleshi said. "Commander Campbdl|?'

"Harpies|ocked onto incoming spacecraft,” Campbell said briskly and, to Lieshi'sear, with a
note of quiet relief inhisvoice.

"FreHarpies," Lleshi said, hiseyestill on Telthorg.

"Harpiesfiring, ar."

Orninashook her head. "Who would have bdieved it?' she murmured.

"I'm not sure | believe it mysdlf," Kosta admitted, searching her face and Hanan's for some clue
asto what they were redlly thinking about dl this,

Asif he, with hiseight whole weeks of secret agent training, would be able to decipher any such
cluesevenif he did spot them. "But even if I'm misinterpreting the facts, the facts themsdves are il
there™

"l believeit," Hanan said, his pinched face thoughtful in thedim light. " So many other things
suddenly make sense now."

"Like Ronyon'sfear reaction when we hit the system,” Chandris said. " Somehow, he was able to
senseitinaway therest of uscouldn't.”

"Yes; Ronyon," Hanan said. "Other things, too. Do you remember what Jaar Hovawaslike,
Ornina, when hefirg started flying his huntership?”

"Hewasanice man,” Orninasaid, nodding. "A bit gruff around the edges, but essentidly anice

man.
"He wasn't very niceto mewhen | camelooking for ajob,” Chandris murmured.

"No, he wasn't very nice at al there at the end,” Hanan agreed. " So many of the others have
gone sour, too. Or hitter, or just plain mean. I've aways assumed it was the stress of an angedl hunter's
life that had gotten to them. Perhapsingtead it was dl that time spent close to Angelmass. Closeto all
that evil..." He shivered. "So what do we do about it?"

"Thefirst sepisto prove there actualy are such things as anti-angels," Kostatold him. "Either to
find a pseudo cloud chamber track or, even better, to actudly capture one.”



"What about the damage to our angel ?* Hanan suggested. "Can't you use that as proof ?*

"Werenot usngit,” Chandrissaid.

"No, but—"

"We're not using it," Chandris repested, her tone accepting no argument.

"She'sright,” Kosta seconded, mildly surprised that he was on her side on this one. From the
quick look she shot him, she was apparently surprised, too. "Besides, dl it provesisthat something is
happening out there. We sill need an anti-angd to show what that something is.”

"All right,” Orninasaid, asudden decisvenessin her voice. "What do you need from us?’

"| can get the test equipment together,” Kostatold her. "At leat, | think so. What | needisa
ship to takeit out to Angelmass.”

"That meansthe Gazelle," Chandris said. "So we need you to get repairs started on it as soon
asyou can."

Orninapursed her lips. "l cantry,” she said doubtfully. "But Gabrid's repair schedule has ways
been something of awork of fiction.”

"We don't need Gabrid," Chandris said. "Y ou get a private repair firm on the job. I'll supply the
money to pay for it."

Orninalooked at her. Shifted her eyesto Kosta; back again to Chandris. "May | ask how?"
"Legdly," Chandrisassured her. "That'sall you need to know."

"Of courseitll belegdly,” Hanan said firmly. "Weknow that. All right, that'sthe rest of youl.
What about me?"

Orninafrowned. "What about you?"

"What'smy job in this?' Hanan asked.

"] think lying there getting well should about cover it," Kostasaid.

Hanan drew himsdf up, or at least drew himsdlf up from the neck up. Therest of hisbody didn't
seem to want to move. "Now see here, everyone,”" he stated with exaggerated dignity. "1 am the
captain of the Gazelle; and the captain does not smply lie around while hisshipison amisson.”

Orninadrew hersdlf up, too. "Hanan—"

"Compromise," Kosta put in quickly. "We've got at least a couple of days work ahead on the

ship before we can head out. If, Hanan—if—you're agood boy and you lie there and hedl, well think
about taking you with uswhen we go.”



"That's better," Hanan said, blandly mallified. "Wise old ship's captain, you know. Fountain of
knowledge and sage advice—"

"Or faling thet, alittle extrabdlast,” Orninasaid with asigh. "All right. I'll get aservice contract
written as soon as Shikari City opensfor business.”

"And makeit arushjob,” Chandristold her. "Asmany men and crews as you need. I'll make
sure we have enough to pay whatever they want.”

"Chandris—"

"People are dready dying out there, Orning,” Chandrissaid quietly. "We haveto stop it.
Whatever it takes."

Hanan cleared histhroat. "All of us?* he asked. "Including you, Jereko?"

Kogta braced himsdlf. Hed been waiting for this other shoe to drop ever since held revealed his
trueidentity to them. "If you think itl help, I'm willing to turn mysdf in."

Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw Chandrisjerk dightly. "Wait aminute," she objected. "You
can't make him do that.”

"Why not?' Hanan asked.

"Because—" She heditated, just afraction of asecond. "It'll tie up the rest of us Sx weeksfrom
Sunday, that'swhy. They'll be bound to investigate hislink to the Gazelle, and well never get off the
ground.”

"Maybeif | turn myself in you won't haveto,” Kosta suggested. "If | can convince them of the
danger, maybe they'll mount an officid study. A full Indituteinvestigation will find an anti-angd alot
fagter than we could.”

"If they believe you," Chandris countered. "Would you believe a self-confessed spy?"

"If he had the data, yes," Kosta said, wondering why she was arguing so hard on his behalf.

And then suddenly it hit him. "Look, | wouldn't haveto cdl them right now," he added. "I could
hold off aday or two. Plenty of timefor you to get away."

Thelook on her face was like someone had just dapped her. "Isthat what you think?" she asked
quietly. "That I'm just worried about me?*

Kostawinced, feding ashamed. Now, for the first time since redlizing who and what shewas, he
suddenly saw her not as acon artist but as merely a young woman struggling to survive a battering life.
"No, of course not,” he managed. "'l just thought..."

Helplesdy, he looked at Hanan. "Come on, fountain of sage advice, I'm drowning here," he
growled. "A littlehdp?'



"Oh, | don't know," Hanan said thoughtfully. "It's quite ingtructive to watch the two of you. At
any rate, | wasn't going to suggest you head straight over to the police. As Chandris rightly points out,
it would at the very least bury usin officia paperwork and paperwork shufflers. But.”

Helifted his eyebrows. "When thisis al over and we have the proof we need, you will need to
come clean. Ther€'s no way around that."

"l understand,” Kostasaid. "Do you want me to write you out a confession or something right
now?'

"No," Hanan said. With aclear effort he turned hisright arm over and opened his hand. "But you
might give me your wesgpon.”

Kogtablinked. "How did you know about that?" he asked, pulling the shocker out of his pocket
and laying it across Hanan's pam.

"Because I'm awise old ship's captain, of course,” Hanan said with astraight face.

"Don't pay abit of attention to him, Jereko,” Orninaadmonished, standing halfway up and
peering uncertainly at the wegpon. "He was just guessing. How dangerousisthisthing?"

"The safety'son,” Kosta assured her, showing them both the small switch. "Andit'stuned to its
lowest setting besides. Even if you managed to accidentdly fireit, you'd only shock your target a
little"

"Good." Hanan closed his hand on the shocker and yawned prodigioudy. "So are we finished
for thenight?'

"Asfar asI'm concerned.” Kogtalooked at Chandris. Y ou have anything else?"

She shook her head. "And | have abusy day tomorrow. 1'd better get back to the ship and get
somedeep.”

"Seepfadt,” Orninawarned her. " Ship repair services open a six in themorning, and | hopeto
have someone at the Gazelle by seven. Did you happen to pull up adamage survey, by the way?'

Chandris nodded. "I can trangmit it hereto you if you want.”
"Yes please” Orminasad. "Itll savetimeinthe morning if | can tel them what exactly they'll
need to do." For amoment her eyes searched Chandrissface. "Y ou know, we can probably scrape

up the money from somewheredse.”

"l said I'd teke care of it,"” Chandristold her, standing up. "Y ou just concentrate on getting the
ship ready tofly."

"All right, dear,” Orninasaid, giving Chandrisasmall and clearly forced smile. "Y ou teke care,
then." Shelooked up at Kosta. "Y ou, too, Jereko."

"Wewill," Kosta promised her. "Come on, Chandris, let's get going.”



"High Senator Forsythe?"

With ajerk, Forsythe started awake, the musclesin his neck screaming with the sudden
movement. He was, he discovered with some embarrassment, sprawled across one of the couchesin
the fifth-floor hospita lounge where held apparently falen adeep. "Y ou startled me, Zar," he said
reproachfully, blinking his eyesto clear them. The horizon outs de the window, he noted, was Sarting
to lighten with the coming of dawn. He'd been adeep for probably the past five hours or so.

"Sorry, ar," Pirbazari apologized. "Areyou dl right?’

"Sure." Forsythe said, frowning at the tightness of his aide's expression. "What's the matter?
Ronyon?"

Pirbazari shook hishead. "A leve-one message just camein from Uhuru. Lorelel has gone
slet.”

Something got agrip on Forsythes throat. "What do you mean, 'gone silent'?”

"It's been twelve hours since the last scheduled skeeter to anywhere," Pirbazari said. "That puts
thelast one six hours overdue.”

And there were five skeeter-gzed catapultsin the system, any one of which could fire out the
regular capsulesif necessary. "Could the planetary catapult have gone down, and for some reason
they couldn't get atransmission to any of the onesin the belts?’

"Not likely," Pirbazari said. "For Sarters, there are x different officid transmisson systems out
to the ateraids, plusdl the commercid and private channels the government can commandeer ina
pinch. And SOP isto send something on schedule, even if it'sjust anotice that systems are
temporary down."

Forsythe hissed under his bregth. "Which means dl five catapults have been knocked out."

"Looksthat way," Pirbazari conceded. "And fast enough that no one had timeto get out a
waning.”

"How fast would that be?" Forsythe asked, reaching to histhroat and tightening his neck clasp
back into place.

Pirbazari pursed hislips. "Not much more than an hour. Maybe an hour and ahalf, depending on
how badly the Situation caught them napping.”

" Thedtuation'?' Forsythe bit out. "Isthat the official EmDef term for aPax invason?

"We don't know that it was aninvasion, sir," Pirbazari warned. "Or that the Pax was involved.
Jumping to conclusonsisn't going to get us anywhere with EmDef Command.”

"Oh, the Pax isinvolved, al right," Forsythe said grimly. "I don't know how they did it, but it was



them. If EmDef Command hasn't figured that out, they al ought to be fired. What's anyone doing at
the moment?'

"Uhuru sent aquick courier to Loree four hours ago to look things over,” Pirbazari said. "As of
my last check, it hadn't yet responded.”

"And when it does, it'll report back to Uhuru anyway," Forsythe said, retrieving his jacket from a
nearby chair and dipping it on. "Wheresthelocad EmDef HQ?

"Eastern end of the huntership yards," Pirbazari said, dropping into step beside Forsythe asthe
High Senator headed for the lounge door. "Far side of the launch dishes.™

"Good," Forsythe said as he pushed open the door and hurried out into the quiet corridor, still
withitsnight lighting in place. "1 want a courier of our own sent to Lorde right away, with acollgpsed
skeeter catapult aboard.”

"You think that'sagood idea?' Pirbazari asked carefully. "The only way for the Pax to have
destroyed the skeeter catapults at dl four nets would have been for them to have overwhelmed the
defensesthere. Those sectorswill be crawling with Pax ships.”

"True," Forsythe said. "Buit follow it through. If they've destroyed the defenses at the nets, there's
afair chance they aso destroyed the netsthemsdlves.”

"Which would mean the whole system would be open to their incoming ships,” Pirbazari pointed
out.

"Andto ours," Forsythe reminded him. "If we can put something smal into the system, maybe a
agood distance from anything the Pax would be interested in—"

"Theresafair chanceit could sit there quietly and put together a Skeeter catapult without being
noticed," Pirbazari finished for him, thefirst hint of cautious hopetugging & hisvoice. "It might work.
But what if theres ill one net working?'

"Then well havelost acourier,” Forsythe said. "Hardly worth counting after we'velost awhole
sysdem."

"] suppose not," Pirbazari murmured.

Forsythe threw asidewayslook at him. " Something?'

"l wasjust wondering,” Pirbazari said dowly. "All those mining shipswe armed.”

"What about them?"

"We gave them targeting systems,”" Pirbazari said. "But we never gave them any ingtruction about
tactics or strategy. | hope they've organized themsalvesinto some kind of guerrilla-style resistance

among the asteroidsingtead of just throwing themselves usdesdy at incoming Pax ships.”

Forsythe grimaced. "L et's hope they were smart and not just brave," he said. "'In the meantime,



let's seeif we can find out what's going on."

CHAPTER 32

The receptionist on the Stardust Metals executive floor was regaly seated behind a desk the size of
the Gazelles machine shop, working diligently at a petite little computer terminal as Chandris pulled
open the heavy door and stepped from the hallway onto awide expanse of light gray carpet. To the
casua observer, she supposed, the receptionist would probably have appeared totaly engrossed in
her work, oblivious to the newcomer's approach.

But to Chandriss street-trained eye, it was clear the whole thing was an act. The receptionist
wasfully aware of the younger woman's presence; and from her body language Chandris could guess
she was wondering who thisintruder was.

Who, or what. Chandris till hadn't redlly nailed down the proper upper-class clothing styles,
and she'd had even less to work with on Seraph than she'd had aboard the Xirrus. Dressed in the
best outfit she'd been able to throw together, she probably still looked amess.

But there was no time for anything better now. And besides, she wasn't going for the
sophisticated seductressrole now. Thistime she was going straight for an even more basic human
motivation.

Greed.

She was three steps from the desk before the receptionist finally looked up. " Good morning,”
she said. Her voice was polite enough, but there was adightly contemptuous edge to the look she
sent up and down Chandriss outfit. "May | help you?'

"Yes" Chandris said, nodding toward the five doors set into the curved wall behind the
receptionist. The upper-class voice and gestures, at least, she had down cold, and she could tell the
receptionist was taken dightly aback by it. "Please tell Mr. Amberson Toomes that Chandris Adriessa
Ishereto see him. We met on hislast flight from Lorele aboard the Xirrus."

For a second she thought the woman was going to refuse, or at least ask for someID first. But
the upper-class mannerisms had apparently triggered her standard business reflexes, and without a
word she picked up the phone and touched a button. "A Miss Chandris Adriessato see you, Mr.
Toomes," she announced.

For aminute she listened in silence, her eyes occasondly flicking to Chandris. Chandris returned
her gaze with the best air of unconcern she could manage, mentally running through possible escape
routes in case she had to chop and hop. If Toomes was caling the police...

The receptionist replaced the handset. "Hell see you now, Miss Adriessa," she said coolly.
"Center door behind me."

"Thank you," Chandris said, circling the desk and heading for the indicated door. Thisdidn't
prove anything, either. Toomes could just be giving her alittle more stal-rope while the police



collected themselves and got over here.
The door opened as she reached it. Holding her head high, she stepped inside the room.

Toomes was standing beside athickly padded chair in a contoured work area probably twice
the size of the receptionist's, across aroom that made the desk ook relatively small by comparison.
"Hdlo, Chandris," he said. "It's been awhile, hasn't it?"

"It's good to see you, Amberson,” Chandris said, studying him as she walked toward the desk.
He was exactly as she remembered him from the Xirrus, only not as drunk. There was the same easy
charm, the same air of ego and self-absorption, the same predator's smile amed in her direction.

Or perhaps not. All the surface cues were gill there; but as she got closer she could see that
underneath was an edge of caution or tenson that was new since the last time they'd been together.
Perhaps because they were here in his office, surrounded by people he worked with, instead of in the
relative anonymity of aspacdiner?

Or was it because the last time he'd seen her she was being escorted under guard to alanding
boat?

"S0," he said, coming out from behind the desk as she approached, easing hisway through the
narrow aide between the desk and the display table with its multiple status monitors. Histiming was
perfect; he arrived at the front of the desk just as she did. "What have you been doing with yourself?

For asplit second she wondered if he was expecting her to kiss him. But something warned her
off. "Keeping busy," shetold him, glancing over at the chairs and couches over by the right-hand wall.

Hetook the hint. "L et's get more comfortable, shall we?' he suggested, gesturing her toward a
long couch that seemed to be upholstered entirely in white feathers. "Then you can tdl medl about it."

A dozen thoughts raced through her mind on that long walk to the couch. Was he expecting
what he thought he'd been getting aboard the Xirrus? Or was hejust toying with her, playing the
feline hdf of agame of cat and mouse while he waited for the police?

She reached the couch and sat down at one end. To her mild surprise, he didn't it down beside
her. "'l trust you cleared up that little customs problem?" he suggested, choosing one of the chairs
facing her.

It was an obviousinvitationtolie A little too obvious. "Y ou know better than that," she chided
him gently. "It wasn't anything to do with customs. | was a semi-stowaway."

"'Semi? "
"l had aticket to Lordlel," shetold him, watching hisface carefully. There wasn't asingle atom of

surprise there that she could detect. Clearly, held dready been over the officid version of the whole
incident. "Lower class section. | decided to continue on to Seraph.”

“Why?



In the old days, she would have had a sugar-story al set and ready to spin. "1 wasrunning,” she
said instead. "There was aman | needed to get away from. | didn't havethe cashin handto do it.”

"Did you get avay?"

"l think 0," Chandris said, shivering involuntarily a the thought of Trilling Vail lurking in some
shadow behind her. "Thisisn't the kind of place where he would look for me."

Toomeslifted hiseyebrows. "I trust you don't mean that theway it sounds," hewarned. "My
officeis hardly equipped for live-in occupation.”

"Thisian't the 'here | wasreferring to,” Chandrissaid. "I meant Shikari City in generd.”

"Ah," Toomes said. He sounded relieved, but hisface didn't match the voice. " So. What do you
want?'

So much for any chance he might still be feding romantic toward her. "I came hereto offer you a
busnessded," shesad.

For thefirst time his expression twitched. "Redlly," he said. "What sort of ded?"

"Y ou give me money; | giveyou information,” Chandris said. "'Information abusinessman like
yoursalf would find exceedingly useful.”

He pursed hislips. "What exactly doesthisinformation concern?’
"It concerns Angelmass,” she said. "That'sdl | can say for now."

"Redly," he commented, leaning back and crossing hislegs. ™Y ou surprise me, Chandris. A
good business strategist never gives away anything for free.”

"Perhgps I'm not agood srategis, then,” Chandris said evenly.
Toomes smiled. "Having had you run me around the track afew times, | hardly think that likely."

Chandrisinclined her head dightly in acknowledgment of the point. "In that case, I'll concede it
would have been obvious anyway once you heard your side of the bargain.”

"That sounds morelikeit," he agreed. "Go on."

" fly with ahuntership that's been badly damaged,” shetold him. "I need it repaired.”
Toomess smile abruptly hardened. "The Gazelle?"

"Thet'sthe one."

He was frowning openly at her now, and behind his eyes she could see the news stories of the
incident replaying themselves. The damage to the Gazelle, the damage to Hanan—



And High Senator Arkin Forsythe standing with reluctant prominence amid the chaos.

"Well," hesaid a lagt. "Interesting, indeed. But | thought Gabriel handled huntership repairs.”

"Gabrid works at bureaucratic speeds,” Chandris said. "We need it fixed now."

llW@l

Chandris hesitated afraction of asecond. But Toomeswasn't going to give her what they
needed without something more. "I'm working with aresearcher a the Angemass Studies Indtitute,”
shesaid. "His name's Jereko Kosta"

"Kogta," Toomes repeated, studying her carefully. "I'll be checking with him, of course.”

Chandris gestured toward hisdesk. "Call him now, if you'd like. I'll wait."

For ahalf dozen seconds she was afraid he was going to take her up on the offer. No problem;
except that if he called out of thefog likethis, Kostathe naive spy waslikely to tell him everything
they knew or suspected about Angelmass. That would be alot of something for nothing, and Toomes
could well decideit wasdl he needed.

Too late, now, she wished sheld told Kostawhat she was planning and prepped him alittle. But
he'd been so sure she was going to pull something illegd that sheld figured he deserved to stew in his

ownjuicesalittle.

But Toomes merely shrugged. "Later will do," he said. "Bottom line: how much arethese repairs
going to cost?"

Chandris braced herself. The estimate from the service crew foreman had comein from Ornina
just as Chandris arrived at the Stardust building. Thiswas not going to be pretty. "A hundred eighty
thousand ruya.”

Toomes's eyebrows went up again, but at least he didn't laugh out loud. "That's alot of money,”
he said. "What makes you think thisinformation will be anywhere near that vauable?

"It'sworth considerably more than that,” Chandris said. "I'm not exaggerating when | say that
this hasthe potentia to drastically affect the entire economy of Seraph system. Possibly the entire
Empyrean.”

"Redly," Toomes said. "Something of such devastating import, and you're proposing we keep it
to ourselves?'

"Of course not,” Chandris said. "We couldn't bury this even if we wanted to. And we don't. All
I'm proposing isthat you get the report a day before anyone el se does.”

"Inddeinformation,” he said. "What you're suggesting skates very closeto the edge of illegd
adtivity."

"Y ou're supplying aserviceto us," Chandris pointed out. "That makes you something of a



partner. It seemsto me you're entitled to have our data as soon as we collect it."

"And of course, everyone ese would have to wait until we could draft a proper news release,”
he said. "Naturally, the wording on such thingsis very important. I'm guessing it could take aslong as
three daysto get it done properly.”

Chandrisfelt her heartbeat speed up. Toomes was going for it. He was bargaining with her,
angling for more time to work whatever business or stock manipulation he might want to do with his
ingdeinformation. "I don't know," she said, putting reluctance into her voice. "Kostas writing skills
are pretty good. | don't think it would take us more than aday.”

"Thisisn't something you want to rushinto,” Toomeswarned. "If you'reright, thisnewswill bea
major topic of conversation across the entire Empyrean. The releaseitsaf could conceivably be
quoted verbatim in history textsfor generationsto come. Thewording will be incredibly important. It
has to take three days."

"Y ou'reright about the historical sgnificance, of course," Chandris conceded. "But even o, |
can't see it taking more than two days at the absolute most.”

For along moment he gazed at her. "All right,” he said at last. "Two days." Helifted afinger.
"Plus."

She frowned. There was an unpleasant glint in hiseye. "Pluswhat?*

"Il have acredit chit herefor you at five-thirty tomorrow afternoon,” Toomes said. "One
hundred eighty thousand ruya. At that time—" He lifted hiseyebrows. "You and | aregoingtodoit.”

Chandrisfdt her blood freeze. "1t?'

"That'sright,” Toomessaid. "Y ou see, for dl the time we spent together on the Xirrus, |
somehow can't remember us actualy doing anything personal together. It makes me wonder if we
ever redly did."

"Y ou drank an awful ot on that trip," Chandris said between iff lips. Oh, no. No. Not this.

"Yes | did," hesaid. "l can't help wondering why."

"l wasn't ordering your drinksfor you."

"No," he said. "But perhaps there was subtle encouragement.” He waved ahand. "It doesn't
meatter. The point is, whatever did or didn't happen on the Xirrus, it's going to happen tomorrow

afternoon.”

He stood up. "The office aff leaves promptly at five" he said. "Be here at five-thirty if you want
your money."

Chandris stood up, too. "I'll be here," she said, gazing at hisface. It hadn't been a predator's
gmile sheld seen when she camein, she redlized now. It had been the smile of injured pride seeing a
chance to balance the books. " Goodbye, Amberson.”



Stardust Metdls main clerical areawas three floors bel ow the executive floor, awarren of smal
offices and large, desk-filled spaces. It was crawling with busy people and filled with the kind of
controlled chaos that seemed to go with every bureaucratic operation Chandris had ever seen.

Inthe midst of dl that activity, it was inevitable that someone would leave ahand computer lying
around unattended somewhere.

She found one in two minutesflat and retired to the privacy of the women's restroom with her
prize. On the Xirrus, she'd had to fry her borrowed computer's 1D register to keep it from spotting
unauthorized usage. Here, she didn't need to be nearly that fancy. All she wanted thistimewasafew
cozy minuteswith Stardust's central computer.

The security protection on this system, she quickly discovered, was far looser than sheld had to
cut through on the Xirrus. And for good reason: the particular hand computer she'd scored could only
access the most basic of Stardust's housekeeping programs.

But that was all right. Basic housekeeping was exactly what she wanted. A smplework order,
logged in for a specific time, and she was done. Poking around the menus, she spotted an unexpected
bonus among the more routine areas and logged that in, too. Another brief dip into the clerical chaos
to return the computer, and she was finished.

Shewaited until she was back on the lobby floor and had some quiet space around her before
shecdled Ornina. "It'ss&t," shetold the older woman. "I'll have the money tomorrow afternoon.”

"Good," Orninasaid. Her voice sounded anything but relieved, though. " Chandris..."
"It'sdl right," Chandrissaid. "Redlly. A smpletrade, al legd and ethica and aboveboard.”
"And what exactly are wetrading?"

"Nothing we can't do without," Chandris assured her.

"Mm," Orninasaid. "Jereko isworried about you. Worried that you're going to, in hiswords, sl
your soul for this"

Chandris sighed. "Not my soul, no," she said. "Trust me, Ornina. Please.”

"You know | do, dear,” Orninasaid. "l just don't want you bearing more than your share of the
burden for this."

"I'm heading back," Chandrissaid. "Y ou have the repair crews going?

"AsHanan would say, they're going at it like their pantsare onfire,” Orninasaid. "With enough
people, the foreman saysthey can befinished in three days. Two and ahdf if we get amiracle or
two."

"That's why we're paying them the big money," Chandris reminded her. " Anything you want me
to pick up on the way back?"



Ornina hesitated. Chandris could visuaize her face, lined with age and care and worries. Some
of those lines and worriesfor Chandris herself. "No, | don't think s0," she said. "Unless you want to
stop at the hospital and see how Hanan isdoing.”

"I could,” Chandris said. "I was thinking instead that I'd take over for you at the Gazelle and let
you go seehim.”

"That would be very nice" Orninaadmitted. "If it won't be too much trouble.”
"No trouble at al," Chandris said. "Go get ready. I'll be there assoon as| can.”
"All right. Thank you, Chandris."

"Good-bye," Chandris said, and hung up. She keyed acall for aline car, then headed acrossthe
lobby and back out to the street.

She would take over for Orning, al right. Orninawas afird-rate pilot and ship manager, and a
sweet, kind woman besides. She didn't have the kind of finesse and sheer underhanded skullduggery
necessary to get work crewsto do their best and their fastest.

Chandrisdid. And miracles or not, the ship would be ready in two and ahaf days.

Sheld stood by and watched as two men died out a Angelmass. No one elsewas going to die
that way. Not if she could hdlpiit.

Trilling had been walking the streets of Shikari City for hours; and he was just about to give up for the
morning when there shewas.

His heart legped, histhroat tightening with excitement. She was dressed in some outlandish
would-be upper-class outfit that made her look like alittle girl playing dress-up, her hair tied up into
the kind of fancy swirls and braids hed always hated. But it was her, dl right, standing there across
the street halfway down the block. He would know her anywhere.

The onetruelove of hislife, and hed found her.

Peering down her side of the Street, she didn't seem to have spotted him yet. Grinning like a
friendly tiger, he started casualy toward her. He would stay on this Side of the street, he decided,
waiting until he was directly across from her before crossing. That way, he would have aclear view of
her face and her own excitement when she redlized they were back together again.

She had missed him so very much. He could hardly wait to see her face.

Hewas halfway there when aline car pulled up to the curb beside her and stopped. Chandris
got in, and the car pulled away again.

"No," Trilling breathed, staring in disbelief. To lose her again, here, now, just asthey were about
to get back together?"No!" he snarled, breaking into arun. A middle-aged pedestrian gaped at him;



without a second thought, Trilling shoved him vicioudy out of hisway, every gram of his concentration
focused on the accelerating line car. He had to catch it. He had to.

But it was no use. He was too far away, and the line car's computer brain too stupid to
recognize true love when it saw it. The vehicle picked up speed and vanished around a corner.

And she was gone.
Sowly, rductantly, Trilling dowed down, trotting to abitter halt. After dl thistime...

He looked acrossthe street. That was the building Chandris had come out of. Stardust Metals,
Inc., the bronze plague beside the door said. Some hoity corporation, probably, with more money
than anyone had aright to have.

So what had Chandris been doing in there?

He amiled. No, he hadn't lost her again. Of course not. Far from it. The outfit she'd been
wearing had to be for some track she was scoring in there. Unless the whole thing was finished and
she was ready to hop, she'd be back.

And when she did, they'd be together again. They'd have the cash from thistrack to run avay
with, and they would never be gpart again. That was probably what Chandris had in mind, in fact. To
score atrack right here and now so that she and Trilling could run away together.

She was aways so thoughtful that way. It proved just how much sheloved him.

He glanced around, then headed down the street toward a narrow aleyway where the corner of
atrash binwasvisible. No, she would be back. All he had to do was find someplace to settle down
and wait.

And then they would be together again. Forever.

CHAPTER 33

"ETA to catapult, five minutes," Campbell announced. " Speed has eased up to twenty-one hundred.
Looks likeweve picked up alittle gravitational acceleration.”

"Acknowledged,” Lleshi said, glancing over hisown boards. Everything was ready; al sysems
showed green. For the past two days the Komitadji had been following a standard, minimum-time
acc/dec course, driving at constant acceleration toward the distant catapult for the first hdf of the
distance, then flipping over and decelerating at the samerate. Trying to beeat the dower spacdliner to
the catapullt.

It had been along, hard race, and it was coming down now to alaser-etched finish. But Lleshi
had run the numbers, and the Komitadji wasgoing towin.

"Commodore LIeshi!"



Lleshi bit down hard on the first words that sprang to mind. "Y es, Mr. Telthorst?

"What in the name of the laughing fatesis going on here?' the Adjutor snarled, hobbling to an
awkward stop in the dight gravity of the Komitadji's dow rotation. "We're supposed to be heading
for that catapult out there.”

"Andweare" Lleshi sad. "Our ETA isjust under five minutes.”

"Thenwhy arewein free-flight?" Telthorst demanded. "Our speed relative to the catapult—" he
squinted at Lleshi's board "—it's over two thousand kilometers per hour. We should be
decderating—should have been decd erating the whole way."

Hejabbed an accusing finger toward the tactical display. "Now weretoo close. We can't
possibly decelerate the rest of our speed away fast enough.”

"No, we can't," Lleshi agreed. "I didn't intend to."

"Redly," Tdthorst sad frodtily. "May | ask what exactly you did intend to do, then? Wave at the
Station as we shot past it?”

Lleshi gestured to thetactical display. "The spacdiner out there has a catapult ETA of nineteen
minutes,” hesaid. "A standard acc/dec run, if | had stayed with that, would have had us arriving nearly
ten minutes behind it."

"The Empyreds aready know were here, Commodore," Telthorst bit out. "They sent acourier
ship into the system, remember?"

"Two of them, actudly,” Lleshi corrected. "A second courier hit the net about eighteen hours
ago, whileyou were deeping.”

Tdthorgt's eyes narrowed. "Why wasn't | told?!

"It wasn't necessary,” Lleshi said. "Aswith thefirgt, the Balaniki captured it without trouble.
Captain Horvak hasthe crew aboard for questioning; if held learned anything he would have relayed it
tome"

"And of course you would have relayed it to me?"

"Of course.” Lleshi felt the corner of hislip twist. "Don't worry, this ship was aso captured
undamaged,” he couldn't resst adding.

For amoment Telthorst just looked at him. "WEell ignore that for the moment, Commodore," he
sad at last. "Y ou're supposed to keep me fully informed—fully informed—on al aspects of this
operation. But well ignore that.”

Hejabbed again a the tactica display. "What we will not ignoreisthat thiswhole slly race has
been awagte from the very first. A waste of time and fuel, neither of which we haveto spare. It
doesn't make a half-penny’'sworth of differenceif that spaceliner gets away; and now it appearsyou
aren't even going to get that haf-penny's worth of profit out of it."



"Onthe contrary,” Lleshi told him. "It could make agreat ded of difference. And the spacdliner
isn't going to get away.”

"Redlly." Telthorst looked over at the main display, now showing the view aft toward the
catapult they were racing toward. "Then you'd better plan to wave extrahard at it," he said. "Because
in afew seconds you're going to have your first and last close-up look at it."

"I'm aware of thetiming, thank you,” Lleshi said. "SeTO?"

"Board is green, Commodore," Campbell said briskly. "L ong tubes ready for launch.”

"Long tubes?' Telthorst echoed, looking like held been hit in the face. Y ou're wasting Hellfire
missileson a spaceliner ?"

"Hardly," Lleshi said, amiling tightly. "Hdlfiresaren't the only things on awarship that can be
launched through the long tubes."

Telthorst'sface was atwist of confusion. "What in hdll's bank are you talking about?’
"Jugt weatch,” Lleshi advised. Thetimer clicked down to zero—"Fighters. launch.”

From the cluster of tubes aong the big ship's centerline came afaint rumbling growl, morefelt
than heard, as the mass-driver launching electromagnets activated. In hismind's eye Lleshi could see
the wave of fightersriding that magnetic wave, acce erating through the Komitadiji's core at a
punishing ten gravities. They reached speed and shot out the bow of the ship, traveling at twenty-one
hundred kilometers per hour.

Or rather, they came from the tubes at twenty-one hundred relative to the Komitadji. Sncethe
Komitadji wastraveling backwards at that same speed, the fighters emerged effectively stationary
between the catapult and incoming spaceliner.

In perfect postion to draw alinein the sand.

"Full decdleration,” Lleshi ordered. "Fighter command?’

"Fighters moving to interdiction positions,” the fighter commander caled astheroar of the
Komitadji's engines began to rattle the command deck. " Giving chalenge to the spacdliner.”

"Catapult lasers responding,” Campbell reported, atouch of contempt in hisvoice. "Looks like
basic meteor defenses. Aitiful.”

"They're gill powerful enough to cause damage,” Tdthorst pointed out siffly. "Thosefightersare
expendve, too."

"Ingtruct thefightersto stay clear asbest they can,” Lleshi ordered. Telthorst's precious money
be damned; he smply didn't want to waste vauable pilots. "Well have plenty of timeto ded with the
catapult defenses once we've finished deceerating and can get back to the station.”

"And then?"' Tdthorst demanded, chalengein hisvoice.



Lleshi smiled. "Then perhaps | can make you that haf-penny'sworth of profit."

"Weve shut down al the nets except the one here," General Akhmed said, tapping a spot on the
tactica display. "That will give us only one entrypoint to defend. Our destroyers are arranged
thudy—" he indicated the green triangles hovering protectively around each of the four catapult ships
"—with support ships and fighters forming defensive screens. It'sastandard three-layer defense,
eadly capable of holding long enough for the catapult shipsto send any intruder packing.”

"What about the Seraph and Centra huntership nets?' Pirbazari asked.

"Binary linked to each other,” Akhmed said. "They don't enter into the calculation.”
Forsythe shook his head. "Not good enough,” he said.

Akhmed's eyebrows lifted politely. "I beg your pardon, High Senator?"

"A standard containment approach may be good enough to ded with the occasiona Pax military
probe," Forsythe told him, gesturing toward the schematic. "But we're talking full-bore invasion here.
The Pax may not be willing to play your game with them.”

Pirbazari cleared histhroat. "It's not amatter of playing games, Sr," hesad. "The netsare the
only way into the system. If they can't get out of the net area before they're ‘pulted away, that's that.
They don't havealot of say init."

"Then how did they get into Lorelel systsem?* Forsythe retorted. "Because they are there, Zar.
That courier we sent has been silent for over twenty hours. How long doesit take to put together a
collapsible keeter catapult?”

Pirbazari's mouth tightened. "Ten hours," he conceded. "Twelve at the outside.”

"L eaving them plenty of timeto have looked around and written up areport,” Forsythe said. "If
they aren't talking, it's because someone has shut them up. Y ou have any candidatesin mind other
than the Pax?"

"With al due respect, High Senator,” Akhmed said politely, "what exactly isit you want usto
do?'

"For agtart, how about arming the hunterships?' Forsythe said, reaching over and pulling up
another lig. "They have the best shielding of anything in the Empyrean.”

"They're desgned for a high-radiation environment, Sr, not combat,” Pirbazari reminded him.
"Pax lasers and plasma jets might not bother them, but | wouldn't bet on their chances againgt high
explogves”

"Nonsense," Forsythe said firmly. "Explosves are nothing but high energy in acompact package.
Anything that can survive Angelmasss energy output shouldn't have trouble with afew warheads. Put
some weapons aboard and welll have another layer of defense.”



Akhmed and Pirbazari exchanged glances. "Sir..." Pirbazari said hesitantly.

"What?' Forsythe demanded, looking back and forth between them. ™Y ou don't like the idea of
being prepared?’

"It'snot thet, Sr," Pirbazari said. "It'sjust... | think were both wondering if you might be
overreacting alittle

Forsythe took a deep breath, ablistering retort dropping into placein hismind likeamissileinits
launch tube.

And then he took another look at the expression on Akhmed'sface... and suddenly felt his blood
freeze.

Hed forgotten he was supposed to be wearing an angel.

Hisretort and frustrated anger vanished together in a sudden flash of panic as his eyes dropped
to the angd pendant around Akhmed's neck. It had been abad dip. Possibly even afata dip.
Angel-wearing politicians weren't supposed to be so quick to advocate violence, not evenin
sdf-defense. They were quiet and placid and confident, three qualities Forsythe was definitely not
manifesting at the moment. If Akhmed suspected—if he demanded the High Senator turn over his
own pendant for examination—then Forsythe was finished. It would mean scandal and removdl,
probably even prosecution.

And inthe midst of it, the Pax would sweep into the Empyrean and destroy it. "What do you
mean?" he asked between iff lips.

"All I mean isthat we know how the Pax seesthings," Pirbazari said. "Everything iseither profit
or lossto them. Even if they somehow get past the defenders and the catapult ships, they're hardly
going to lay wasteto Seraph.”

"That meansthat whatever happens, weve got time,"” Akhmed added. "Time for negotiation or
politica maneuvering." His eyesflicked down to Forsythes angd pendant. "Or for combat, if it comes
to that."

"l suppose,” Forsythe murmured, watching the other closaly. But if Akhmed had figured it out, it
didn't show in hisface. "I'll leaveit in your hands, then, shdl |7

"| think that would be best, High Senator,” Akhmed agreed, sounding relieved. Even for an
EmDef generd, apparently, going head to head with aHigh Senator was an unwel come fight.

Which meant that perhaps Forsythe had overreacted after al. Not about the Pax invasion,
certainly, but about the possibility of Akhmed redlizing he wasn't wearing an angel. The state of mind
created by the generd's own angel might even be working in Forsythe's favor, making such suspicions
unlikely.

Still, the momentary uncertainty had served a useful purpose. Even as he tried to single-handedly
whip the Empyrean into battle readiness, Forsythe needed to remember there was amask he had to
wear. It was alesson he would take care to remember.



"I'd best leave you to it, then,” Forsythe said, stepping away from the display and offering
Akhmed hishand. "Let me know immediatdy if therésany new information.”

"1 will, High Senator," Akhmed promised. "Don't worry, sir. We're aconsiderably harder nut to
crack than the Pax might think."

| hope so, Forsythe said to himsdlf as he and Pirbazari |eft the building. | sincerely hope so.

"Almost done," Gyas announced, poking his head up over the box he was fastening. Y ou?"

"Just about," Kosta said, double-checking that all the foam padding was in place around the
ddlicate spectrum sampler before putting the packing box lid in place. "I can't believe we were
actudly ableto get dl thisstuff together.”

"Showswheat clean living will do,” Gyas said dryly, setting the top of hisbox carefully into place
and working the sedling levers. "Okay. Finished.”

He collapsed into a chair beside the stack of boxes, waving ahand vigoroudy at hisface asif
fanning himsdlf to coal off. It was an unusua gesture for Gyas, one Kosta had never seen him make
before.

And because it was unusual enough to catch Kosta's full attention, he a so spotted the other's
subtle, dmost furtive glance a his other wrigt.

At hiswatch.

Kogtaturned back to his own packing box, a sudden surge of uncertainty running through him. It
could have been atotdly innocent act, of course; Gyas smply wondering how long they had been
working, or how long it had been since lunch.

But it could also be as un-innocent as a paranoiac's nightmares. Half of the stuff piled around
themwasin thisroomiillegdly, shamelesdy borrowed or flat-out stolen from labs neither Kosta nor
Gyad had any busnesseven being inside.

Gyad hadn't objected to their private scavenger hunt. He'd been rather enthusiastic about it,
actudly, cheerfully and efficiently doing inventory searchesto pinpoint theitems on Kogtaslist. So
cheerfully and efficiently, in fact, that a times Kosta had thought he could even give Chandriss
professond larceny some giff competition.

Problem was, thiswas the same Y aezon Gyas who'd also spent alot of time around angels.

So was Gyas waiting for someone? The police, or an Empyrean Defense Force anti-espionage
force? Helping K osta negtly wrap up the evidence for them?

Or was Kostasmply fighting against the pangs of conscience? Hed spent afair amount of time
around angels, too.



He got the top onto the box and sedled it into place. "Done," he said. "I guesswe're ready to cal
alinetruck and start moving it."

"Yeah," Gyas sad, making no moveto leave his seet. "How are the repairs on the ship coming?”'

"Better than expected,” Kostasaid, an unpleasant tingle sarting to vibrate across his skin. Gyas
couldn't be that tired. He was waiting for something, al right. "Chandris has a gift for getting peopleto
do what shewants."

"l can believethat,” Gyas said. "Whenisit supposed to be ready?’

"Sometime tomorrow,” Kosta said. " She's supposed to pick up the credit chit this afternoon.”

"Y ou never told me how sheld pulled that one off."

" She never told me how she pulled it off," Kosta countered. "But Orninachecked up on this
Stardust Metals group after Toomes called me. The businessis|egitimate, anyway, even if whatever
Chandris has planned isn't. Come on, let's get this stuff out of here.”

Gyad'sfacetwiged. "Wdll, actudly..."

He didn't seem inclined to finish the sentence. Asit turned out, he didn't haveto.

Across the room the door swung open. Kostaturned toward it, his hand twitching reflexively
toward his pocket before he remembered held surrendered his shocker to Hanan.

"Hello, Mr. Kogta," Director Podolak said, stepping into the room. "1 see you've been busy."

"Director Podolak," Kosta said, the words coming out as a half sigh. It was worse than the
police. Worse even than Empyred security. Those he could have resisted, maybe even successfully.

But not Podolak. Not the woman who'd done so much to help him over the past few months.
Not the woman who'd supported hiswork at every step along the way.

Not the woman who'd trusted him.

"I'm surprised we il have an Ingtitute out there," Podolak commented wryly as she waked into
the room, glancing at each stack of boxes as she passed it. Doing amenta inventory, no doubt; she
probably knew exactly how many test tubes and marking pens each |ab was supposed to have.
"Looksto melike hdf of it isright here.”

"l need it to run an experiment,” Kostasaid. To hismild surprise, hisvoice was clear, histongue
working without tangling over itsdlf. A far cry from the fumbling, easily panicked amateur spy hed
been when hefirst landed in the Empyrean. "My credit lineis gill frozen. | didn't think we had timeto
waste jumping through bureaucratic hoops.”

"l see" Podolak shifted her gazeto Gyad. "Mr. Gyad, would you excuse us a moment?"

Gyas stood up without aword, flashing asingle glance a Kosta as he stepped out the door and



closed it behind him.

"Thisisvery disappointing, Mr. Kosta," Podolak commented, sitting down in the chair Gyasi had
just vacated. "1 would have thought that by now you'd know you could come to me with problems
likethis"

"I know that," K osta conceded, feding aflush of shame. There was no anger in her voice or face
that he could detect, but her quiet calmness had an undercurrent of hurt toit. "I didn't want you
involved. It was my idea, my gamble. | didn't want anyone dsein troubleif it didn't work out.”

"What about Mr. Gyas ?'

Kogalifted hishands. "I didn't want him, either, but heinssted. Anyway, he was dready in on

"In on thistheory of yoursthat Angelmass has become afocus of evil?’

Kostagrimaced. Gyas would have told her everything, of course. "I know it sounds crazy,” he
admitted. "But I've dready found indications that something in or near Angelmass has an eroding
effect on angdls”

"But no actua evidence?'

K ogta thought about the Daviees angel, and his promise to keep its existence a secret. "Nothing
| can use, no," hetold her. "That'swhat dl thisequipment isfor. To seeif | can find and identify an
anti-angd, the equivaent quanta of evil."

Podolak shook her head. "Thereis no quantum of evil," she said quietly. "Any more than the
angelsthemselves are quanta of good.”

Kogtafrowned. "I thought the Acchaa theory was pretty well accepted around here.”

" Acceptance doesn't equd truth,” Podolak said. "l don't know what the angels are, or how
exactly they affect the people they comein contact with. But the idea that they're little chunks of
something as vague and undefinable as 'good’ smply doesn't work."

"Why not?'

"Because they do not, in fact, force people to do the right thing," Podolak said. "Not always."

Kosta studied her. Podolak's eyes were steady on him, an odd layer of tension about the
corners of her mouth. "What do you know," he asked carefully, "that the rest of us don't?"

Her lipstightened. "That in the past ten years, with the angel program well established, no fewer
than saven High Senators have been caught in embezzlement, fraud, or influence-peddling.”

Kogtafelt hisjaw drop. He'd been expecting her to trot out some esoteric datafrom the
Ingtitute's angel-control studies. "Are you serious?’



"In that sametime," she added, "at least fifty other angel-wearers have dso skated over the
edge”

"And you managed to keep al thisa secret?

"The High Senate has been very good at covering up the problems,” she said. "And for what it's
worth, most of the peopleinvolved turned out to have serious mental or emotiond ingtabilitiesthey'd
managed to hide up until then.”

"Even s0," Kosta protested. "1an't this something the people ought to know about?!

"Yes, itis" sheadmitted. "And if it were up to me, they would."

"Sowho isit up to?' Kostaasked. "The High Senate?"

"Even most of the High Senators don't know," she said. "Only the top leaders, plus afew senior
EmDef officers. Theair view isthat seven High Senatorsin ten yearsishardly aterriblefalurerate.”

Kogtasnorted. "More likely they just want to cover their tails after dl these years of telling the
people how safe the angels have made them.”

"No, | don't think s0," Podolak said. "The problem isthat the angels do work, at least most of
the time. They've made the High Senate run more smoothly and efficiently, aswell asdrasticaly
lowering thecrimerate.”

"How dragticaly?'

"Subgtantiadly,” Podolak said. "In the twenty years before the introduction of the angels, over
two hundred High Senators were indicted, censured, or removed from officefor illega or unethica
behavior."

"l guessthat issignificant,” Kosta conceded.

"And the same pattern has trandated over into EmDef and the local government sector of
angd-wearers," Podolak said. " So you can see their point in not rocking the boat at this stage.”

"But you don't agree.”

Podolak sighed. "Y ou'reright, the angel's have made the people fed safe. The problemiis,
they've made them fedl too safe. The normal vigilance a population needs to maintain toward its
elected officids has been dulled, if not completely diminated. Even if the angelswere perfect, that
wouldn't be ahedthy thing. Asit is, it'smore than alittle dangerous for the society.”

Kogafdt histhroat tighten. "Not to mention the Pax. The whole reason they're breathing down
our necksisthat the High Senate has convinced them the angelsare an irresstible dien force.™

"Perhgps,” Podolak said. "Still, if it wasn't that excuse it would be something €l se. The Pax just
likesto conquer people.”



Kogtalooked around at his stacks of equipment boxes. "So what isit you want meto do?' he
asked.

"The samething that al good scientistiswant,” Podolak said. "'l want you to find the truth.”

"And then?'

"Let the political and socid chipsfal wherethey haveto,” Podolak said, standing up. "Now.
Y ou and Mr. Gyas need to get going, | expect. Unfortunately, neither of you can check out this much
equipment a once.”

She smiled faintly. "Which means| need to go to the gate with you. Y ou'd better call for some
luggage carts; you're going to need them.”

CHAPTER 34
It wasfive-thirty precisaly, and most of the Stardust Meta s building had gone degthly quiet, as
Chandris arrived at Amberson Toomes's office door and rapped against the pandl. Toomes was
clearly ready and waiting; the door did open immediately. Squaring her shoulders, Chandris stepped
ingde.
Hewaswaiting, al right. He was seated on the feather-uphol stered couch, dressed in an

elaborately embroidered ankle-length robe. Chandris couldn't tell whether he was wearing anything
under the robe or not, but she rather expected she would soon be finding out.

"You'reontime" he greeted her, his predator's smile back in place. "I like that."

Hewaved acdl stick, and the door did shut behind her. "I'm glad you approve,” she said,
walking toward him. Therewas asmall clothing-style box on acorner of his desk; she pretended not
to noticeit. "You'redl ready, | see.”

"l am," hesaid. "But you're not. Theré'sabox on my desk. Openit.”

She changed direction to the desk. The box was smaller than it had looked from the door, she
saw now. If it contained arobe like Toomes's, there wasn't going to be alot of materid toit.

She opened the box. No robe, but afull outfit nevertheless: bra, panties, leggings, and a short
covering sargpi with bright red ribbon-ties. She was right about there not being much actual cloth
involved, though.

"Y ou want meto put thison, | suppose,” she said, gazing down at the filmy materid.

"If youwould," Toomessaid. Asif sheredly had achoice,

"What about the money?"' she asked.

Toomes gestured. "Pick up the outfit."



Chandrisdid so. The promised credit chit waslying at the bottom of the box. One hundred
eighty thousand ruya, just as agreed.

"Leaveit therefor now," Toomes ordered, stretching ostentatioudy and setting the call tick on
the floor beside the couch. His robe opened dightly with the movement; he wasn't wearing anything
else abovethewaist, anyway. "Y ou can pick it up on your way out.”

For abrief moment Chandris consdered smply grabbing the chit and making arun for it. The
money was there, and once she had it there was nothing Toomes could do to freeze or block the
transaction.

But Toomes was surely smarter than that. The door was probably locked, with the call stick the
only way to open it. There was nothing she could do but go through with this.

Or at leadt, part of the way through. "All right,” she said.

"Y ou can change in the bathroom back there,” Toomes went on, pointing toward adoor in the
far sde of the office. "Don't betoo long."

A bathroom on the far sde of the office, half aroom away from the credit chit and afull room
away fromthecal gick. "Thisispretty,” she said, dropping thefilmy sargpi casudly onto the desk
beside the box. "But it won't be necessary.”

"Why not?' Toomes asked. "l thought you wanted to be niceto me."
Theword jarred oddly against Chandrissear. Nice. Nice.

No. What Toomes wanted wasn't the definition of nice. Nice was what Hanan and Ornina had
been to her when sheld come straggling along, cold and hungry, with nowhere to go. Nice was what
they'd been to Jereko Kosta. Nice was what Forsythe was to his ever-cheerful handicapped aide,
Ronyon.

Nice was even what Trilling had been to her, back in those early days.

Would Trilling have asked her to do something like this? Of course not. HEd taught her how to
use her face and body, certainly; to distract men, or to weaken their resolve, or to pump them for
information. But he would never have asked her to go dl the way with anyone. Only with him had she
ever had that kind of specia closeness.

And now, after living with the Daviees and their angel dl these months, shewas even less
interested in letting Toomestom her. It waswrong for him to demand it—just plain wrong. He was
aready getting hismoney's worth; Kostas information about Angelmass would be worth far more
than amere hundred eighty thousand ruya. Toomeswasjust being vindictive, or childish, or
predatory.

And that madeit just aswrong for Chandristo let him get away withiit.

"Of course| want to be nice" she said, smiling seductively. "But | can do better than thison my
own."



She sarted dowly across the office toward him, putting an exaggerated sway into her hips. "Let
metry."

The predator smile was il there, but there was an edge of caution to it. But aman like Toomes
would never admit to being worried that she could outsmart him. Not again, anyway. "Okay," he said,
looking her up and down appraisingly. "I'm game. Let's see what you can do.”

Shetook her time crossing the room, teasing down the sealing strip of her blouse as she went.
She reached the couch and stopped an arm's length away from him, dipping the blouse fully open.
The bra she had on underneath wasn't nearly asfancy as the one sheld left on the desk, but it should
do for the purpose required. Toomes gill looked alittle uncertain, but it was clear he found this
Interesting enough to let her doit her way alittlelonger.

Hopefully, long enough. She didn't dare glance at the carved-rim wall chrono over his head. He
would surdly pick up on that, and she couldn't afford to let him get suspicious now. But shehad a
pretty good time sense, and she didn't think she would have to drag this out more than another two
minutes

Barring an agonizing stretched-out moment shel'd once spent cowering in the shadows watching
angry police charge past, it was probably the longest two minutes of her life. Toomes sared
unblinkingly up at her as she eased off her clothing, occasionaly licking hislips. His expresson was
that of ahungry tiger playing gameswith alamb before moving infor thekill.

Chandris played it as dowly and sensuoudy as she could. Sheld never done anything like this
hersdf, but some girlfriends of Trilling's buddies had once had an impromptu competition at aparty,
and she had that dightly disgusting memory to draw on.

But even dow and sensuous, it was clear she was running out of time. Toomess breathing had
become short and erratic, his muscles visbly trembling as he watched the show. She could smell
acohol on his breath, which added another couple of turnsto his coiled-spring tightness. The man
was primed and ready for action, and it wouldn't be long before impatience and desire overwhemed
whatever limited salf-control was left in that reek-fogged brain.

And when that happened...

When that happened, she would do whatever she had to. Whether it wasright or wrong,
whether it was utterly repulsive or merdly horribly unpleasant, she would do whatever she had to.
Hanan and Orninawere counting on her.

And people were dying out at Angelmass.

She had undressed to the wait, and was beginning to roll her panties dowly down over her hips,
when thefire drill shed programmed into the building's housekeeping system the day beforefinaly
went off.

"What'sthat?" she gagped, spinning around and nearly losing her balance as she accidentally
stepped on one of her shoes. " Amberson—it's the police!™

"No, no," Toomes said, hisvoice dmost unrecognizable. "It'sjust afire drill. Someidiot must



have reset the—"
"Fire?' Chandris gasped, jerking like she'd been shot. " Fire?"
"It'sadrill,” Toomesinaged. "Just agriffy litle—wait!"

It wastoo late. Chandris had already scooped up her discarded blouse—and with it Toomess
cal stick—and was running on bare feet toward the desk. "Wait!" Toomes shouted again, hisvoice
accompanied by the squesk of embroidered cloth against feathers as he legped up and charged after
her. Chandris didn't even pause at the desk, smply snatching up the credit chit on the fly and making
for the door.

"Hey—qet back here," Toomes snarled, his voice suddenly ugly asthe prospect of frustrated lust
loomed before him. He was running now, trying to cut her off at the door.

But he was on bare feet, too, and was wearing a full-length robe, and Chandriswas dready up
to speed. The diding pand opened with gratifying promptness as she keyed the call stick at it, and she
beat him to the doorway with three pacesto spare. There was abrief tickling of air on her bare back
as he swung a hand in an unsuccessful grab, and then she was out and racing across the reception
room.

Toomes followed, dternately curang and cgjoling and pleading. Chandris was younger and
lighter, but Toomes wasin pretty good shape, and as she reached the door to the hallway she could
tell hewas il right behind her.

Behind her, and showing no signs of fading in the stretch. Asfar as he was concerned, held paid
alot of money for this chance, and he was not going to let it get away without afight. And with asmall
maze of doors, halways, and eevators lying between Chandris and the street, it seemed inevitable
that he would eventually drag her back to the feather couch, by her hair if necessary.

The outer reception door, she remembered, swung outward. Lowering her shoulder, she
dammed into it full tilt, getting it open but losing precious momentum in the process. Even asshe
stumbled out into the hallway, Toomes's hand raked down her back. With asqued of triumph, he
caught the back of her panties. "Got you, you litlle—"

The noun never came. Aningtant later he skidded to astartled and terrified hat, hisfingers
dropping their grip on Chandriss panties asif the cloth had suddenly caught fire.

Judging by the stunned expressions on their faces, the eight men and women standing on and
under the scaffolding flanking both sides of the hallway were probably at least as Sartled to see
Toomes as hewas to see them. They stood there gaping, their sprayers and cans of paint hanging
forgotten in their hands, as Toomes scrambled madly to get hisrobe closed over what was | €eft of his

dignity.

Chandris didn't bother with either the dignity or the embarrassment. Clutching the blouse
haphazardly to her chest, she charged down the center of the gauntlet, till babbling about fires.

No onetried to stop her. No one, asfar as she could tell, even moved, except maybe to follow
her with their eyes, as she sprinted down the bank of elevators halfway down the hall. Acrossfrom



the elevators was the stairway, and with afina gasp of relief, she vanished through the doorway and
started down the stairs.

Two floors down, she emerged again and dipped into a nearby women's restroom. The spare
clothing she had stashed there on her way into the building fifteen minutes earlier was undisturbed, and
afew minutes later she was back on the stairs, dressed in atypica cleaning woman's outfit.

Instead of the earlier mad dash, she took this part of thetrip alittle easier. Caught red-handed in
the act of assaulting a haf-naked girl athird his age, Toomes wouldn't bein any shapeto continue the
chase any time soon.

Eventually, of course, it would occur to him to wonder who in the world had logged in an order
for the executive-floor corridor to be painted that particular evening. Hopefully not before she was out
of the building and beyond his reach.

Stll, she couldn't help but fed atwinge of conscience as she got into the line car she'd cdled.
She didn't consider what sheld just done to be cheating, but Hanan and Orninamight not seeit the
same way she did. Better, maybe, that she just keep the detailsto hersdif.

And of course, therewas no way in hell and eggs that she was going to tell Kosta. No way at
dl.

Predictably, Kostawas waiting near the gate asthe line car let her out. "How did it go?" he asked, his
voi ce sounding more anxious than he probably intended it to.

"Better than expected,” Chandris said, handing him the credit chit as she gave the Gazelle a
quick once-over. None of the workers sheld left here earlier werein sight. "How are the repairs

going?”

"Sameway," he said, peering at the number on the chit and then tucking it carefully away in his
pocket. "They've got an automated setup in the bow doing radiation-hardening on the new
electronics, and another one in the engine room doing likewise. Theré's nothing they can do ether
place until that's finished, but the foreman saysit should only take a couple more hours. They've dl
gone off to dinner until then.”

"That's going to be apleasantly long dinner," Chandris said, gesturing up at the gaping holes il
scattered across the Gazell€'s hull where damaged plates had been. "What about out here? | told him
| wanted the hull finished by tonight.”

"It will be, mogtly," Kostaassured her. "They've got dl the old plates out and are fabricating the
replacements back at their shop. He said they'll have them finished tonight and can start putting them
oninthemorning.”"

"They can start putting them on tonight,” Chandris retorted. "What's this ‘tomorrow’
stuff—they've got spare work crews. Where's that foreman, off at dinner with the rest of them?”

"Actudly..." Kostahestated. "I think Orninatold them they could knock off on therest of the



hull work until tomorrow. It'sokay," he added hadtily. "I can't get dl my stuff wired up until tomorrow,
ayway."

"l don't careif you can't get it wired until next week," Chandrisgrowled. "I told him we wanted it
as soon as possible. Tomorrow is not as soon as possible.™

"I know," Kostasad. "But—"

He broke off, his eyes shifting to something over Chandriss shoulder. "Can | help you?'
Chandristurned around, expecting to see one of the workers.

And froze.

"Sure can,” Trilling Vall said genidly, amiling an insane amile as he walked toward them. "My
names Trilling. I've comefor my girl."

CHAPTER 35

For that first brief second Kogtadidn't get it. The name meant nothing, and the man's smile seemed
pleasant enough.

And then, with astrange little whimper, Chandris backed hard into him... and suddenly,
somehow he knew.

Chandris had been running since the first day he had seen her acrossthat Xirrus dining room.
And the smiling man coming toward them was the reason.

He caught Chandris's shoulders with his hands, steadying her as he dipped around her right side
and did himself between her and the other man. "1 think you have thewrong ship," he said.

Trilling'slipsdidnt losetheir amile. But suddenly, the lines around his eyestightened and
hardened.

And in the eyes themselves, Kosta could see an edge of madness.

"So you're the new one, huh?' Trilling commented quietly. He was till coming, hisright hand
stuck casudly in his coat pocket. Did he have aweapon in there? Probably. Knife or gun; it didn't
matter which. Trilling looked like the kind who would be at home with either one.

"He's not anew one, Trilling," Chandris spoke up. Her voice was strained and tight, but her
initia shock seemed to have vanished.

"It'sthe kosh in the fancy building, then?"

"No, not him, either,” Chandris said. "Thereisn't anyone new."



"Don't give methat grist!" Trilling snarled. "Y ou walk in that place wearing one set of clothes and
come out wearing another, and you're going to stand there and tell me he didn't tom you?”

"No, hedidnt,” Chandrissaid. "Heredly didn't, Trilling. He wasjust atouch. A targ. | had to
dig in and soften him up. Thereisn't anyone new.”

The madnessin Trilling's eyes seemed to fade into an dmost childlike happiness. " So there
redly isn't anyone?' he asked hopefully. "Y ou meanit'sjust like it was? We're together again?'

With her shoulder pressed againgt his back, Kosta could fee Chandriss body tense up again.
"What isit you want?" he put in before she could say anything.

Trilling looked a Kogtaasif noticing him for thefirgt time and not liking what he saw. "Areyou
deaf?' he demanded. "Or just stupid? Chandrisismy girl. Always has been. Alwayswill be."

"What if she—" Kostastopped. Doesn't want to go with you, was how he'd planned to finish
the question. But looking into Trilling's eyes, he suddenly redlized that phrasing it that way might not
be agood idea. "We need her here," he said ingtead. " There's an important scientific experiment we
need her hdp with."

Trilling gave asnort, which shattered into dark laughter. "Now you think I'm stupid,” he said
between laughs.

The laughter vanished. "1 don't like people who think I'm stupid,” he said, his voice shaking with
rage. "I'm not supid.”

"We know that, Trilling,” Chandris soothed, her voice starting to tremble, too. "We don't think
you're stupid.”

"Because you'd haveto think | was stupid to think 1'd rent something that glassy," he said, glaring
a each of theminturn.

"It'snot glassy," Chandrisingsted. "Jereko hasto do an experiment, and | need to help fly the
ship."

Trilling leveled afinger a her. "You?" heasked. "You? Hy this?"
"Yes" Chandrissaid. "l can. Redlly."

Trilling snorted again. "And | can egt rocksfor breskfast," he said scornfully. "If you can fly this

"How much, Trilling?' Kostacut in, suddenly aware of the weight of the credit chit in his pocket.
A hundred eighty thousand ruya, free and clear.

Chandris must have been thinking the same thing. "No," she murmured urgently, clutching at his
arm. "No. Wecan't."

"Quigt," Kostamurmured back, hisfull attention on Trilling. Thiswas Chandrisslife they were



talking about. "1'm asking how much it would take, Trilling, for you to just turn around and walk
away."

He had thought Trilling had been angry before. Now, he redlized that that had just been a
warmup. Trilling took another step toward them, his face reddening, the veinsin hisface bulging out

like he was about to have astroke. Chandriss fingers dug harder into Kostals arm, and for along
moment he was sure he was about to die.

"Don't say that to me again,” Trilling warned, hisvoice ascold asdry ice. "Don't you ever say
that to me again. Y ou hear me? Don't ever say it."

The anger abruptly cleared from hisface, and he smiled dmost tenderly at Chandris. "Chandris
isaone-man woman," he said, "and I'm a one-woman man. We were meant for each other."

"All right, Trilling," Chandris said softly. "We can betogether again, if that'swhat you redly
want."

"Okay, good,” Trilling said, shrugging asif it was suddenly no big dedl to him. "What about him?"
he added, eyeing Kostaagain.

"He has something well want to take with us," Chandris said. "Theré's no need to start out
broke, isthere?"

Trilling's eyes glistened. "He's got cash?!

"No, but something just asgood,” Chandris said, her voice low and persuasive. " Something we
can | for alot of money. An angd.”

Kogafelt hisheart seize up indde him. So that was what she was angling for: to get Trilling into
range of the Daviees spare angd, hoping that itsinfluence for good could change him.

Except that that wasn't what angels did.
Only Chandrisdidn’t know that. "Chandris—"

"Quiet,” Trilling said, dismissing him with aflick of acontemptuous glance. "These angd things
are worth money, huh?"

"Thiswhole ship was built just to ook for them,” Chandristold him, waving ahand at the bulk of
the Gazelle looming over them. "We can go inside and get the angd, then we can leave. Just the two
of us. Okay?'

Trilling looked a Kosta, and adight smile touched hislips. "Sure," he said. "Whatever you say."

Kostaswallowed painfully. The other's face wasn't hard to read. They would leave, dl right, but
not until Trilling had taken care of al witnessesto the theft.

"Jereko?' Chandris asked tentatively.



For aheartbeat he was tempted to grab Chandris by the arm and make arun for it. But even if
they managed to get away, Trilling might decide to come back and start poking around insgde the
Gazdle.

And Orninawasin there. Alone.

He took a deep breath. He'd been trained, however cursorily, in hand-to-hand combat. Inside,
in closer quarters, he might have a better chance. "Okay," he said, gesturing back toward the
hatchway. "Come on. I'll take you to the angd."

"Chandris can lead theway," Trilling said, pulling his hand out of his pocket for thefirgt time. It
was aknife, dl right, with ashort but wickedly serrated blade. "Y ou stay back with me."

The ship was eerily quiet as Chandris led the way along the Gazelle€'s corridors. Kostawalked
behind her, with Trilling close behind him. Occasionally thetip of the knife brushed against Kogta's
shirt, sending ashiver up his back.

They reached Chandris's cabin and she pulled the angdl carrying case out from under her bed.
"Thisisit," shesad, offeringit to Trilling.

"Openit," he ordered, staying where he was behind Kosta.

"Not here," Chandris said, shaking her head. "It'snot sefe. Theangd isvery smdl, and if we're
not careful we could loseit.”

For along moment Trilling was Slent. Kostawatched Chandriss eyes, wondering if there would
even be enough timefor her to warn him with her reaction when Trilling pulled the knife back to stab
him. "Fine" Trilling said at last. "What about a storeroom? Y ou got astoreroom or something here?"

Chandriss eyesflicked to Kosta, and hefdt histhroat tighten in reaction. That was where
Trilling planned to do it. Somewhere alittle less obvious than Chandris's cabin, someplace whereiit
would presumably take longer for someone to stumble over adead body.

For amoment he consdered turning and having it out right here. But Trilling's knife blade wasn't
pressed againg his back at the moment, which meant he didn't know exactly whereit was. For a
faster, better trained martial artist that might not have been a problem. For Kosta, it wasthe
difference between death and even achance @ life.

Hewould have to wait, and hope that a better opportunity presented itself.

They had made their way to the narrow stairway and were nearly down to the lower deck when
they heard the soft Singing.

"Hold it,” Trilling hissed, wrapping a hand around K ostals throat and freezing them both in place.
"Who'sthat?"

"It's Ornina Daviee," Chandriswhispered, haf turning, asudden new tenson in her face. Clearly,
she hadn't expected Orninato be down here. "Thisis her ship.”



Reluctantly, Kostathought, Trilling let go of histhroat. "Okay," he said, the knife pressure
leaving Kosta's back again. "Let's go. Redl careful, now."

Hunching her shoulders once, Chandris started forward again. With Trilling's breath hot on the
back of hisneck, Kostafollowed.

Orninawas knedling beside the angel collector bin when they entered the storeroom, a set of
ddlicate adjustment toolslaid out on the floor beside her. "Hello, Chandris,” she said asthey camein.
"And Jereko. Oh—and who's your friend?"

"He's not exactly afriend,” Kostasaid, watching her face as Trilling moved alittle to the Ssde and
the knifein hishand cameinto Orninas view. The older woman's eyesflicked to the weapon but
otherwise her expression didn't change. "His names Trilling," Kosta continued. "He's here to take
Chandrisaway with him."

"Ah," Orninasaid camly, looking back at Chandris. "And the angd, too, | see," shesad,
nodding at the carrying case under Chandriss arm. "Welcometo the Gazelle, Trilling. Can| get youa
cup of tea?"

"Very funny,” Trilling said, giving Kostaa shove that sent him stumbling into Chandris. "Not
much of astoreroom.”

"We don't usually have much that needs storing,” Orninasaid. "Mogtly it'swhere the angels get
collected. | was serious about the tea, you know. Or you could take the angel from Chandris and she
could go up and makeit."

Trilling snorted. "You are funny,” he said. "Okay. Y ou—K osta—get over there with her."

"Trilling, you don't have to do this," Chandris said, her voice soft and pleading as Kosta moved
over beside Ornina. "Please. I'll go with you if you'l just leave them done.”

Trilling turned those insane eyes on her. " Of course you'll go with me," he said, sounding
surprised. "We were meant to be together."

"Trilling, please," Chandris repested.

"Chandris, what's gotten into you?" Trilling demanded. "What are these targs to you, anyway?"

K ogta darted his eyes around the storeroom, searching for inspiration, his mind flashing back to
the other night when Chandris had confronted him with abright light in the face and the threet of a
cutting torch behind it. If shéld actudly had atorch, and if it was il in here...

But she hadn't, and it wasn't. Orninas tools? Too small to serve as weapons. L oose pipes, then,
or discarded storage crate lids? But there wasn't anything he could see that wasn't fastened down.

"Enough!™ Trilling barked, snapping Kogta's attention back to the discussion. The argument, such
asit was, wasover.

And Chandris had lost.



"Y ou don't want to watch, you can leave the room," Trilling went on, looking back at Kostaand
lifting hisknife. "Thisll just take asecond.”

Beside him, Kostafelt Ornina's hand fumble for his. He took her hand, and she squeezed once.
Not agrip of panic or even fear, but merely of comfort and friendship. And, perhaps, farewell.

And then she gently disengaged her hand from his. Leaving him free for whatever action hewas
preparing himsdf for.

A sudden flood of determination surged through him like a hot cup of Orninas sadrastea.
Orninawas counting on him for her life; Chandris was counting on him for her freedom from this man.

Therewas no way in hell hewas going to fail them.

"All right," Chandris said, her voice humble and defeated. Her eyesflicked onceto him asshe
stepped behind Trilling and headed for the door. Lifting hisknife, his eyes glowing with expectation,
Trilling started forward.

Kostalet hiskneesbend dightly into the combat stance held been taught and turned historso
dightly, presenting asmaller target to his opponent. His hands were dtill at his sides, but he could
visudize bringing hisleft arm up to sweep Trilling'sknife arm away to the sde. With Trilling'storso
open, he would throw the hardest kick he could at the other's knee, and follow it up with another kick
to the abdomen...

And then, behind Trilling, Chandristurned silently on one foot and brought the angd carrying
case down as hard as she could onto his head.

Trilling bellowed with rage, shaking hishead onceto clear it as he spun around toward his
betrayer. A sweep of hisleft arm knocked the box from her hands and sent her staggering
backwards. The knife flashed in his hand as he brought it back for akilling blow—

And with another bellow he sprawled off-baance as Kostas kick landed in the back of hisright
knee.

He hit the deck hard and twisted catlike around onto his back. Kosta started to dive on top of
him, broke away at the last second as he belatedly saw that Trilling till had hold of hisknife.

Too little, too late. Even ashetried to veer off, Trilling dashed the wegpon in avicious upward
arc across Kostas chest. Hefelt the tug as his shirt was diced through; and then his momentum and
tangled feet got the better of him and he too toppled onto the deck.

Trilling was back on hisfeet in an ingtant. Chandris sarted toward him; half turning, he dashed
the air once to keep her back, then turned back to Kosta, his face contorted into something inhuman.
K ogta scrambled backwards crab-style, his eyesfixed on the knife, trying desperately to get far
enough away from Trilling to be able to get back onto hisfeet.

But Trilling clearly had no intention of giving him that much breathing room. Baring histeeth, he
kept coming, hisknife held ready. From somewhere to Kosta's left came a soft buzz—



And suddenly Trilling jerked in place asif held stepped on ajdlyfish. The enraged madman's
expresson softened into an odd sort of bewilderment, the knife dangling in aloosened grip.

"Agan!" Kostashouted, scrambling to hisfeet and shooting aglanceto hisleft. Orninawas
standing there, her eyeswide, Kosta's shocker gripped in her hand. "Hit him again!™

She squeezed the weapon. There was another buzz, and Trilling jerked again. "Again,” Kosta
ordered, gingerly trying to ease past the wavering knife. The shocker was till on itslowest setting,
and that wasn't going to hold someone like Trilling very long. If Kosta could get to Orninaand did a

higher power—
And then, with asort of gurgling moan, Trilling lunged a him.

If hed beeninfull control of his muscles, Kostawould have died right there. But two joltsfrom
the shocker, even at low power, had scrambled his nervous system just enough. Kosta jumped back,
and the knife blade diced through hisleft deeve ingtead of burying itself into the center of his chest.
Reflexively, he dapped a Trilling's knife arm with hisright hand, and to his own vague surprise the
knife went flying away to clatter off the pipes and conduits lining the bulkheads.

For afraction of asecond Kosta could see his own surprise mirrored in Trilling's face at the loss
of hisweapon. Then, with adurred curse, Trilling lunged again.

Kogatried to dap away the hands stretching out toward histhroat. But Trilling was aready
shrugging off the effects of the shocker and the counter-move failed. An ingtant later the hands
reached their target, one grabbing him by the throat, the other closing around Kosta's |eft upper arm.

An agonizing wave of pain shot through the skin and muscle like acrack of lightning. He had just
enough time to gasp once—

And then his back was dammed againgt the bulkhead hard enough to knock the wind out of him.
The grip around histhroat tightened, cutting off hisair, and Trilling began to begt his head againgt the
cold metdl.

Kogta's vison began to waver, fog aternating with sparks of pain with each blow. Hetried to
bring up hiskneeinto Trilling's groin, but his body seemed to have turned into soft cotton. He was
vaguely aware of someone screaming something in the background, but he couldn't make out the
words. Hereached up to try to pull Trilling's hand off histhroat, but there was no strength there, and
he was barely even ableto grab hold of the other'swrigt.

And then, suddenly, the hammering of his head stopped. Even as he wondered whether the hat
wasred or smply the hallucination of adying brain, the grip around his throat |oosened and then was
gone. His head began to clear, and he found himsalf sagging againgt the bulkhead, gasping for bresth,
hisleft arm throbbing with pain.

And then Chandriswas at hisside, gripping hisright arm. "It'sdl right,” she said, her breath
coming in shaky gulps. "Just St down, okay? Just sit down.”

"I'm okay," hesaid, letting her help him down into a dtting position on the deck. The words hurt
histhroat to say.



"Here," Orninasaid, appearing on his other side with afirst-aid kit. "Chandris, can you art
getting hisshirt off?"

"Sure”

She began carefully pulling off his shirt. Kostawinced asaline of fire flashed across his chest,
joining counterpoint with the agony in hisleft upper arm, and to his amazement he noticed for thefirst
time that the shirt there was soaked with blood. Apparently, that first dash had been deeper than held
redlized. Odd that he hadn't felt any pain there until now.

It was only then, as he raised his eyes from the blood on his chest, that he saw Trilling.

The man was crumpled on the deck behind Chandris, unmoving. Hisright hand was wet with
blood where he'd been squeezing Kosta's dashed arm.

Protruding from his back wasthe hilt of hisown knife.

Kostalooked back at Chandris. Now, for the first time, he could see the tears running down her
cheeks. "Chandris?' he asked softly.

"l had to," she said, her voice so low he dmost couldn't hear it. "He was going to kill you. He
was going to kill you both. Therewas nothing elsel could do.”

"I know," Kostasaid, wincing as Ornina carefully rolled abandage acrossthe cut in his chest.
Illlrn_ll

"No, don't," she cut him off, flashing atortured glare a him through the moisture brimming in her
eyes. "Don't."

She dropped her gaze away, half turning toward the body lying on the deck behind her. "He was
my friend once," she said, her body jerking with silent, gasping sobs. "Hewasal | had. He cared for
me, protected me."

She bowed her head and closed her eyes. "Loved me."
Kostagazed at her profile, at thetears ill flowing fredy.

And for him, at least, there was no longer any doubt. Chandris could protect her friends, yet cry
over what she had had to do. She could make sacrificesfor ahigher need, yet retain her pride and
dignity. She could fed anger, and sadness, and regret, and love.

The Pax propaganda was wrong. The angdls weren't turning the citizens of the Empyrean into
something lessthan human. If anything, they were alowing people like Chandris to become more
human than they'd ever been. More human than they'd ever dared to be.

Ornina had shifted now to bandaging hisarm. Their eyes met, and he read the message there.
Reaching over with his good arm, he took hold of Chandriss shoulders and gently pulled her closeto
him.



And asif that had been the breaking of the final barrier, she turned her faceinto his chest and
sobbed like achild. Likethe child that in many ways she still was.

Like the child, perhaps, that she had never been alowed to be.

CHAPTER 36

"I'm sorry, High Senator,” the doctor said, peering down at his hand computer. "I'm afraid we ill
don't know what happened to Mr. Ronyon."

Forsythelooked over at Ronyon. The big man was studioudy fastening his shoes, with the same
intense concentration he brought to every technicaly chalenging job. "But he is dl right now?'

"Asfa aswecantdl," thedoctor said. "If you'd like to leave him with usfor afew more days,
we might be able to come up with something.”

"Y ou mean you might be able to dream up some new test that no one's ever thought of before?”
The doctor shrugged uncomfortably. "It does rather come down to that, yes," he conceded.
"Yes," Forsythesad. "l appreciate the offer, but | think well pass.”

Ronyon finished his shoes and straightened up. Can we go now? he signed to Forsythe, his
forehead wrinkled with nervous hope.

Yes, Forsythe assured him. It had been clear from their conversation earlier that afternoon that
Ronyon was very unhappy here, lying in astrange bed and being periodically poked and prodded and
frowned a by the small army of medical men and women who were continualy carting him off to
various examination rooms. There was no point in making him go through any more of that,
particularly when they'd run out of ideas anyway.

And in truth, Forsythe was just as anxious to get the big man back at his side. The tension of not
knowing what was happening at Lorele was starting to affect him, making him moody and
short-tempered. And everyone from Pirbazari to the temporary staff the Seraph government had
indsted on assigning to him knew it. The sooner he had Ronyon's happy innocence around him again,
the better.

"Best of fortune to you, then," the doctor said. "If he has any more attacks, please let me know
at once. Good-bye, Mr. Ronyon."

Are we going home now? Ronyon signed as he and Forsythe headed down the hospital
corridor toward the admissons desk where Pirbazari should be about finished with the release

paperwork.

Not yet, Forsythetold him, struggling to keep his emotion from showing in hisface. For dl they
knew, there might not even be ahome I&ft for them to go back to.



But of course Ronyon knew nothing about this. For the moment, it was best they keep it that
way. We're going to the Magasca Government Building, he added. We have some temporary
office space there.

Oh. Ronyon paused, hisforehead wrinkling alittle more. Why aren't we going home?

We can't leave yet, Forsythe said, studying Ronyon'sface. To the casud observer, he seemed
to have recovered fully from whatever had happened to him at Angelmass.

But Forsythe had known him along time, and he could tell that there was till something lingering
bel ow the surface. There were new lines a the corners of Ronyon's eyes, and athin film of solemnity
lying across his expresson like anearly transparent vell.

Maybe that would disappear as the memory of the trip faded away. Forsythe hoped so. There
are till some things we need to do here.

You mean like with Hanan and Ornina and Chandris? Ronyon asked. Is Hanan all right?

To hisembarrassment, Forsythe redlized suddenly that he hadn't even checked on Hanan Daviee
since hearing that the pilot's condition had been stabilized. | think so, hesigned. If you'd like, we can
check on him before we leave.

Some of the new linesin Ronyon's face seemed to smooth out. Can we? he sgned eagerly.

Forsythe amiled. Of course, he said. I'm sure Hanan will be happy to see you—

"High Senator?’

Forsythe looked up. Pirbazari was hurrying down the corridor toward him, his phone clutched in
hishand.

Come on, Forsythe signed to Ronyon, picking up his own pace, his heart druptly pounding in
hisears. Newsfrom Lordle at last?

They metinthemiddle. "l just got acal from EmDef," Pirbazari said, taking Forsythesarm and
pulling him off to the Sde of the corridor. "Y ou're not going to believe this”

Forsythe braced himsdlf. Here it came. "Lorde's been taken?”

Pirbazari shook hishead. "No. | mean, | don't know—there's till no word from there."
Hewaved his phone again. "It's Angelmass. The thing's moving."

Forsythe glanced a Ronyon. "What do you mean, moving? Moving where?"

"Into alower orbit," Pirbazari said. "Dropping in toward the sun. Just alittle so far, but the
changeis definitely there”

"What's causng it?'



"You got me," Pirbazari said. "In fact, you got al of us. No onea EmDef or the Indtitute hasthe
fantest idea”

Forsythe frowned. "Zar, there aren't alot of possbilitieshere" he said. "In order to change
something's orbit, you have to apply forceto it. Where'sthe force coming from?"

Rirbazari shrugged helplesdy. "They've checked solar wind, magnetic anomdies, dust
concentrations, even looked for stray dark massesthat could be affecting it. So far, nothing.”

Forsythe rubbed his chin, trying to visuaize the configuration out there. Aninward changein
orbit, he remembered from college physics, meant an increasein orbital speed. And with Angelmass
Central running in the same orbit ahead of it... "Itsmoving closer to the Sation,” he murmured.

"Yes, but not very fast,” Pirbazari said. "And Centra is pretty heavily shielded. At therate
Angemassisganing, itll be at least a couple of weeks before it even Sartsto pose aradiation
hazard. And of coursg, if the orbit continuesto sink, it may end up too low to bother the station by the

timeit passesanyway.”

"1 wouldn't want to bet on that," Forsythe said. "Especidly since we don't know how or why it's
snking in thefirst place. Better have the station personnel prepare for evacuation, just in case. Do
they have any shipsthere?’

"EmDef can have atransport to them in twenty minutes," Pirbazari said. "Therés dso adouble
ring of emergency escape pods set around the tube connecting the catapult and net sections of the

gation. They've got steerable drive nozzles with enough fud for half an hour of steady burn time, plus
two weeks worth of life-support.”

"Shidding?

"Huntership-grade sandwich metd," Pirbazari assured him. "Actudly, the pods are the main
shieding for the connection tube.

"All right," Forsythe said. " Speaking of hunterships, what's being done with the ones that are out
there?'

"They've been derted,” Pirbazari said.
"Thet'sal?'

"Wdll..." Pirbazari floundered amoment. "The orbit's only changed alittle. They can surely
compensate for that.”

"Only if the change stays smdll," Forsythe said tartly. "And since we don't know what's causing
it, it'sgoing to be alittle hard to make any guarantees. Have them recalled to Seraph.”

Pirbazari seemed taken aback. ™Y ou redlly think that's necessary?' he asked.

"Unexplained radiation surges and now impossible orbital shifts?' Forsythe countered. "I think
weve gone dightly past necessary.”



Pirbazari'slip twitched. "All right," he said rluctantly. "I'll talk to EmDef."

"Tdk loud and firm," Forsythe said. "And whileyou're at it, seeif they have any mechanism for
moving Centrd into ahigher orbit. Whatever's affecting Angelmass may hit the station next, and |
don't want itsorbit dropping just in time for Angelmassto plow into it.”

"I'll check," Pirbazari said. "I know they stock some suppliesfor asteroid miners who sometimes
stop by. Maybe they've got afew strap-on boosters aboard.”

Forsythe grimaced. It would take alot more than afew boosters to get something the size of
Angemass Central moving. But it would be better than nothing. " Just have that evacuation transport

ganding by."

"Itis" Pirbazari sad. "EmDef tdlsme—"

He broke off as Ronyon suddenly grabbed Forsythe's shoulder. Forsythe looked up, to find the
big man staring wide-eyed down the corridor behind Pirbazari. 1t's Ornina! Ronyon signed excitedly,
bobbing his head that direction. And Chandris!

Forsythe shifted his eyes down again, expecting to see the women walking through the front
door on their way to see Hanan.

What he saw instead was the two of them hovering in the background as two emergency room
techswhedled in agurney with ablood-soaked figure on it.

"Lookslike Kosta," Pirbazari said, peering down the corridor. "What the hell happened to him?"
"An accident, maybe," Forsythe said, an odd feding ftirring in hisgut. "Let'sfind out."

They arrived just asthe group reached the eevator. It was Kosta, dl right, his face puckered
soicdly. "What happened?' Forsythe asked.

"Oh, High Senator,” Orninagreeted him, her own expression tight but controlled. "There was
a—wdl—"

"Someone | used to know came by the Gazelle" Chandris spoke up. "He had aknife.”

"And showed Mr. Kosta how it worked, | takeit," Forsythe said. Like both Kosta and Ornina,
he saw, Chandriss expression and voice were under careful control.

But as Forsythe studied her, it seemed to him that her face had aged ten years Since the last time
he'd seen her.

"He was going to take me away," she said softly. Her eyes closed briefly; and when she opened
them, they seemed to have aged another ten. "Kosta saved my life."

"It was actualy the other way around,” Kosta murmured.

"Save your strength, Jereko,” Ornina admonished him gently. "Our first-aid bandages weren't



able to stop the bleeding, High Senator, and the Gazell€'s medpack was shut down with most of the
rest of the ship's equipment.”

The elevator doors opened. "Y ou don't need to explain,” Forsythe assured her. "Go get him
fixed up."

"Yes, dr," Orninasaid, asthe techs got the gurney into the car. "Thank you, High Senator.”

The two women got in with the others, and the doors closed. "L eft arm and chest,” Pirbazari
commented. "Both of them dashesinstead of penetration wounds. He should be dl right, assuming he
hasn't lost too much blood.”

"I'm sure helll befine," Forsythe said, gazing unseeingly &t the closed doors as al the question
marks surrounding K osta came flooding back. His mysterious funding source, his shadowy
background, the anomaiesin his manner and speech.

And al the questions now set againgt aPax invason of Lordlel.

And suddenly, it al cametogether. "He'saspy," he breathed. "A Pax spy.”

Out of the corner of hiseye he saw Pirbazari's jaw drop. But even as he turned to face him, he
could see hisaide's surprise turn to understanding. "I'll be damned,” he said quietly. "Are you sure?’

Forsythe hesitated. Y es, hewas sure. But at the same time, he also had no actua proof.

Whichwas, after adl, the question Pirbazari wasredly asking. "Not yet," hetold the other. "Buit |
will be"

He glanced up a Ronyon, who was silently following the conversation with apuzzled look on his
face. "1'm going to take Ronyon back to the office," he said. "As soon as Kogtais patched up, you
bring himto me."

"Right," Pirbazari said. "Y ou want meto bring the others, too?"

"Just Kosta," Forsythe said. "And watch him, Zar. Watch him very closgly."

"Don't worry," Pirbazari sad. "l will."

The stars emerged from the blackness, and the Harmonic had arrived.

"Sergph EmDef Command to liner," atart voice came from the bridge speaker. "Identify
yoursdf."

Captain Djuabi turned his head toward the bridge master screen, where the net and catapult
ships showed in atactica-type display. Each of the four catapult ships had three or four Empyred
Defense Force ships hovering watchfully nearby. "Thisis Captain Djuabi of theliner Harmonic," he
sad, hisvoice diff.



Far too giff for Lleshi'staste. From hisvantage point directly in front of the captain, carefully
outside of therange of the visual comm camera, the commodore lifted awarning finger. Djuabi'slip
twitched, just noticeably, and he gave amicroscopic nod.

Hewould cooperate, al right. Not that he had many other options. With hisliner's command
areas dl under Pax control, Djuabi had no choice but to comply with Lleshi's orders. At least, not if
he valued the lives of his crew and passengers.

Djuabi shifted dightly in his chair, the movement sending afaint glint off the gold pendant and
chain around his neck. Telthorst had wondered, rather pointedly, whether any number of human lives
would even be a congderation for aman wearing an angel.

Perhaps they were about to find out.
"Point of origin?" Sergph Command asked.

"Bamord," Djuabi said. Apparently it was still possible for aman to liewith an angd around his
neck, at least under duress.

"Please transmit your papers,” Sergph Command ordered.

Djuabi nodded to the man at the comm station. The Pax officer at the board set to work,
fumbling only dightly with the unfamiliar control layout.

LIeshi rubbed histhumb dowly aong the sde of hisindex finger, striving to release some of the
tenson churning through his ssomach. Everything was balanced together on this moment, amoment in
which there was nothing he could do but watch and wait. The Bamora papersthe officer was
sending out were as good aforgery asthe Komitadji's Crypto Group had been able to create, but
nothing was perfect. If Seraph Command had a particularly sharp eye, or aparticularly
well-programmed compuiter, this gamble would crumble like soft stone under amason's
dedgehammer.

And if it crumbled, so would the entire mission. Plus, undoubtedly, the rest of his career.
Tethorst would seeto that.

For perhaps haf aminute nothing happened. Lleshi gazed at the master screen, watching the
dow drift of the catapult ships across the starry background and wondering about the capabilities of
those EmDef ships escorting them. The defenders were destroyer sized; small but heavily shielded and
undoubtedly well armed.

And thistime around LIeshi didn't have any doomsday pods available to use againgt them. Still,
they surdly wouldn't be able to stand up againgt the full might of the Komitadji.

Assuming he was able to make such a confrontation happen.

The vector on one of the distant ships shifted momentarily asit moved to keep the Harmonic
within the catapult foca area. They were playing this cautious, dl right. LIeshi took careful, measured
breaths as he kept his eyes moving around the bridge. Win or lose, there was no way he was going to
show nervousnessin front of the Empyredls.



"Harmonic, you're cleared for Seraph,” the voice came. "Fly safe.”

"Thank you," Captain Djuabi said. He touched a switch, and the comm light went dark.
"Ingtructions, Commodore?' he asked calmly.

"Y ou heard the man,” Lleshi said. "Standard course toward Seraph.”

A dight frown creased Djuabi's forehead. But he nodded and gave the helm the order without
comment or question.

With adigant rumble of enginesthe Harmonic began accelerating. Lleshi kept his eyes on the

measter screen asthe liner moved out of the net foca area, watching for any sgns of suspicion from the
EmDef ships

But they were dill just sitting there, drifting unconcernedly beside their assigned catapult
spacecraft. Completely oblivious to what had just happened.

Telthorst would undoubtedly have called them fools. Lleshi couldn't help but fed sorry for them.

He gave the Harmonic five more minutes worth of distance before nodding to Djuabi. "Far
enough,” he said. " Open the lifeboat bays."

"Lifeboat bays open, aye," the captain said formally, gesturing the order to the appropriate
dation. "Acknowledge.”

"Baysopen,” the officer at the station growled. Unlike his captain, this one was making no effort
to hide hisrage and shame. But then, he wasn't wearing an angel, either. "All bays show open.”

Djuabi looked back at Lleshi. ™Y our move, Commodore.”

"Thank you." Lleshi lifted hishand comm to hislipsand clicked it on. "First wave: launch.”

And on the board, the Harmonics outer hull erupted with drivetrails asahundred small
spacecraft blew outward like spores from aflowering plant, using the liner'srotation to give them an
extra boost.

But they weren't the liner's lifeboats. Those had al been offloaded at Lorde.

These were Pax Vlad-classfighters.

"Attack pattern Alpha," Lleshi ordered. "All fighters."

The EmDef shipswere on the move now, shifting to intercept vectors and accel erating to meet
the enemy. "Remember your targets,”" Lleshi reminded them softly. "Not the destroyers, but the

catapult ships™

In quick succession, the squadron leaders acknowledged... and as he watched the master screen
Lleshi fdt atight smile touching the corners of his mouth. The gamble was till balanced on aknife's
edge, but the waiting was over. Now, at least, he had some control over the outcome.



Taking adeep breath, holding the hand comm ready, he watched the ships prepare to engage.

CHAPTER 37

"They came out of the Harmonics lifeboat bays," Pirbazari told Forsythe as he held open the door to
the Government Building's executive conference room. " The EmDef guard ships have engaged.”

The conference room was surprisingly crowded, particularly for eight o'clock at night when
everything was supposed to be closed and senior governmental officials were supposed to be at
home. Either all of them had been working late, or else word of the attack had passed quickly enough
for them to come back here to take advantage of the direct EmDef information feed.

Some of the officid s were speaking urgently on their phones. Others were talking tensaly among
themselves or just standing in stunned Slence asthey gazed at the main comm screen at the far end of
the room. The screen had been rigged with amulti-view array taken from the various ships and
monitor satellitesin the net region, giving them dl afront-row seat to the battle.

"Tactics?' Forsythe asked quietly as he and Pirbazari pushed their way between the
conversational knots. Idedlly, aHigh Senator would have been ingtantly and deferentialy ushered to
the best vantage point in the room. The fact that no one had apparently even noticed him said alot
about the stunned state they were dl in.

"Lookslike they're going for the two closest catapult ships,” Pirbazari said. "Numbers One and
Three. Their first god will beto disable the catapult so that the rest of their force can comein.”

"Or so that we can't throw out the fighters,” Forsythe said. "' Or maybe they don't want us
throwing out the liner?'

Pirbazari shook his head. "It would take some serious reconfiguration of the catapult shipsto get
to theliner now," he said. ™Y ou can see the Harmonic was careful to get well out of the center of the
pyramid before launching the fighters.™

"Thenwhy isit going back in?" ashort woman standing beside Forsythe asked. "I mean, if dl the
fighters are dready gone?'

Forsythe frowned. She wasright: the liner had shifted course and was accel erating on avector
that would take it close to the Number Two catapult ship. "Zar?" Forsythe murmured.

"The Pax must dill bein command there," Pirbazari said. "On hisown, aliner captain would
certainly get his ship out of acombat zone as quickly aspossible.”

"Obvioudy," Forsythe said. "But what exactly ishe doing?"

Pirbazari exhnaled dowly. "That | don't know," he admitted. "EmDef counted a hundred fighters,
and that's al thelifeboat bays a ship that size has. And the fighters are too big to have doubled up.”

Forsythe rubbed his chin. "What about other wegpons? Could they have loaded heavy lasers or



other missiles aboard?"

"Where would they mount them?' Pirbazari countered. "There aren't any weapons bays or pods
on aliner. It'sgot a couple of meteor-defense lasers, but those aren't big enough for anyone to worry

"EmDef seemsworried about them," someone ese said, pointing. "L ook—there they go.”

The EmDef destroyers guarding Number Two were indeed on the move. Leaving one of their
number behind as close-support to the catapult ship, the rest were now accelerating to intercept the
incoming liner. "A feint?' Forsythe suggested.

"I'd say therésafeint going on somewhere," Pirbazari agreed tightly. "They only need to hit two
of the four shipsto disable the catapult. Y et between the fighters and the liner, they're now threatening
three of them.”

And given the odds the Pax ships werefacing, it didn't make sense for their commander to split
up hisforces more than he absolutely had to. "Maybe they're just going for insurance.”

"Or asyou said, one of themisafeint,” Pirbazari said. "Designed either to draw off or pin down
some of the defenders.” He nodded at the screen. "The question is, which one?”’

The battlesfor Numbers One and Three were burning fiercely now, the opposing shipslighting
up with the faint flashes of laser and plasmaweapons, or the brighter bursts of missile explosons. The
EmDef destroyerswere by far the larger craft, and with hulls modeled on those of angel hunterships
they certainly had the thicker skins. In astraight dugging match, even top-of-the-line Pax fighters
probably wouldn't stand a chance.

But the enemy commander wastoo smart to play it that way. Hisfighterswere far more
maneuverable than the destroyers, and he was using that edge to hisfull advantage. Dodging in and
out of the EmDef defense formation, the Pax ships worked against the destroyers, worked the
destroyers againgt each other, and systematically pumped small missiles through the screen at thetwo
catapult ships.

Most of the shots missed, or were blocked by the destroyers, or were eliminated by defensive
fireenroute. But afew of them were getting through. Too many of them.

And as Forsythe listened to EmDef Command's running commentary, he redized that the
Stuation out there was rapidly becoming serious.

Still, the Pax fighters were taking casuaties, too. One by one, occasionaly in pairsasalead pilot
and hiswingman were caught in the same blagt, they flashed and shattered and winked out.

But not fast enough. Not nearly fast enough. Through ared haze of anger and frustration and
fear, Forsythe watched as the two catapult ships continued to take hit after hit.

And then, suddenly, the operational end of Number One flared with a blue-whitefire. "What
wasthat?' someone yelped.



"They got it," Pirbazari confirmed. "Not the whole ship, but the part that counts.”

Someone else swore. "Then why don't they leaveit?' he demanded. "Look at them. Isnt it
enough that they knocked out the catapult? Now they want to kill everyone aboard, too?"

Forsythe ground histeeth together helplesdy. The man wasright: instead of veering off, the Pax
fighterswere dtill swvarming around the crippled catapult ship. "Going for vengeance," he muttered.

"l don't think s0," Pirbazari said doubtfully. "Vengeancein the middle of battleisavery
unprofessiond thing to do. And if there's one thing those people arg, it's professiond. My guessis
they're il trying to keep that group of destroyers pinned down."

"So that their comrades will be free to take out Number Three," Forsythe growled.

EmDef had apparently come to the same conclusion. Abruptly, the destroyers guarding the
fourth, unthreatened, catapult ship pulled away, heading for the beleaguered Number Three.

"Findly getting some backup over there," someone near the front said. "About time."

Forsythe felt his eyes narrow. The backup would certainly be welcome... but at the sametime,
drawing those destroyersinto the fray at Number Three meant leaving Number Four completely
helpless. "Zar, what in blazes are they doing?'

"They'regambling,” Pirbazari said grimly. "With Number One down, they can't afford to lose any
of the others—if they do, they can't catapult any Pax shipsthat comeinto the net. They don't seethe
Harmonic as being any redl threat to Number Two, and Number Four isfar enough away from the
battlesfor them to have plenty of warning if any of the fighters suddenly turn and head that direction.
So they concentrate their defense on Number Three."

"Sounds damn risky."

"Itisdamnrisky," Pirbazari agreed. " The theory is sound enough; the destroyers can get back to
Number Four pretty quickly, and the catapult ship itself isn't exactly defensdess.”

He gestured toward the screen. "But there's that assumption that the Harmonic isn't athreat to
Number Two. I'm not sure | buy that.”

Forsythe looked over at that section of the display. The destroyers from Number Two had
reached and surrounded the big passenger ship. Concentrating on that part of the running voice track,
he could hear the EmDef squadron commander ordering the Harmonic to open itsairlocks and
accept boarders.

"They've been caling on the liner to surrender for the past couple of minutes," Pirbazari said. "So
far, the cgptain has been gdling them.”

Forsythe shot a glance back at Number Three. The destroyers that had deserted Number Four
to cometo itsaid were nearly within close-point attack range, and in fact the front ships of the
formation were already beginning to spark laser flashestoward the invaders.



But the Pax fighters seemed unaware of them. Still dodging in and out of the defending ships,
they continued to hammer at the catapult ship.

Helooked back at the liner, the hairs on the back of hisneck prickling. The Pax fightersignoring
theincoming destroyers; the liner, still under enemy control, making no move; the Number Four
catapult ship completely open to attack and the Number Two nearly as helpless.

Y et nothing was happening. Why wasn't anything happening?

And then, suddenly, he understood. "Call EmDef," he ordered, gripping Pirbazari'sarm. "Tell
them to shut down that net."

Pirbazari blinked. "High Senator, they can't do that. It'sthe only one till operating, remember?”

"l know that," Forsythe said. Any second now. It had to be any second now. "Call and give the
order."

"If we shut it down, the whole system will be open,” Pirbazari objected. "Therest of the Pax
force will be ableto comein anywhere”

"They don't want to come in anywhere," Forsythe snapped. "Don't you see? They want their
reinforcementsto comein right here. Here, where they can keep their advance force from being
daughtered.”

"But then—7?"

"What are they waiting for?' Forsythe jabbed afinger at the screen. "They're waiting for their
clock to run down. They know that the second they knock out the catapult, EmDef will shut down the
net. They'll have maybe a haf-minute window; and thet's what they're going for."

Pirbazari's eyes were darting across the screen, hislips haf curled back from histeeth. Except
for the running EmDef voice track, Forsythe noted distantly, the whole room had gone silent.

With ajerk, Pirbazari snatched out his phone. "Yes," he said, beginning to punch in anumber.
"You'reright. Damn it."

But it wastoo late. Even as he punched in the last number and lifted the phoneto his ear, the
Harmonic findly madeitsmove.

There was aflash from the liner's midsection, aburst of flame and curling smoke that resolved
itsdlf into thefiery tail of amissle. It wasfollowed by another flash asthe liner rotated benesth the
departing weapon, the second missile bursting out dmogt directly into the exhaudt trail of thefird.
Then came another, and another, and another, each new missile emerging just astheliner rotated into
position and then dropping into line behind the otherslike baby ducksfollowing their mother.

Pirbazari swore gently. "The airlocks," he said. "Of course. No weagpons bays or podson a
liner; so they just loaded their missilesinto the airlocks."

The surrounding destroyerstried to react, their own counterweapons blazing away at the line of



enemy missiles. But the EmDef shipswere too closeto theliner, their antimissile defensestoo dow to
respond. And the destroyers were too far out of line to move into the missiles path and take the hits
themsdves.

Abruptly, Forsythe redized why. The destroyers had, cautioudy enough, arranged themsdlvesin
defensive formation between the Harmonic and the Number Two catapult ship, the closest and
therefore most obvioustarget for an attack originating from the liner.

But that wasn't where the missiles were amed. They were, instead, burning space for the more
distant Number Four.

The ship whose destroyerswere dl currently at Number Three.

The EmDef commander saw it the same time Forsythe did. Orders were snapped, and within
seconds the destroyers from Number Four were disengaging from their defense of Number Three and
circling back around.

Or rather, they were trying to disengage. But with the trap sprung, the Pax fighters now
abandoned their attack on the aready crippled catapult ship and concentrated their fire on the
destroyers. Even asthe EmDef ships pulled free and headed toward Number Four the fighters moved
with them, nipping a their hedsliketigers attacking agroup of fleeing eephants.

A sudden flicker of light caught Forsythe's eye. Number Four's defense lasers had found the
range, and the lead Pax missile had been flashed into dust. Forsythe held his bregth...

But no. The Pax commander had anticipated this one, too. The lead missle was destroyed, dll
right; but the cloud of debrisit had become was till moving dong itsorigina vector.

And as Number Four's lasers continued to fire, Forsythe redlized that the debris was actualy
shidding the missles behind it from the attacks.

Again, the EmDef commander wasright on top of things. Another series of orders, and two
formations of antimissles streaked out from Number Four'slaunchers. Thefirst group swept through
the dust cloud and converged on the next Pax missilein line—

Thistime the flash was bright enough to activate the telescope screen's sun filters, creating a brief
dead spot in the view.

But not acircular one, as Forsythe would have expected from anormal explosion. Instead, this
dead spot wastriangular, stretching forward with the rear apex where the Pax warhead had been.
Seconds later, when the dead spot cleared away, the second Pax missile was gone.

So were both waves of EmDef antimissles.

"I'll be cursed," Pirbazari murmured, sounding more awed than angry. "A shaped charge. They
had a shaped charge in that warhead."

Forsythe stared at the screen as Number Four's lasers opened up again and athird wave of
antimissiles spat out. "1 haven't noticed them use anything like that anywhere e setoday.”



"They havent," Pirbazari confirmed darkly. "Their commander seemsto have done avery good
job of anticipating our defensetactics.”

Forsythe curled hishandsinto fists. Number Four'slasers caught the next Pax missilein line,
sparking another of the brilliant triangular blasts. Again, theincoming antimissiles died in the explosion.
"They're not going to makeit, Zar," he said quietly. "They're not going to have time to destroy all
those missiles before the last ones get there.”

Pirbazari sghed softly. "1 know."

"The ship'sgot shidding,” someone across the room said, his voice sounding desperate. "Maybe
it'll be enough.”

"No." Pirbazari pointed at the screen. "Seethe ID they've attached to the last misslein line? It's
aPax Hdlfire missile. Subnuclear warhead, extreme armor penetration, heavy dectromagnetic
scrambling. If it hits, the catapult will be gone. Along with the rest of the ship.”

"Then why doesn't it get out of there?' someone else croaked. "Why the hell doesn't it get out of
there?'

"Shut up,” Forsythe ordered. "Can't you seeit'strying?’

Number Four's drive had cometo full power, driving it onto avector perpendicular to the path
of theincoming Pax missiles. Forsythe found himsdlf holding his breath again as the catapult ship
picked up speed. If the ship's dectronic search-dampers worked—if the Pax missiles missed the fact
that their target had moved out of their path—

"No," Pirbazari said suddenly. "No!"

"What?' Forsythe asked, his eyes searching the screen for anew threat. But there was nothing
he could see. "What?'

"It'sout of position," Pirbazari said, pointing. Somewhere dong the way, hed put his phone
away. Now, abruptly, he was hauling it out again. "Don't you see? By moving away, it's now dragged
the catapult focd €lipse completely out of the net area.”

A cold hand closed around Forsythe's heart. "Which meansiif something comesin—"

"They can't throw it out again,”" Pirbazari said vicioudy as he jammed the phoneto hisear.
"Come on—answer. Answer."

But once again, it wastoo late. Even asthe next enemy missilein line was destroyed, a Pax
warship appeared in the center of the net region.

But not just any warship. Thisthing was huge; bigger than any spacecraft the Empyrean had
ever dreamed of creating. Bigger even than the origina colony shipsthat had brought their ancestors
to theseworlds. A long, dark, monstrosity of a ship, bristling with weapons, everything about it
resonating with arrogance and power and desth.



The Komitadji had arrived.

Someone gasped a strangled curse, his voice stunned and awed and terrified. The big warship
was aready on the move, putting more distance between itsalf and the catapult focus asit lumbered
toward the Harmonic and the EmDef destroyers surrounding it.

And, of course, toward the Number Two catapult ship.

The destroyers saw the danger, of course. But even asthey scrambled away from the liner to
turn to this new threat Forsythe saw that, for onelast time, EmDef had been outthought and
outmaneuvered. For the next few minutes, until the destroyers could get back in position, there would
be nothing but Number Two's own defenses and shielding between it and the Komitadji.

The Komitadji didn't need even that long. Ten seconds later, a dozen high-power lasers flashed
smultaneoudy from the warship's bow, al of them focused with surgica precision on the catapult end
of the ship. With aroiling mass of vaporized metd and aflare of blue-whitefire, the catapult
equipment was gone.

And with it, the catapult.

"That'sit, then," Pirbazari murmured. "The Komitadji's hereto say."

"We haveto stop it," Forsythe said, hisheart thudding in hisears. "We have to attack. Sow it
down, get more catapult shipsinto position—"

He broke off, staring at the screen in dishdlief. Instead of attacking, the EmDef shipswere
turning away from the Komitadji. Not just the catapult ships, but the destroyers, too. All of them
wereturning avay.

Turning away and running.

"What's going on?' Forsythe demanded. "Where are they going?"

"They'reretregting,” Pirbazari said. "The order just cameinto—"

"Order?' Forsythe echoed. "What order? Give me that phone."

IIS' I,_ll

Forsythe snatched the phone out of hishand. "Thisis High Senator Forsythe," he bit out.
"What's going on?"

"The EmDef forces are withdrawing, High Senator,” a young-sounding female voice answered.
"l can seethat,” Forsythe sngpped. "Turn them around. All of them.”
Ilg r?l

"You heard me," Forsythe said. "Turn them around and attack.”



No onereplied. "Soldier?' Forsythe said. "Did you hear me? Soldier?"
"High Senator, thisis Genera Roshmanov,” anew voice came on. "Isthere aproblem?

"Y es, thereésa problem,” Forsythe ground out. “"Why are your forces withdrawing in the face of

the enemy?'

"Sir, there's no way those destroyers can stand up against something that size," Roshmanov said.
"1t would be nothing lessthan suicide.”

"It would be war," Forsytheingsted. "Ian't that the reason EmDef exists? To risk and possibly
givethar livesin the defense of the Empyrean?”

"Togivether livesin battle, yes, High Senator,” Roshmanov said. "But not to throw them away
for nothing.”

"And how do you know it would befor nothing?" Forsythe countered. VVaguely, he was aware
that hisvoice wasrising, but a the moment he didn't give asingle damn. "How do you know until you

try?'
"Sir, if you would just take alook at the size of that—"

"Soit'shig,”" Forsythe snarled. " So what? Do you always give up and surrender without a fight
just because you're not sure you can win?"'

Rirbazari wastugging at hisdeeve. Angrily, Forsythe shook off hishand. "Y ou listen to me,
Generd," he said. "Y ou're going to attack, and you're going to attack now. Get those ships back
together and hit it."

"I'm sorry, High Senator,” Roshmanov said, hisvoiceicy cold. "Thisisan EmDef matter, and an
EmDef decison. And | will not order men and women to their deeths for no reason.”

"Generd—"

"Sir" Pirbazari said ingstently, tugging even harder a his deeve. Forsythe threw aglare at him—

And what he saw made him pause for a second look. Pirbazari was staring a him, hiseyes
narrowed, his mouth dightly open, histhroat musclestaut. Staring at him asif at astranger. "Sir," he
whispered hoarsdly, his head jerking dightly to the Side.

With an effort, Forsythe tore his eyes away and looked around him.

They wered| garing & him. All of them. All of these high government officiasgazing & himin
agtonishment or furtive dishelief or even out-and-out fear.

And not al of them, he redized suddenly, were looking a hisface. Some of them weregazingin
confusion a his neck, where hisangel pendant glittered againgt his shirt.

Rather, hisfake angel pendant.



Sowly, with asupreme effort, he lowered the phone away from his ear. Pirbazari was ready,
taking it from him and tucking it quickly away. "It'sdl right, gr," hesaid. "Thisisjust aretrest. It
doesn't mean thewar islogt.”

Forsythe took a deep breeth, let it out in aragged sigh. "1 know," he said, hisvoice sounding
srained but mostly under control again. "How long till they're here?"

"From that distance?' Pirbazari's eyes darted to the screen, came back again. "Lessthan aday if
they push it. No more than three even if they're not in any particular hurry."

"They'll beinahurry,” Forsythetold him grimly. "Trust me"

"We should know for surein an hour or so, once we see what kind of vector profile they set for
themsalves" Pirbazari hesitated. "Which leads to the question of how we announce thisto the public.”

Forsythe looked back at the screen. "We don't," he said.

Therewas aripple of reaction around theroom. "Sir, | don't think we can do that," Pirbazari
sad carefully. "1 mean, dl of EmDef dready knows about it—"

"EmDef should aso know how to keep their mouths shut,” Forsythe cut him off. "'If we move
quickly, we should be able to block al communications from the various off-planet stations and
research plaforms.”

"Y ou don't think someone will figureit out once that thing floats past overhead?' someone
demanded. "Come on, High Senator, be realistic. We have to warn them.”

"l am being redidtic,” Forsythe said fiffly. "I'm thinking that at this point dl awarning will
accomplish will beto precipitate anight of planet-wide panic.”

"The people have aright to know," the other inssted.

"Towhat end?' Forsythe asked. "What's anyone going to do in twelve or fifteen or twenty
hours? Grab arifleand aim it skyward? Throw hisfamily into aline car and try to escapeinto the
hills? Do you redlly think that kind of chaoswill do anyone any good?’

"Maybe the High Senator isthinking of trying to get alittle more distance himsdlf," another voice
putin.

Forsythe didn't even bother to turn in that direction. "Wewill do everything in our power to
prepare aproper military reception for theinvaders” he said quietly. "Everything EmDef can put
together will be waiting when they arrive. But it will take everything they have. | don't want any of
EmDef's people or resources having to be diverted for crowd or looting control.”

Helooked back at Pirbazari. "There's nothing the generd public can doto help,” hesaid. "They
might aswell have onelast peaceful night'sdeep.”

Pirbazari licked his upper lip, aquick swipe of histonguetip. "Yes, gr," he said. He wasn't
happy with the decision, Forsythe knew.



But he could aso tdll that the other redlized the basic wisdom of it. "I'm sure you'll be wanting to
get over to EmDef HQ as soon as possible to oversee the defense preparations,” Pirbazari went on.
"But right now, you have avistor waiting in your office.”

It was a second before the words connected. Right: Pirbazari was supposed to have brought
K ogta here from the hospitd. In dl the confusion, he'd completely forgotten about the Pax spy. "Yes,"
he said. "Of course.”

He started to turn away. A sudden thought struck him, and he turned back. "What happened
with the Number Four catapult ship?' he asked, searching the screen for it.

"It'sonitsway back to Seraph with the others,” Pirbazari said. " The Pax fighters abandoned
their attacks when the EmDef ships began their retreat.”

"Never mind the fighters,”" Forsythe said, frowning. "What about that Hellfire missle?!

"It self-destructed,” Pirbazari said. "A few seconds after the Komitadji destroyed the catapult
end of Number Two."

Forsythe felt hislip twist. "I guessthey didn't want to damage any more of the spoils of war than
they had to."

"Yes, dr, that's probably it," Pirbazari agreed. "Shdl we go?"

Silently, Forsythe followed him out through the crowd, bitterness and guilt eating into his
stomach. Pirbazari might believe that line about Pax greed. All of those who had heard it might believe
it. It might even betrue.

But he couldn't escape the sobering redlization that, while he had been ready to order hisown
peopleinto asuicide attack, the Pax commander had deliberately destroyed one of hisown missiles
rather than waste Empyredl lives.

And the Pax commander wasn't even wearing an angd. What did that say about angels?

More importantly, what did it say about Forsythe himsdf?

CHAPTER 38
The two guards Pirbazari had left behind to watch Kostawere big, competent looking, and very
definitdy not the takative type. In fact, asde from telling him once to stop wiggling and shut up,

neither had said asingle word, not even to each other, since Pirbazari hurriedly handcuffed him to the
chair and took off through the office door at adead run.

They had dl been gitting like that for nearly two hours when Pirbazari findly returned.

With asurprisevistor.



"Mr. Kogta," High Senator Forsythe said. "Niceto see you again. All recovered from your
injuries, | trust?'

"Yes, dr, modly," Kostasad, hisinitid relief at seeing afamiliar face fading quickly into
uncertainty. Therewasn't asingle hint of friendliness anywhere that he could seein Forsythe's
expression, not even the abstract camaraderie that was supposed to develop when two people had
shared deadly danger together. The High Senator's eyes were hostile as he gazed at Kosta, hisface
st in hard lines. "Thank you for your concern,” he added.

"Yourewecome," Forsythe said. The words themsdaves were formally polite; the ddivery as
cold and dark as a Siberian winter morning. "Zar, take the guards and wait in the outer office."

Pirbazari shot alook at Kosta. "If | may suggest, Sr—7?"
"l said wait outsde.”

Pirbazari's lips compressed briefly. But he neverthel ess gestured to the guards, and the three of
them | eft the room.

Forsythe waited until the door had shut behind them. Then, very deliberately, he walked over to
his desk, shuffled afew papers out of the way, and sat down on one corner facing Kosta. " So here
weare," he sad, the hostile eyes boring into Kostas face again. "Rather like adramatic thriller you'd
watch on aquiet evening, isnt it?'

Kogta shook hishead. "I'm sorry, but | don't follow you."

"Oh, come now, Mr. Kosta," Forsythe said coldly. "The Empyred High Senator... and the Pax
Y7

Kogafdt hislip twitch. He should have guessed. "Oh," he said. "That."

Something passed across Forsythe's face, leaving even harder linesin itswake. Apparently, for
all hisassumed confidence, he hadn't been completely sure of hisaccusation. "So you don't deny it."

"Not at dl,” Kostasaid. "Asamatter of fact, | was ready to turn mysdf in two days ago.”
Forsythe snorted. "Of course you were."

"l was," Kogtaingsted. "The only reason | didn't was because of Angelmass. Something's
happening up there, High Senator, something very dangerous. We haveto find out what thet is, and
fast. Before more people die.”

"Ah," Forsythe said, folding his arms across his chest. "So you care deeply about Empyred lives,
doyou?'

Kogta frowned. There was something s mmering beneeth the surface of the man, something that
seemed far out of proportion to the smplefact of having unmasked aminor spy. "Yes, | do," hesad.
"I'm not your typical dramatic-thriller spy, High Senator. | wasn't sent here to sabotage or stedl
secrets or anything like that. | was sent to study Angelmass and the angels. That'sdl 1've done.”



"Of courseyou have," Forsythe said, hisvoice suddenly bitter. " And there was nothing in your
orders about laying the groundwork for military action, | suppose.”

"No, nothing," Kostasaid. "The Pax believesthe angdsarean dieninvason—"

He broke off, the meaning beneath Forsythe's words suddenly penetrating. "What do you mean,
military action? Has something happened?’

For along moment Forsythe smply gazed at him. Y ou're an excellent actor, Mr. Kosta," he
sad at last. "Either that, or you truly don't know."

Kostafdt hisstomach curl into ahard knot. "Pleasetdl me."

There was another long slence. Then Forsythe stirred. "All right. Lorelel hasgone silent.
Something has shut down dl itslines of communication; and that same something has dso swallowed
two investigating courier shipswithout atrace.”

Hegamiled tightly. "Tell me again about dieninvasons.”

"Lorde," Kostamurmured, his mind flashing back to his nerve-wracking entrance into that
system, and to the unreasonably large asteroid they'd smuggled him in with. "That waswhere | came
into the Empyrean. Hidden inside afake asteroid.”

"How many otherswerein there with you?'

Kosta shook hishead. "They told me | wasthe only one," he said. "But the asteroid was pretty
big. There might have been... maybe there were more.”

"Was yoursthe only asteroid they dropped?’
"Again, that'swhat they told me," Kostasaid. "But | don't really know."

"So in other words, they could have dropped off an entire commando task force with you and
you'd never have known the difference,” Forsythe concluded heavily. "Isthat what you're saying?'

"l guess 0," Kosta conceded. The pieces were starting to come together now, into a decidedly
unpleasant mosaic. "It'sinteresting. Severd times over the last few months I've wondered why they
sent me. I'm not a professiona spy, | don't know much about Empyred culture, and I'm not good
with socia Stuations anyway. | didn't even have more than afew weeks training.”

"Sowhy did they send you?' Forsythe asked.

Kogtaswalowed. "'l think they meant for meto be quickly caught,” he said. "Probably thought
that if you caught one spy it would quiet any suspicions about what the Komitadji had been doing a
Lordd."

"While the rest of the commandos planned to take or destroy the nets?'

Kostashook hishead. "I don't know what e se they had planned.”



For amoment Forsythe didn't answer. "No, | suppose not,” he said. "The sacrificid lamb usudly
doesn't get to Sit in on the wolves strategy sessions, does he?”!

There was ahesitant knock at the door. It opened, and Pirbazari stuck his head insde. "Sorry to
bother you, High Senator,” he said. "But you wanted to be kept informed of the situation at
Angdmass.

"Go ahead,” Forsythe said, his eyes till on Kosta.

"Its orbit has dipped some more," Pirbazari said. "Latest calculation showsthat it could be close
enough to threaten Angelmass Centrd in aslittle asfour days."

"Four days?' Forsythe repeated, frowning. "I thought you said it would be a couple of weeks."
"It's moved deeper since then,” Pirbazari explained. "That meansit's picked up more speed.”
"It d'so means it may have moved too deep to be aproblem to Central,”" Forsythe pointed out.

"Maybe. Maybe not." Pirbazari's mouth tightened. "Thething is, the orbital dip doesn't seem to
have been completely uniform. The astronomersthink it actually moved out abit a one point.”

Forsythe turned to frown at him. "Moved out?"

"Yes, gr," Pirbazari said. "It was alittle hard to tell—there was another radiation surge at the
time that obscured some of the positioning data. But they're pretty sure."

"Which direction wasthe surge?' Kosta asked.
"Y ou keep out of this" Forsythe ordered, throwing abrief glare back at him.

"1 only thought that if the surge was inward, toward the sun, it might explain the outward
movement,” Kostasaid. "Angelmass may have learned how to focusits radiation output and useit as
ajet.”

Forsythe had been looking at Pirbazari. Now, dowly, he turned back to Kosta. "What do you
mean, learned how to focusits radiaion?’

"An aray of angels has certain characterigtics of proto-intelligence,” Kostasaid. " Specificaly, it
shows the response curve of aclassica Lantryllyn logic circuit. Y ou can check on that with Che
Kruyrov and Dr. Frashni at the Ingtitute.”

"What are you taking about?' Pirbazari asked. "What's a Lan-whatever logic circuit?!

"It was once thought to be the road to self-aware computers,” Kostasaid. "The point isthat
angelsin agroup show definite signsof intelligence; and over the past few years you've taken
thousands of angels out of Angelmass. If you've left that same number of anti-angels behind, then it
follows—"

"Holdit," Forsythe cut him off. " Anti-angels?'



"Theangd anti-particle," Kostasaid.

"Never heard of it."

"No onehas," Kostasaid. "But I'm convinced they exig.”

He nodded his head toward the ceiling, in the generd direction of Angelmass. "And if I'm
right—and if anti-angels have the same potentia for intelligence that angels do—then Angemassiitsdlf
may have become sentient.”

Pirbazari shook hishead. "Thisisridiculous,” he said. "We're talking about ablack hole, not
some two-year-old kid or even awell-trained chimp. How could it possibly beintelligent?”

"I know it sounds crazy," Kostaadmitted. "But Angelmasss behavior isdready defying all
known black hole theory. This orbit-changing thing isonly the latest example.”

"So how would you go about proving it?" Forsythe asked.

"Firgt step isto pin down the existence of anti-angels,” Kostatold him. "I've put together some
equipment that will hopefully be ableto locate, identify, and capture one. While I'm doing that, we
need Dr. Frashni'steam to get busy on larger angel arrays, to work on the intelligence aspect.”

"l see" Forsythe murmured. "Well, we can certainly get Dr. Frashni busy on the second part. As
to thefirst part..." He cocked his head dightly to the side. "Well see who the Ingtitute can recommend
for that."

Kogafdt histhroat tighten. "Sir, | aready have the equipment ready. It would take someone
else daysto design and assemble their own verson.”

"Why can't they just use yours?'

Kogtawaved ahand, atruncated gesture with the wrist cuffs anchoring hisarmsto the chair.
"Mog of the planning and procedureisin my head,” he said. "'l didn't have timeto write anything
down. It would take aslong for meto brief someone on the technique asit would for them to start

from scratch.”

"Then they can start from scratch,” Forsythe declared, standing up. "First thingsfirst, Zar. Have
EmDef order atrangport to Angelmass Central. The station's got three hours to evacuate.”

"Yes, gr," Pirbazari said, an odd look on hisface. "Sir, under the circumstances...?"

"We have to evacuate the station anyway," Forsythe said. "There's no reason we can't get the
Indtitute busy on this, too."

Pirbazari grimaced, but nodded. "All right. Do you want Centra's net |eft on?"

"Might aswdl," Forsythe said. "As Mr. Kosta suggests, we may want to get someone up there
to check things out.”



"High Senator, please," Kostasaid in alow voice. "We can't afford to wastetime.”

"I'll be sure to mention that to Director Podolak," Forsythe said. " And when you've finished that
cdl, Zar, you and the guards can escort Mr. Kogtato the EmDef military jail. I'm done with him."

"Yes, ar."

Pirbazari disappeared back into the outer office complex, closing the door behind him. "Ironic,
isn'tit," Forsythe commented, haf to Kosta, half seemingly to himsdlf. "For months I've been
searching for away to stop the flow of angelsinto the Empyrean. For atime, in fact, | even thought
your research might be the key | needed.”

He shook his head. "And so now you give methe key I've needed; just asthe Pax begin their
invasion. Funny how fast on€'s priorities can change, isn't it?"

He graightened up. "I'll give you one chance. Tell mewhat sort of Fifth Column arrangements
the Pax has set up across the Empyrean, and I'll ask EmDef to be lenient with you.”

"l wish | could, sr," Kostasaid. "I redly do. | don't want thiswar any more than you do. | can
give you the location of the automated deeper drop on Lorelei where | picked up my documents, but
that'sdl I'vegot.”

"Too bad," Forsythe said. "Normally, the court would probably hand down alife sentence for
the crime of espionage. Congdering that were at war, | suspect they'll opt for summary execution
ingtead." Turning, he sarted for the door.

It was odd, K osta thought distantly, to hear a sentence of death being handed down to you.
Odd, because a that moment his own life didn't seem to matter. In his mind's eye he could see the
blazing fury that was Angelmass, moving impossibly about in its orbit, threstening hunterships and
Angelmass Central.

Perhaps even Sergph itself.

Was Angelmass intdlligent? Kruyrov's data certainly pointed that direction. Wasit evil? They
had only Ronyon'sterrified reaction to go by, plusthe vicious attacks on the various hunterships. But
if the angelswere influences for good, even imperfect ones, what €l se could a mass of anti-angels be?

Hedidn't have any answers. But there was one thing that was certain, and that was that they
didn't have much time. Not with Angelmass only four days from Centra. Not with the bureaucratic
delaysthat would inevitably dow down any solutions even once the anti-angd's existence had been
proven.

Not with the Pax war machine dready at Lorele.

No one e se at the Ingtitute could come up with an experimenta procedure fast enough. It had to
be K ogta's equipment, and the Daviees huntership. And he could certainly not run any experiments
from an EmDef prison cell.

Forsythe was reaching for the door now. ™Y ou're not wearing an angdl, High Senator,” Kosta



sad.

Forsythe turned back, a puzzled frown on hisface. "What are you talking about?' he asked,
tapping the gold chain and pendant around his neck. "What do you think thisis?"

"It'safake" Kostasaid, studying Forsythe'sface. The man was good, al right, every bit as
competent an actor as he'd earlier accused Kosta of being. "Ronyon hastherea one.”

For along moment the puzzlement persisted. Kosta held the other's gaze steadily, waiting for
him to make hisdecison. "That's nonsense," Forsythe said at last. Y ou're grabbing at dugt.”

"| don't want to expose you, High Senator,” Kostasaid quietly. "1 imagine thisis something they
can impeach you for, or whatever it isthey do to eected officias here. But | don't care about that. All
| want isto be alowed to go to Angelmass and find out what's happened to it. Let me go, and | give
you my word that I'll come back and turn mysdlf in."

Forsythe's mouth twisted. "Of course you will."

"It'sthetruth,” Kostainssted. To hismild surprise, heredlized it redly was. "We haveto find out
what Angemassisdoing—"

"All you want isto get free S0 you can bring me down," Forsythe cut him off harshly. "I'm the
only onewho can ill function through this sheep-like fog the angels have everyone e se buried in. If
you can destroy me, there won't be anyone left to oppose the Pax.”

"High Senator—"

"Forget it," Forsythesaid. "It won't work. | won't let it work."

Behind him the door opened, and Pirbazari stepped insde, the two guards visible behind him.
"Centrd's evacuation has begun, sir," hetold Forsythe. "And we're ready to take Mr. Kosta."

"I've changed my mind," Forsythe said, his voice betraying none of the rage and paranoia that
had been there five seconds earlier. "I'm going to keep him locked up in here for the night.”

Pirbazari blinked. "Excuse me?"

"It give him timeto think about cooperating with us," Forsythe said. "Tomorrow morning will
be soon enough to turn him over to EmDef if he decides not to."

Pirbazari shot alook at Kosta, turned his eyes back to Forsythe. "Yes, gr," hesad, still clearly
confused. "Ah... you going to leave him cuffed to that chair?"

Forsythe glanced at hiswatch; automatically, Kosta glanced at his. It was nearly ten o'clock.
"Have someone bring in acot,” Forsythe said. " Then disconnect or disable al the computer and
communications systems, and pull everything out of the desk safe. Have someone reverse the door
lock so that it locks the room from the outside, and post a couple of guardsin the outer office area.”

Helooked at Kogta. "After that, go ahead and unlock him. There's nothing in here he can



bother."
Kogtatook acareful breath. "High Senator—"

"Y ou have until morning, Mr. Kosta," Forsythe said softly. "I'd adviseyou deep oniit.”

CHAPTER 39

The entire command deck crew was cheering as Commodore Lleshi crossed to thelift platform at the
rear of the balcony. He acknowledged their acclamation with quiet nods and an occasiond half amile,
recognizing their psychologica need for celebration but at the same time knowing full well that the war
wasfar from over. Like dl the other rebellious coloniesthat had defied Pax rule over the years, the
Empyrean would resist to the end.

It was his job as commander to bring them to that end as quickly as possible.

Tdthor, as expected, was waiting for him asthelift platform reached the balcony. "The plan
worked as you predicted, Commodore," he said as the memory-metd cage unwrapped itsalf. His
voice and expression, Lleshi noted, were utterly neutrd. "My congratul ations.”

"Thank you," Lleshi said, asif the other had actualy meant it. "Campbe|?"

"The Empyred ships have scattered, dir,” Campbell reported briskly. "Most of them are
retreating toward Seraph. A few of the more damaged are heading off toward asmall solar
observation platform that's afew hours closer.”

"The Harmonic?"

"Took off toward Seraph as soon as your boarding party left,” Campbell said.

"| presume we can catch it again if we need to,” Tethorst rumbled.

"I'm surewe can," Lleshi said, stepping past the Adjutor toward the tectical display, deliberately
turning his back on the man. Telthorst had fought bitterly againgt Lleshi's Trojan Horse plan; and once
it had succeeded, he had been just as vehemently opposed to Lleshi turning the liner and its shipful of
potential hostages |oose again. The man was never satisfied with anything. "Any sgns of resstance?”’

"Not yet,” Campbell said. "Theresalot of communications traffic going on around the plant,
but so far nothing in the way of ship movements.”

"Except that one,” Telthorst said pointedly.
"Which onewastha?' Lleshi asked.
Campbell shot alook at Tethorst. "The system's main catapult is on the far sde of Sergph,” he

sad, touching akey. A flashing yellow light appeared on thetacticd, trailing Seraph inits orbit. "So
far, we haven't spotted any serious activity there.”



"That will certainly changein the next few hours" Tethorst put in. "They'll surdly try to evacuate
some of their leaders and assets from the system. | strongly recommend we send a squadron of
fighters ahead to try to cut off any such move.”

"Recommendation noted,” Lleshi said, mentaly sending the suggestion straight to the shredder.
Hed seen what Empyrea Defense warships could do, and he had no intention of putting any of his
fighters outsde the Komitadji's defense zone on such afoolish misson. Asfar as he was concerned,
if Sergph'sleaders wanted to cut and run they were welcome to do so.

And if they wanted to stuff their pockets on their way out, they were welcome to do that, too.
There were few things that demoralized a popul ace more than having their [eaders run out on themin
acrigs, particularly leaders who looted the public treasury before taking to the hills. In Lleshi's
experience, ademoraized populace usualy meant a quicker and more stable surrender. " Continue.”

"That'sthe main catapult,” Campbell went on, tapping more keys. The flashing ydlow light
vanished and was replaced by two flashing green ones: thefirgt right beside the circle representing
Seraph, the second much farther out in the system. "Again, no activity there. But weve aso got a
second, smaller net/catapult system in close Sergph orbit. We're not absolutely sure—the readings are
odd—but Theory Group thinksit's hooked up in abinary link to asimilar net/catapult out at
Angdmess”

A binary link between net and catapult? That was a negt trick. "And you saw a ship head out
from there?

"Yes, g, about fifteen minutes ago,” Campbel|l said. "Angelmass is twenty-two light-minutes
from our current position, so if the ship did indeed go there welll be able to seeitsarrival about seven
minutes from now. |'ve got atelescope watching.”

Hethrew asdewayslook at Tdthors. "Adjutor Telthorst's belief isthat they've gone out to
sabotage the Angelmass net.”

"Redly,” Lleshi sad, frowning at Telthorst. "To what end?’

"Obvioudy, to keep usaway fromit," Telthorst said tightly. "We've already agreed their best
defenseisthose sandwich-metd hulls of theirs, and we know that al their angel huntershipsare
equipped with those™

"And you're suggesting that they're gathering the hunterships at Angelmass into an assault force?"
Lleshi asked mildly.

"Isthat so ridiculous anotion?' Telthorst shot back. "Or had you forgotten dl those armed
mining shipsthey threw a usin Lordel sygem?’

"Though not very effectively, as| recall,” Lleshi reminded him. Still, he had to concede it wasn't
asridiculous an ideaasit sounded. Empyreal Defense might well believe that agroup of armed ships
popping through anet in low Seraph orbit could catch the Komitadji by surprise. "Campbe 1 ?!

"Weve quartered the region looking for ships," Campbdll said. "So far, we haven't found any
indication that theré's anything out there, let alone an organized task force."



"But you yourself admit that the glare may be washing out the view," Tethorst countered. "1 il
maintain that it doesn't make sense for them to not to have at least some working ships out there.”

"Show me," Lleshi ordered, crossing over to his tation and sitting down. He swiveled his chair
around to the main screen just as Campbdl| pulled up the telescope image of Angelmass.

It was every bit as awesome as he had expected. He'd seen one other black holein histravels; a
much larger, much camer one, Sitting quietly in space like an invisible spider in an unseen web,
content to draw matter spirding into the darkness lurking behind the vell of its event horizon.

Angelmass was the exact opposite. A tiny pinprick in the fabric of space, it spat out light and
radiation and particleswith al the fury and power of asmadl star. The radiation drove away any bit of
matter or solar wind that ventured too close, flashing or ionizing al matter farther away. With the
sunscreens blocking out the brightest part of the central core, the visua effect wasthat of alarge dead
spot in space surrounded by awide band of hazy light. Like therings of Saturn or Demolian, perhaps.

Or likeahao. A halo around Angelmass.

With an effort, LIeshi drew hismind away from poetic images and back to the hard, cold redlity
of war. Campbell wasright: there were no signs of shipsout there.

Unfortunatdly, so was Telthorst. The halo glare of ionized gas was just enough to possibly
concedl fighter-sized craft running dark or stealthed.

Fortunately, the solution was smple enough. "Do you have orbital datafor the Seraph catapult?’
he asked.

"We have the generd data," Campbell said. "It's an equatorid orbit, a couple hundred klicks up.
We can get it more exactly once we get closer.”

"Do s0," Lleshi ordered. "When we arrive welll take up an orbit directly behind it, asfar back as
we can get without losing visual contact. Will that be acceptable, Adjutor?’ he added, swiveling his
chair to face Telthorst.

"l suppose s0," Telthorst said. "At leadt, for now."

Lleshi glanced at Camphbell, caught the brief sour tightening of the other'slips. Campbell knew it,
too: Tethorst would never be satisfied. With anything.

"SeTO, put thetactica back up," he said, settling back in hischair. "Let'sgoin.”

It was nearly 10:30, and the stars were shining dimly through the haze of the Magascacity lights,
when Chandris arrived at the Government Building.

She made her way up the fifteen wide marble steps leading to the main entrance, grousing at
each one along the way. It had been over two hours now since Kosta had pulled his disappearing act
from the hospital, and along and weary process of dimination had finaly brought her here. If he



wasn't indde, she was completely out of idesas.

But she had afeding hewas. A very bad fedling. Kosta, noble and idealistic and stupid, had
aready taked once about turning himsdlf in. Now, still caked with hisown blood from Trilling's
attack, he'd apparently gone ahead and taken the plunge.

All of it to protect her and Hanan and Ornina, undoubtedly. Never mind that they'd all agreed he
should keep his mouth shut for now. Never mind that the threat of Angelmassfar outweighed
whatever anyone might think the Pax could possibly be doing with or through him.

If therewas anything left after High Senator Forsythe finished with him, shetold herself darkly,
shewas going to persondly feed it to thefish.

At this hour of the night, of course, the outer door was locked. One more annoyance to add to
her list. She had it open in thirty seconds and dipped inside. The door leading into the main part of the
building from the reception areawas a s0 locked. She got through that one even faster.

She had expected the place to be dark and essentialy deserted. To her surprise, the lights were
blazing, with afair number of people till buzzing about the halls and offices. All of them seemed to be
hurrying or talking together in urgent, hushed tones, some doing both at once.

It was highly disconcerting, rather like walking into a bank with a cutting torch and set of burglar
tools, only to discover a police convention being held on the premises. But old habits quickly kicked
in, turning on the air of arrogant importance that had gotten her into many placeswhere she didn't
bel ong, past people who should have known better. A glance at the directory as she passed, and she
was on her way to thefifth floor and Forsythe's temporary office complex.

Deep down, shewas still hoping that K osta had somehow come to his sensesin time and kept
hisidentity secret. But the more people she strode past, and the more bits of conversation she caught,
the more it became clear that these people weren't here so late just for the overtime pay. They were
angry, worried, and frightened.

And theword "Pax" kept coming up.

Which meant that Chandris was too late. Kosta had indeed confessed; and chances were hed
aready been transferred to some secure prison somewhere. Like the two hours of searching that had
gone beforeit, thislittle Sde trip was starting to look very much like awaste of time.

Still, aslong as she was here, she might aswell keep going. At the very least, maybe she could
shake loose some information from some gullible clerk. Arriving at Forsythe's office suite, she stepped
up to the plate glasswall that separated it from the corridor.

She had expected thisto be the center of all the activity she'd passed through on her way
here—after dl, unmasking a Pax spy wasthe kind of publicity coup that even aHigh Senator didn't
stumble across every day. If Forsythe was any kind of politician he ought to be milking it for al it was
worth.

But once again, her expectations turned out to be oddly off target. The office suite was only
dimly lit, and virtualy empty.



For amoment she stood outside the glass, peering in. The suite was arranged alittle like
Amberson Toomess office complex: alarge outer areawith ahandful of doorsleading from the back
wallsinto what were presumably private offices. Where Toomes's outer office had been the province
of only the one receptionist, though, the room now facing her was crowded with a dozen desks and
workstations. A common work area, then. Briefly, she wondered how much of the space was
Forsythe's and how much was controlled by other local governmenta agencies. Each of the doors at
the back had anameplate, but she wastoo far away and the light too dim for her to read them.

There were only three people in the room. Two of them stood flanking one of the rear doors,
their postures and the guns belted to their sides marking them as guards. Chandris had never seen
these particular men before, though the inggnia on their jackets marked them asloca governmenta
Security officers.

Thethird person, however, was avery familiar face. He was sitting dightly hunched over at one
of the desks, the glow from the computer display playing across avery troubled expression.

It was Forsythe's aide, Ronyon.

There was no way she could pop the door lock, not with two bored guards watching her every
move. Fortunately, she didn't need to. She started to knock on the glass, remembered in time that
Ronyon was dedf, and instead gave a sweeping wave.

The movement caught Ronyon's eye. He looked up, and abruptly the frown lines on hisface
cleared into akind of eager hope. He scrambled to hisfeet, an awkward-looking motion with
someone that big, and hurried across the room to the door. He unfastened the lock and pulled the
door open, hisfree hand gesturing excitedly.

"Wait aminute," Chandris said, holding up ahand as she stepped into the suite. "Not so fast,”
she added, making sure to enunciate the words clearly. Ronyon could read lips, she knew, but she
wasn't sure how well he could do in the suite's semidarkness.

Still, he would certainly be better reading her lips than she would be reading his hands. She'd
leafed through a signing dictionary acouple of days ago, while gtting in the Gazelles storage room
waiting for Kogstato try to stedl the Daviees spare angel, and she had al the signs memorized. But
knowing all the words of aforeign language didn't necessarily mean she could understand anative
who was speaking it. Thiswaslikely to be along process. "Come on, let'ssit down,” sheinvited,
taking hisarm and coaxing him away from the door.

Okay, he sgned, letting her lead him to the nearest work station. Chandris would have preferred
to go back to his desk, so that she could see what he'd been reading on his computer, but it was a
little too close to the guards for comfort. Evenif they couldn't read Ronyon's sign language, they
would probably be able to hear her side of the conversation from back there.

And she was beginning to suspect that this was one conversation she didn't want anyone
eavesdropping on.

She sat Ronyon down behind the desk and pulled another chair up to face him, making sure her
back was to the guards so as to muffle her words even more. "Now," she said. "Slowly, please. Tell
me what's happened.”



Mr. Pirbazari brought Jereko in here awhile ago, Ronyon signed, obediently moving his
hands with exaggerated deliberation. He said he was a spy!

Chandris fought back a grimace. So she'd been right. "Did he say how they found out?' she
asked.

| don't know, Ronyon signed. | think Mr. Forsythe just figured it out. He'sreal smart.

"Yes, | know," Chandris agreed. Haf-right, anyway; it didn't look like Kosta had turned himsalf

And if he hadn', then any noble statements he might have made about Chandris and the Daviees
being innocent bystanders went straight out the window. If Forsythe came out of that office and saw
her here, he waslikdy to jJump to acompletely wrong conclusion. "Is he in there with Mr. Forsythe
now?" she asked, trying to sound casud.

Ronyon's face puckered in afrown. No, Mr. Forsythe isn't here, hesigned. Jereko isjust in
there by himself.

It was Chandrissturn to frown. "He's aone?' she repeated, resisting the impulse to turn and
look behind her. Forsythe wouldn't lock aPax spy in his own office and then just walk off and leave
him therefor the night, would he?

But Ronyon nodded. Mr. Forsythe talked to him for awhile, and then Mr. Pirbazari went
in, and they took a cot and some food in, and then they all left. And one of the workmen came
and turned the lock around on the door, he added, hisface lighting up briefly with remembered
interedt.

The memory faded, hisface creasing with concern again. What are they going to do to
Jereko? Are they going to hurt him?

"l don't know," Chandris said, her mind still back behind her in that office. So those men were
guarding alone prisoner, not smply standing by while he was being interrogated.

But that till didn't make any sense. Surely Magasca had enough redl prison space for even such
asupposedly high-profile criminal like amaster Pax spy. There was no reason Forsythe should have
to turn his office into amakeshift cell.

Unlessthe High Senator didn't want him talking to anyone el se.

Andthenit dl fell together, and shefound herself looking at Ronyon with sudden new
understanding. Of course. Kostawouldn't have wanted to go to jail—he wanted to get out to
Angdmass, and there would be no chance of wheedling hisway there once he was officidly charged.
Hewould havetried to talk Forsythe into holding off on an officid arrest while he went and did his
experiment, probably nobly offering to turn himsalf back in when it was finished.

And when that hadn't worked, he had played his trump card.

Thefact that Forsythe wasn't wearing hisangel.



"So Mr. Forsythe talked to Jereko,” she said. "Did he say anything to you when he came out?”'

He told me not to tell anyone about Jereko, Ronyon signed, hisface suddenly going uncertain
hafway through the sentence. Uh-oh. | wasn't supposed to tell you this, was | ?

"It'sokay," Chandrissaid hadtily. "'I'm sure he just meant not to tell anyone who didn't already
know."

Ronyon blinked. You already knew?

Chandrisfdt her throat tighten, seeing adeep hole suddenly open up in front of her. Admitting to
Ronyon that she knew about Kostamight get him to talk more fregly, but it would aso damn her as
an accessory to espionage if he ever repeated that to Forsythe.

But she had no choice. Not if shewasgoing to help Kosta. "Yes, | knew," shesaid. "Hetold me
acouple of days ago, when we were discussing what to do about Angelmass.”

Ronyon shivered, his shoulders hunching like he wastrying to make himself smaler. That'sa
bad place, he Sgned, his eyeslooking haunted. It scared me a lot.

"It scaresme, too," Chandris assured him. "And Jereko, and alot of other people.”

Sheleaned toward him dightly. "That'swhy Jereko and | need to go out there. We need to find
out some things about it, so that no one will have to be scared anymore. Can you help us?'

Hisface puckered even more. | don't know, he signed, the words starting to come out faster in
hisagitation. Mr. Forsythe told me not to tell anyone, and now | have. If | help you, he's going to
bereal mad at me.

"Hell be mostly mad at me," Chandris assured him. "If you get in trouble, I'll tell him it was my
fault, that you didn't have anything to do withit."

He peered down at her hands, hisface twisted amost like he was going to cry. But that
wouldn't be true, he sgned. You aren't making me do anything. Mr. Forsythe says when
somebody does something wrong they should take the blame themsel ves.

"He'sright,” Chandris conceded. Except for Forsythe himsdlf, she added silently, the thought of
hisfake angel pendant flitting through her mind. But it was no use bringing that up. Ronyon was clearly
awilling accompliceto the fraud, which meant that Forsythe must have spun him some sort of story to
make the whole thing seem legitimate. Trying to argue the point now would only confuse him.

| mean, | want to help, Ronyon went on, signing so fast now she could hardly keep up. You
and Jereko helped me a lot when we were out on the ship and | got scared. But Mr. Forsythe
told me not to tell anybody—

"Yes, | know," Chandris said, touching hishand soothingly. "It'sal right. It's my fault—]
shouldn't have asked you. I'm sorry."

Heblinked. That's all right, hesigned, amost shyly. I'm not mad at you. | like you.



She amiled. "'l like you too, Ronyon," she said, and meant it. There was something about his
earnest, childlike innocence that touched a chord deep insde her. She would go along way, through a
lot of pain, rather than deliberately hurt him. "Don't worry, itll bedl right. You and | will befine."

And Jereko, too?
"Jereko, t0o," she said, nodding.

His eyes searched her face for amoment. Then, the creases vanished from hisforehead and he
amiled. Okay, hesigned. | believe you.

"Good," Chandris said, feding apang of guilt. Did it count asalie, she wondered uncomfortably,
if you had al the good intentionsin the world, but at the sametime didn't have the foggiest ideahow
you were going to make a promise work? Do you know when Mr. Forsythe will be coming back in
the morning?'

He said nine o'clock, Ronyon signed. Are you going to talk to him about Jereko?

She reached out and took his hands. "Thank you," she said quietly, squeezing them once and
then standing up. "I'll see you tomorrow.”

He smiled up &t her, exactly like achild who'd just been told he'd been agood boy. Good
night, Chandris, he sgned. Happy dreams.

She swalowed. "Y ou, too, Ronyon.”

Hewasdill amiling assheleft.

When Forsythe's presence on Seraph first cameto light, just after the Gazelle's near-fatd brush with
Angemass, the Governor had offered the distinguished visitors top-class hotel roomsaswell as
temporary office space. Forsythe had accepted the office, but had turned down the accommodations.
His ship was just as comfortable, nearly as convenient to the Government Building, and much easier
to keep nosy mediatypes away from.

He sat done now in the control room of the ship, adrink gripped in his hand, gazing out the
landing viewport &t the starry sky overhead. It was nearly threein the morning, and he was as
bone-weary as he had ever beenin hislife.

And, though he would never admit it to anyone, asfrightened.

EmDef was doing its bes—he had to give them that. In the seven hours snce the Pax invasion
they had pulled together an amazing assortment of fighting ships, armed patrol craft, and even afew
research and weether satellites that could be modified into floating weapons platforms. Well before
the Komitadiji arrived over Sergph, dl of the planet's defenses would be ready.

And none of it would do asingle bit of good.



Forsythe sighed, adark and lonely sound in the deserted control room. The Komitadji wasjust
too hig, too powerful, too indestructible. EmDef could throw everything they had againgt it and till
not make asgnificant reduction in its offensive capabilities. When the dust cleared, the Komitadii
would still be there.

And it would be gtting in orbit above a completely helplessworld.

Forsythe sipped at hisdrink without tasting it, visudizing that bleak scenario. Earlier, at the beattle
by the net, the Komitadji 's commander had destroyed a Hellfire missile rather than let it unnecessarily
demolish one of the catapult ships. Would he show similar restraint and mercy toward a captured
planet full of civilians?

Or would the leve of restraint instead betied to how quickly the vanquished were willing to
surrender? Would the level of punitive action rise with each dent the EmDef forces put in the
Komitadji's hull?

Forsythe had ordered that the people of Seraph not be informed of the impending attack,
arguing in part that they might aswell get onelast good night's deep. Would they understand his
reasoning this coming afternoon when the truth abruptly rose up and dapped them in the face?

More importantly, would the EmDef men and women who would be getting no deep a all
tonight understand if he abruptly threw al their hard work away and surrendered Seraph to the Pax
without a shot being fired?

What was aHigh Senator's duty here? To satisfy pride by alowing as much damage as possible
to beinflicted on both sdes? To present the money-worshiping Pax with aPyhrric victory by forcing
them to destroy much of what they had come here to conquer?

Or was his duty instead to accept the inevitable, present the enemy afully functional world, and
protect the lives of the people hed sworn to serve?

Reaching to his chet, hefingered the angel pendant hanging there, hismind drifting back to all
those High Senate meetings held attended on Uhuru. Irritating though he'd found his angdl-wearing
colleaguesto be, he couldn't help but notice their overall camness and assurance. They were utterly
convinced that their methods were right, that the consegquences of their actions would be what was
best for the people of the Empyrean.

Had that calm been merdly anilluson? A side effect of the sheep-like attitude the angels
Crested?

Or had there been moreto it than that? Did the angelsin fact bestow a degree of genuine
wisdom upon their wearers?

Forsythe didn't know. And it was looking more and more like he would never have the chance
to find out. Evenif hetook the angel back from Ronyon tonight, whatever effect it might have on him
couldn't possibly be fast enough to give him anything useful before the Komitadji arrived.

But it would at least short-circuit anything Kostamight say.



He snorted derisively under his breath. Who exactly was he kidding? Nothing would close
Kostas mouth. The kid had his own agenda—a Pax agenda—and the minute he got within squedling
range of someone's ear, it would al come out. High Senator Arkin Forsythe, honored officid of the
Empyrean, had deliberately committed afelony.

There was no way he could concedl it. No way he could even bring it down to hisword against
Kogas. Ronyon knew al about the scheme; and despite the pains Forsythe had taken to rationalize it
for the big man, none of that would do any good once the questioning began. Ronyon was too honest,
and too Smple, to make any excuses or fabrications or spins. He would smply and straightforwardly
tell thetruth.

What would the people of Sergph think when they found out? What would Pirbazari think, and
al the EmDef officers and troops till [aboring out therein the night?

Unfortunately, he knew full well what they would think. Once, months ago, such areveation
would have meant the instant end of Forsythe's career. Now, here, the consequences would be far
worse,

Because no matter what he ordered the people of Seraph to do now, it would be seen as
nothing more than the salf-serving manipulation of acorrupt politician. Surrender without afight? Hed
been bribed by the Pax to deliver an undamaged Empyrea world. Fight to the last man and ship?
He'd been bribed to waste EmDef resources by throwing them usalesdy against an obvioudy
invincible Pax warship. Either way, the issue would be plunged into uncertainty and confusion,
generating suspicion and hogtility toward dl their leeders.

And no matter when Seraph surrendered, before battle or afterwards, that same suspicion
would likely spill over into the creation of ahundred different guerrillaunits. Angry men and women
would turn their anger and shame at Forsythe toward their occupiers, spilling more and more blood,
until even the Pax declared Sergph not worth the trouble and destroyed it.

All that, because K osta had somehow learned his secret.
Or rather, dl that if Forsythe permitted him to reved it.

The greatest good for the greatest number, the ancient measuring stick whispered through his
mind. If Kostahad been athreat to Forsythe done, it would be different. Forsythe had made his
decision, and he was willing to face the consequences of hisactions. If there was one thing hisfather
had taught him, it wasthat.

But it wasn't only himsdf on the line here. Kosta had become athrest to al the people of
Sergph, and of the Empyrean. The people Forsythe had sworn to protect.

And as an admitted Pax spy in time of war, Kosta had dready forfeited hislife.

From the direction of his office came the sound of gentle chimes as hisfather's old antique-style
clock marked the three o'clock hour. 1t would be easy enough, Forsythe realized, the thoughts
seeming as distant asif they were coming from someone e sg's mind. He would go to the Government
Building at nine, as hed told Pirbazari and Ronyon he would. He would go in doneto interrogate
Kogta, with Pirbazari's spare gun tucked away out of sight beneath hisjacket. A startled shout, an



order to keep back, asingle shot, and it would be over. The outer work areawould be buzzing with
clerksand junior officidsat that hour, dl of them ready to testify afterward asto what they'd heard.

And maybe Forsythe would get lucky. Maybe Kosta would try to jump him when he camein. It
would certainly make the whole thing eesier.

Wearily, he got to hisfeet and trudged &ft to try to catch afew hours of deep. By 9:05, hetold
himsdf, it would be dl over. Kostawould be silenced, and he would be able to face theincoming
Komitadji with aclear mind. The greatest good, for the greatest number.

On hisway to his stateroom he drained the rest of hisdrink. It still had no taste.

CHAPTER 40

"Just relax, girl," Hanan advised, huffing abit as he cleared the last of the fifteen steps and headed
toward the main Government Building entrance, tapping thetip of hisfurled umbrdlarhythmicaly
againg the marble as he walked. "Y ou know the drill, and you've got dl that native talent ready to call
on. It'sgoing towork just fine."

"l hope s0," Chandris muttered, throwing aquick look at him as she got a couple of paces ahead
and reached for the door handle. It wasn't Hanan's scheme she was worried about, in point of fact,
but Hanan himself. Despite hisloud and ins stent claims that he was quite adequate to thislittle jaunt,
she could tell that every step was sending ajolt of pain through him.

But you would never tel it from listening to him talk. "1t'l befine" he repested soothingly.
"Provided you got the names straight when you looked at the directory, it should go smooth as
dippies. Ten minutes, tops, and it'll al be over.”

Chandris hunched her shoulders benegth the unaccustomed weight of the short but heavy
overcoat she waswearing. "Okay," she sad. "If you say s0."

"l say 0," hesad. "Just relax.”

They stepped through the door and crossed to the receptionist's desk. "May | help you?' the
middle-aged woman seated there asked.

"] certainly hope s0," Hanan said gravely, handing her the eaborate business card Chandris and
Orninahad designed and printed aboard the Gazelle two hours ago. "I'm Dr. Gridiey Fowler,
psychiatrist; thisis my assistant Jacyntha Thinne. We need to see Office Manager Cimtrask
immediately in Supervisor Dahmad's office."

"Ah... certainly," the receptionist said, looking taken aback as she focused on the card. "L et me
cal Mr. Cimtrask and—"

"Immediately, my good woman, immediately,” Hanan inssted, stepping past her desk and
striding toward the door leading into the main office area of the building.



He got three steps before the receptionist seemed to redlize what he was doing. "Wait aminute,”
she sad, swiveling around in her chair. "'l haveto cdl youin—"

" Supervisor Dahmad's office," Hanan called over his shoulder, pointing imperioudy back toward
her with hisumbrdla "Immediately.”

llBut_ll

Her protest was|ost as Hanan pushed open the door and strode through. Chandris was right
behind him.

"That worked," Hanan muttered as they headed down the corridor. "Which way?*
"Elevator's over there," Chandris said, nodding ahead. "We want the fifth floor.”
"Dahmad?'

"Second floor," shetold him. "We ought to miss Cimtrask just fine."

"Let'smake sure," Hanan said, dowing his pace. "We don't want to bump into him coming down
whilewere going up.”

They made adightly more leisurely approach to the e evator and pushed the call button. The
doors opened, revealing an unoccupied car, and they stepped in. Chandris touched the fifth floor
button, and they were on their way.

In the silence of the car, she could hear the faint sounds of scratching and one or two tiny and
very indignant squeeks. It's a normal chop and hop, shetold hersdf firmly. It's not going to go boff
on us and fall apart. It's not. Taking a deep bregth, she set hersdlf into her role.

Not surprisngly, Forsythe's office complex was considerably morelively than it had been the
previous night. Ronyon was nowhere in sight, but the two guards were gill on duty across the room.
Two different guards, that is; there must have been a shift change sometime in the past few hours.
That was good—the last thing they wanted right now was for someone to recognize her. Pulling open
the door, Chandris held it as Hanan marched through, once again every bit the serious, overbearing,
and rather obnoxious Dr. Gridiey Fowler.

Therewas areceptionist seated at the desk just inside the door, working her way through a neat
stack of mail. Hanan stepped to the desk and planted himsdlf squardly in front of it. "I'm Dr. Fowler,"
he announced himsdlf, tapping his umbrellatip on the floor for emphasis. Asthe receptionist looked
up, he glanced down at the floor beside her and bent over. With her view blocked by the desk, he let
athick envelope dide out of hisdeeve onto the floor and immediately picked it up. "Here—you
dropped this," he added, straightening and tossing the envel ope casudly beside the stack of mail. "'l
have an urgent and immediate gppointment with Mr. Cimtrask. Kindly direct meto hisdesk.”

The receptionist blinked. "Mr. Cimtrask isn't here," she said, sounding perplexed. "He
understood that he was to meet you in Supervisor Dahmad's office."

"In Supervisor—?" Hanan sputtered under hisbreath. "That ninny of areceptionist got it wrong.



Mr. Cimtrask and Supervisor Dahmad were both supposed to meet me here. Get them back.”
The receptionist's face set into hard lines. "Sir—"

Chandris didn't wait to hear the rest of the argument, which she was pretty sure Hanan would
win anyway. Sipping around behind him, she crossed to atemporarily vacant desk and surreptitiousy
did an envelope of her own from her deeve onto it. She glanced at the nameplate—the man's name
was Bulunga—and passed it by, heading for an older man scowling at his computer afew desks
away. His nameplate, she saw, identified him asaMr. Samak, Agriculturd Affairs. "Excuse me?' she
sad hegtantly.

He looked up from hiswork with clear annoyance. "Y es?" he demanded brusquely.

"I've got aletter for you, Mr. Samak," she said, producing another envelope from the sde
pocket of her overcoat and handing it to him.

He shifted his scowl to the envelope. "There's no return address,” he said. "No officid markings.
Where did it come from?"

Chandris spread her hands. "Don't look at me," she protested. "I'm just a page temp—I don't
know anything. | didn't even know whereto ddiver it until hetold me."

"He gaveyou my name?'

"How elsewould | have known?' Chandris countered patiently. "There's no address on it, either.
Hejust pointed me to the door, gave me your name, and told meto deliver it."

" S0 it was someone dready in the building?' Samak asked, peering suspicioudy at the envelope.
A man without much humor, Chandris decided, who had likely been on the receiving end of other
practica jokesthrough the years. Her ingtincts had played her right; she'd picked the perfect target.
"What did he look like?'

"Oh, gee, | don't know," Chandris said, shifting around far enough to glance behind her. Mr.
Bulungawas back at his desk now, adight frown on his face as he opened the envelope shed | ft for
him. "He had short dark hair, dark eyes, and a sort of round face," she continued, describing Bulunga
as accurately as she could without being too obvious about it. "He had on a dark-blue cutback jacket
with agray scarf. Some kind of red pattern on the scarf, | think, but | don't remember what it was."

"Hmm," Samak rumbled, ditting open the envelope with a paper knife. "Very well. Y ou may go."

"Yes, gr," Chandris said humbly, backing away. Picking up astack of papers from another
unoccupied desk as she passed it, she continued to move away, pretending to study the papers as she
waited for the fireworksto begin.

It didn't take long. Samak's scowl grew deeper as he read through the | etter Hanan had crafted,
and hisface was starting to turn an ominous shade of red. Four desks away, Bulungawas undergoing
agmilar transformation, only in his case it was from harried distraction to open-mouthed astonishment
as his contracting grip made crumpled finger marks on the edges of his|etter.



Samak fired thefirgt shot. His darting eyesfixed on Bulunga; and then he was out of his chair,
striding over to the other's desk. "Did you send me this?' he demanded, shoving the | etter under
Bulungasnose.

To Chandris, Bulunga had the ook of someone who was normaly fairly easygoing. At the
moment, with hisown letter half crumpled in front of him, he waan't in an easygoing mood. "Get that
out of my face," he growled, glaring up at the other. "What in hell are you talking about?'

"Gray scarf with ared pattern,” Samak said accusingly, hooking afinger under the edge of
Bulungas scarf and flipping it out of hisjacket. "It wasyou, dl right.”

"I don't know what in stux you're talking about,” Bulunga snapped, snatching his scarf back out
of Samak's hand and standing up so abruptly that the movement sent his chair rolling back to crash
into the desk behind him. "But while we're on the subject of letters, what is this?" he snarled, waving
his paper at Samak.

"What in the name of holinessisgoing on?' amanin aneat gray suit muttered from anearby
dek.

Chandris glanced a his nameplate: Wojohowitz. "1 was afraid thiswould happen,” she said to
him, letting her voice tremble alittle. "That man—Mr. Samak—is an escaped lunatic.”

"Samak?" Wojohowitz gasped disbelievingly. "But he'sworked here fo—well, nearly five
years."

"That's his pattern,” Chandris said, raising her voice just enough for Wojohowitz to hear her over
the rising volume of the argument. Samak and Bulunga were close to blows now, from the looks of
them, and the whol e office had stopped dead in its tracks as they watched the show in stunned
fascination. "He hides out somewhere for awhile, looking perfectly normal. And then, quite suddenly,
he goes berserk."

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Wojohowitz glance toward the two guards. " Somebody
ought to do something," he said. "Why doesn't somebody do something?"

"We're waiting for the proper authorities,” Chandristold him. Acrossthe room, she could see
Hanan whispering conspiratorily to another of the belligerents shocked officemates. Weaving asimilar
gory; only in hisversion, it would be Bulunga, not Samak, who was the escaped madman. Hanan
glanced up, caught her eye—"Unless," Chandris added. "—yes. Y ou go talk to them."

"Me?' Wojohowitz looked like she had just suggested he go swimming with crocodiles. ™Y ou
must bejoking."

"I'm apsychiatrist, Mr. Wojohowitz," she reminded him severdly. "I never joke. Y ou're one of
his colleagues, one of the few people he trusts and looks up to. Y ou're someone helll listen to.”

"No, no," Wojohowitz protested. "Not me. | mean, he hardly ever even taksto me."

"Don't argue,” Chandrissaid sternly. "I know this man; and whether you redize it or not, he
respects you. Go on—tak to him. Hell ydl at you—he yells at everyone when he'slike this. But trust



me, hell beligening.”
IIBlJt_II

"Either you go—right now—or we have to wait for the authorities,” Chandristold him. "He
won't listen to them like he would to you, and they'll probably have to use physical force or even gas
to subdue him. Y ou want that to happen just because you're not willing to be ahero?"

She wasn't sure whether it was the thought of gasin his nice nest office or the magic word hero
that had gotten to him. But one of them clearly had. Squaring his shoulders, Wojohowitz pushed back
hischar and got to hisfeet. "Okay," he said. "Y ou're the psychiatrist."

He strode toward the argument. At the same time, from the other side of the room, Hanan's
chosen pigeon nodded his head in sudden decision and aso started into the fray.

"What's going on here?' avoice boomed, loud enough to be heard even over the screaming
from the middle of the room. There, standing just insde the door, was awhite-haired man with the
look of authority pasted dl over him. Office Manager Cimtrask, undoubtedly, returned from his
wild-snipe chase at Supervisor Dahmad's office.

Hanan was ready, stepping to Cimtrask's side even as the other started forward, taking hisarm
and starting to talk urgently to him in an undertone. Meanwhile, the argument in center stage, now
expanded to afoursome, carried on without any of the participants paying Cimtrask the dightest
notice.

And things were starting to come to aboail. Backing up al the way to thewall, Chandrissidled
along to aposition near the two guards still standing outside Forsythe's office door. Like everyone
elsein the room, they were watching the gathering storm with growing apprehension. One more good
nudge...

At the doorway, Cimtrask angrily threw off Hanan's arm and stomped toward the fight. Hanan
dapped him encouragingly on the back as he waded in, then caught Chandriss eye again and nodded.

Chandristook along step to the nearest of the guards and clutched at hisarm. "Watch out,” she
hissed. "That man in the gray suit—Wojohowitz—he said he hasaknifel He said if they didn't shut up
hewas going to useit."

And right on cue, Cimtrask reached the argument and grabbed Samak's arm, haf turning around
ashedid so.

Giving the guards a perfect profile view of the knife hilt Hanan had stuck to the back of his
jacket.

The guard beside Chandris swore. Throwing off her hand, he charged forward. The other guard
aready had his phone out and had punched the emergency number. "Medica emergency—Suite
501," he barked. Thefirst guard reached Cimtrask, spun him around—

And with amuffled crack, the smoke bomb inside the envel ope Hanan had set on the
receptionist's desk went off, blowing apillar of dense white smoke toward the ceiling.



Someone screamed. The room's fire-suppression system had a more practical reaction: asthe
smoke cloud flattened out along the ceiling, the sprinklers went on.

The room dissolved into a chaos of shouts and screams and a panic-driven ssampede for the
door. The second guard started forward, shouting for everyone to remain cam. "Quickly,” Hanan
shouted, barely audible over the noise as he thrust his umbrellainto the receptionist's hands.
"Here—protect your desk!"

Automatically, shetook it. Automaticaly, she pointed it toward the misty rain falling onto her
precious papers and pushed the release button.

And let out a scream that momentarily drowned out the entire room as four small, brightly
colored lizardsfell out of the umbrellaand scampered in different directions acrossthefloor.

Chandris didn't wait to see any more. Stepping to Forsythe's office door, she opened it and
dippedinsde.

She nearly ran over Kostain the process. He was standing just to the side of the door, listening
to the noise outside his prison with bewildered nervousness. "Chandris" he exclaimed as she closed
the door to a crack behind her and wedged it into place with the tip of her shoe. "What's going on?"

"Weé're breaking you out,” shetold him, pulling off her overcoat. "Y ou have anything you need to
grab?'

"No," he said, hiseyeswidening in surprise a the medic's tunic she was wearing undernegth.
"What in—?"

"Weve got medics coming, and rumors of aknife fight out there," she said. She turned the coat
insde out, displaying the bright red bloodstain on the other Sde. "Y ou're one of the victims. Put it on.”

"l don't believethis" he said, shaking his head as he dipped on the coat. "How in the name of
the laughing fates did you managethis?"

"I signed aboard a ship with alunatic practica joker for captain,” she said, running aquick eye
over him and then pulling the door open. ""Remember, you've been knifed."

They left the office, Chandris with asupporting arm around hiswaist, Kosta clutching at hisside
over the bloodstain as he shuffled dong like someone hafway into shock. The pandemonium in the
outer area hadn't diminished in the dightest; in fact, now that a couple more security men and three
medics had arrived, it was that much worse. Chandris led the way around the back of the room
toward the door, keeping them asfar out of the swirling turmoil as she could.

They were nearly there when one of the medics glanced over and saw them. "I've got thisone,"
Chandris shouted to him. "The rest are in the office back there. Hurry!"

He nodded, the movement shaking water off his forehead. Grabbing one of hisfellow medics, he
started bulling hisway through the crowd. Chandris and K osta reached the door and dipped out.

In the stairway they ditched Kosta's bloody coat and her medic'stunic. A minute later, they



were out in the Street.

Hanan was waiting for them around the corner in aline car. "Now, that was amagterpiece,” he
sad with agrin asthetwo of them piled into the line car with him. ™Y ou know, Chandris, you have the
makings of one of thedl-time grests.”

"I'll gick with the quiet life, thanks" she said. "What did you writein those letters, anyway?"

"Trade secret,” he said. The grin was till in place, but as Chandris looked closdly at him she
could see the weariness setting in as the adrendine-driven thrill of the morning's events faded away.
The weariness, and the pain he'd been trying so hard to hide. "' So, Jereko. Where should we drop
you off?"

"The Gazelle," Kostatold him. "It should be ready to fly by now, right?"

"Right," Hanan said, frowning. "Y ou redlize, of course, that's the obvious place for them to start
once they sort out the mess upgtairs.”

"Let'shopethey think it's too obvious,” Kostasaid firmly. "But either way, the Gazdlle itis"

Helooked at Chandris. "I've got some experimentsto run.”

The sprinklers had been shut down and the more hysterica participants hustled out, but the scene was
gtill one of chaos when Forsythe arrived.

"What happened here?' he demanded.

Inthat first flurry of responses he got five different answers, al of them mutualy contradictory,
none of them making much sense. But through it dl, one fact became clear asawinter morning.

Kostawas gone.

Slowly, crunching through scattered papers and desktop equipment, he crossed the room
toward his open office door, hisfeet making unpleasant noises as they squished through the
waterlogged carpet. "When did this happen?' he asked the soaked office manager.

"Not fifteen minutes ago, High Senator," the manager said. He looked remorseful, embarrassed,
and furious dl a the sametime. "Thisman cdled claiming to be—"

"Thank you, | heard," Forsythe said, dismissing the man with acurt wave of his hand. Stepping
into his office, he gazed at the empty room, the weight of the gun hidden benesth hisjacket tugging at
hissoul likealump of frozen guiilt.

The gun he had brought to use on Kosta. A gun with which heid planned to kill aman in cold
blood.

What in the world had he been thinking of ?



He shook his head, wondering what had happened to him. His private refusal to accept an angel
in thefirst place had been on purely moral and ethical grounds. Or so he had thought. And now, to
conced that decision, he'd been prepared to commit murder.

Could everyone e se have been right al dong? Was there something about the angels that
politicians genuindly did need?

Could hisfather have been wrong?

Therewasarapid crunching of wet papers from behind him. "High Senator,” Pirbazari puffed,
coming up besde him. "I just heard. HE's gone?"

Forsythe nodded. "He's gone.”

Pirbazari swore under his breath. "I'll get an dl-grid dert out immediately. Well get him back.
Him, and the rest of his Pax team."

He spun around. "Don't bother,” Forsythe said, catching hisarm. "It wasn't any Pax commando
team that did this"

Rirbazari frowned at him. "What do you mean?'

"L ook around you," Forsythe said, waving at the office workers cleaning up the mess. "No one
hurt, no real threats made, no weapons drawn except for asilly fake knife hilt. Not the sort of subtlety
you would expect from people who would build aship like the Komitadji."

"Thenwho?"

"Who else?' Forsythe said. "Our young liner sowaway and professond con artist, Chandris
Ldasha"

Pirbazari's forehead wrinkled. " She could have been the girl," he conceded dowly. "But
someone said there was a man involved, too."

Forsythe hesitated. It was obvious from the description that the man had to have been Hanan
Davieg, fresh from hisstint at the hospita. But Pirbazari apparently hadn't gotten the full story yet.
"Probably one of her friends,” he said. " She's been here for months now. Plenty of timeto build up
contacts."

"So where do we start looking?' Pirbazari asked. " Standard underworld hideaways?'

"Asl said, don't bother," Forsythetold him. "We've got enough trouble asit iswithout having to
worry about aminor Pax spy and his crimind friends. Do we have an ETA on the Komitadji yet?'

Pirbazari took adeep bresth. "It should reach us about two this afternoon," he said, hisvoice
heavy with reluctance. "Sir, | strongly urge you to reconsider. Kostamay indeed be only aminor spy,
but he could still cause agreet ded of damage. Particularly if he's hooked up with criminas. At least
let me send someone to the Gazelle—they might stop by there to get some of the girl'sthings or clean
out the Daviees cash supply.”



"No," Forsythe said firmly. "Y ou don't think they would have planned this better than that?
Wherever they're running, they'rewdl on their way by now."

"Yes, gr," Pirbazari said, clearly sill not happy but knowing an order when he heard it. "There
have been some more devel opments with Angelmass, too."

Forsythe grimaced. "More trouble we don't need,” he said. "Come on. Y ou can brief me on the
way to EmDef HQ."

All right, Kosta, he thought as they again passed through the lingering chaos Chandris and
Hanan had |eft behind. If you really want to go out to Angelmass and take a look, you've got a
clear shot at it. | suppose | owe you that much.

Andif all that had been smply aruse? If what Kosta had been doing was playing on Forsythe's
sympathies and fears 0 as to break free and engage in the kind of sabotage Pirbazari obvioudy
expected from him?

In that case, he now had a clear shot at that, too. Either way, whatever happened would be on
Forsythe's head. Penance, asit were, for hissin of deception.

And for hissn of pride.

The police weren't waiting when the line car pulled up to the Gazelle€'s enclosure. But therewasa
lone visitor pacing restlessly back and forth in front of the gate.

It was Ronyon.

Hewas a theline car's Sde even before the vehicle had rolled to a complete stop. 1've been
waiting for you, he sgned, his hands again moving so fast in his agitation that Chandris could bardly

keep up.

"It's okay, Ronyon, were here,"” Chandris said as she opened the door and climbed out. "Are
you okay?"

There's big trouble. Oh—Jereko, Ronyon added as Kosta climbed out of the line car behind
Chandris. Mr. Forsythe | et you go?

"What's going on?' Kostamuttered as he turned to help Hanan out. ™Y ou can understand him?"

"Mostly," Chandris said, keeping her face turned so that Ronyon could see her lips. Sheld
always hated it when people talked behind her back; Ronyon probably felt the same way. "He says
theréstrouble.”

Kostasnorted. "Y eah, I'll bet."

Trouble with Angelmass, Ronyon signed. It's moving!



"He says Angelmassismoving," Chandristrandated.
"What'sthat?' Hanan puffed as Kostagot him out of theline car. "Moving how?"

"Risng and sinking initsorbit,” Kogtasad. "Forsythe's aide Pirbazari wastaking about it last
night. | tried to tell them about the intelligence experiments we did on angels, and what that might
mean for Angelmassitsdf. | don't think they believed me."

Ronyon's eyeswere wide. Intelligence? he sgned. You mean Angelmassis smart?

"We're not sure," Chandris admitted, glancing around. Still no policein sight, but that could
change any second. "L et'sget ingde. It'll be alot more comfortable.”

"And Ornina probably has the tegpot on," Hanan added, limping noticesbly as he headed for the
hatchway. "Last onein hasto wash the dishes.”

Orninadid indeed have the tegpot on. Five minutes later, they were al squeezed around the
gdley table, asteaming cup of teain front of each of them. "All right, let'sdig into thisthing alittle
more," Hanan said. "l suppose | can accept this song and dance about how Angelmass could be

intelligent—"
" Speak for yoursdf,” Orninamurmured.

"—but evenif | giveyou that," Hanan went on, ignoring the comment, "how can it possbly
changeits orbit? There aren't any forces acting on it, and it hasn't got any reaction massit can throw

avay."
"Actudly, inasenseit does," Kostasad. "Those focused radiation surges, remember? It may be

that it'susing those like ajet exhaust. Sort of likeanatura ion drive. | tried to find out from Pirbazari
whether that was part of it, but he never answered me."

"Part of it?' Hanan prompted.

"Problem s, that's a pretty dow way to go," Kostasaid. "lon drivesjust don't turn out much in
theway of acceleration. For Angelmass to be making enough headway for them to evacuate the
dtation, there hasto be moreto it.”

"Wait aminute,” Orninasaid. "They're evacuating Centrd? They never evacuate Centrd."

It's already empty, Ronyon signed.

"Maybe not before, but they're doing it now," Kosta said. "Forsythe gave the order last night. |
don't know whether or not it's been carried out.”

"Ronyon saysit has" Chandris said, watching the big man's hands as he continued signing. "They
sent ashuttle... and as of four o'clock this morning, everyone was back on Seraph.”

Orninashook her head. "1 don't believeit,” she said, haf to herself. "Centra has been open
continudly sinceit first went online eighteen years ago. It'slike the end of theworld.”



"Y ou may not befar off," Kogtasaid grimly. "Ronyon, do you know if they shut everything down
on their way out?"

| don't know, Ronyon signed. | didn't see them say anything about that.

"Let'shopethey didn't,” Kostasaid. He was gazing into histea, a haunted expression wrinkling
the corners of hiseyes. "Were going to need that catapult.”

"Y ou can't run that way, Jereko,” Orninasaid gently. "That catapult doesn't connect to anything
but the Sergph huntership net.”

"I'm not planning to run,” Kostatold her. "And asfor the huntership net... Ronyon, what else did
they say about Angelmass?'

It's getting closer to the station, Ronyon signed. The one that |ooks like a big spider?
"How much closer?' Chandris asked.

Lots, Ronyon signed. | don't know any of the numbers. But it'sreally strange. They said it
was weaving up and down and shooting at the station.

" Shooting at the sation?' Hanan echoed, frowning, when Chandris had trandated. "What has it
got to shoot?!

"He must be talking about more radiation surges,” Kostasaid. "Aimed at Angelmass Centrd. It's
aready chased everyone off the station. Now it wantsthe station itsalf out of there.”

It wants. The words dripped into Chandriss brain like drops of water off the edge of aroof. It
wants. Up to now she hadn't truly believed K osta's theory about an intelligent and malevolent black
hole. Not down deep, anyway.

Now, suddenly, with those two words, she did. Angelmass was indeed adive and intelligent.

And it hated people. People on the station. Maybe the people on Seraph, too?

God helpthem al.

"Jereko, you said there was more to the course changes than just the surges,” Hanan said. " Such
"Such as brand-new physics,” Kostasaid bluntly. "I hateto fall back on mysterious forces
mankind has never discovered; but in thiscase, | don't think we have a choice. Something ismoving

Angelmass, and it's not any force we've ever come across.”
"Y es, but how could an entire force hide from usthislong?' Hanan protested.
"How many black holes have we been up close and persona with?' Kosta countered. "All sorts

of odd things happen near the event horizon, from hugetidal forcesto variationsin time. Personally,
I'mvoting on it having to do with gravity, either apolarization of the fiddsthemsalvesor dse



something related to the time differentid.”
"l didn't know physics had become ademocracy,” Hanan murmured.

"It hasn't,” Kogtasaid. "When | say I'm voting that way, | mean that's the theory I'm going to risk
my lifeon. Maybeadl our lives"

"Wait aminute, dow down," Chandris said. "Whao's risking what here?"

"We can't just let Angelmass move around the Seraph system at will," Kostatold her. "Right
now it's playing with gravity, figuring out how to useit. That'swhy it keegps bouncing up and downin
itsorbit. But sooner or later, it'sgoing to get redly good &t it.”

"If it hasn't dready,” Orninasaid, ashiver running through her. "If it's attacking Centrd, it must
be pretty confident."

Hanan shook hishead. "A confident black hole," he said. "That sounds so strange.”
"So what do we do about it?" Chandris asked.

"The only thing we can do.” Kostalooked her straight in the eye. "We get rid of it."
She blinked. "What?'

"We use Centra's catapult to throw it somewhere else," he said. "Somewhere deep in interstellar
space, where the only gravitationd fieldsit hasto play with aretiny ones.”

"How are you going to pull that off?" Hanan asked. "Like Orninasaid, the catapult thereislinked
to the Seraph net.”

"Then well have to disable the Seraph net, that's all," Kostasaid. "There must be away to shut it
down from Centrd. We just have to figure out the codes.”

"What if shutting down the Sergph net doesn't do it?' Hanan argued. "What if it just makesthe
catgpult nonfunctiona ?'

"Then we'rein big trouble," Kosta conceded. "But we havetorisk it. | havetorisk it, anyway."

"Supposeit dl workslikeyou say," Chandrissaid. "What then? Angelmassisalot more massve
than ahuntership.”

"I'm sure the catapult can be recdibrated,” Kostasaid. "It should bejust amatter of feeding in
new numbers and shunting the right amount of power."

"Andif you can't doit?' Chandris perssted.

Inthe artificid light, Kostals face seemed to have gone alittle pae. "Then, again, I'min trouble,”
hesad. "It's«ill worth atry.”



Hanan looked a Ornina, and Chandris could see a silent message flash between them. "All
right,” Hanan said briskly, starting to hisfeet. "I'll get the ship prepped—"

The end of the sentence became an agonized hiss as he froze halfway to hisfeet, hisface twisting
inpain. "Hanan!" Orninaexclamed, scrambling up and taking hisarm.

"No, what you are going to do is get back to the hospitd,” Chandris said firmly, standing up and
taking his other arm. "Both of you. Kostaand | can take the ship out to Angelmass.”

"Don't be slly," Hanan said between clenched teeth. ™Y ou can't do thisaone.”

"Wdll, we sure can't do it carrying you," Kosta pointed out, coming around behind Chandris.
"Chandris, I'll help Orninaget him outside. Y ou go ahead of usto the hatchway and cdl alinecar.”

A tentative hand touched Chandris's shoulder, and she looked over to see that Ronyon was on
hisfeet, too. | can call aline car, he offered, looking a Hanan asif he were an injured puppy. You
could go and start the ship.

"Y ou sure you want to get involved with this?' Chandris asked, frowning at him.

I'mnot very smart, Ronyon sgned. But | know that Angelmass is hurting people. | want to
help.

Chandris hesitated. Sheredly didn't want to get Ronyon in trouble with Forsythe. But it would
save them afew minutes; and if Kostawas right, they might need al the minutesthey could get.

Besides which, if the police were scanning line car orderslooking for her name or Kogtas, this
ought to throw them off thetrail alittle. "All right, Ronyon, thank you," she said. "Go ahead.”

"Whereshe going?' Kosta asked as Ronyon turned and hurried out of the galley.

"Hell cal theline car,” Chandris explained over her shoulder as she followed him. "I'm going to
go get the ship prepped. | hope they got everything put back together.”

"Chandris?' Hanan called after her.
Sheturned back. "Y es?'
"Be careful, child," he said softly. "And come back. Y ou hear?"

She managed a confident smile. "Don't worry," she said. "After al weve been through, you're
sure not going to get rid of me now."

Sheturned again and |eft, careful not to ook back.

CHAPTER 41



"They're gtarting to come up into orbit,” Campbell reported as Lleshi stepped onto the bal cony.
"Lookslikethey're going pretty much al out to meet us.”

"Yes, | see" Lleshi said, blinking the last bits of degp from hiseyes as he studied the tactical
display. With roughly an hour to go before the Komitadji reached close-orbit distance, the
Empyreals were emptying the planet, putting everything they had into space in preparation for the
upcoming bettle.

But unlessthey had alot morein reserve than it gppeared, it wasn't going to be nearly enough.
"What about the communications and westher satellites?" he asked.

"They finished mining them about two hours ago,” Campbell said. "At lesst, that'swhen the
shuttles they had poking around headed back down. While they were at it, they put another hundred
or so smdler casngsin orbit, too."

"Moremines."

"Firecrackers," Campbell said with a contemptuous sniff. " Even subnukes that sze wouldn't be
worth much, and the readings don't show any radiation telltales. Probably mining explosiveslikethe
onesthose suicide shipsin Lordel syssem wereusing.”

"Whatever ese you say about these people, they're certainly single-minded,” Lleshi said.
"Anything € se hgppen while | was adegp?”!

"Surprisingly little, actudly,” Campbell said, tapping some keys. Over by Lleshi's sation, one of
the displays changed to apage full of numbers. "We've been monitoring their communications, and
while therés been lots of traffic on the official and Defense Force channds, the civilian and media
ones haven't shown any unusud activity at dl. Infact, Comm Group saysthey don't think the people
have even been told about us."

"Redly." Lleshi rubbed his chin, frowning at thetactical. "Interesting. Either they're supremely
confident that they can take uson, or esethey smply don't want to start the panic beforeit's

absolutely necessary."

"Mogt likely the latter,” Campbell said. "Tactica Group's been over everything weve seen them
do, and they agree unanimoudy that the Sergph defensive array is pitifully weak. We should be able
to cut throughitin no time.”

"Well soon find out,” Lleshi said. "Keep aclose watch for atmospheric craft lurking beneath
clouds and in high mountain cubbyholes. They might be banking on our fighters not handling aswell in
amosphere astheirsdo.”

"Inwhich casethey'rein for abad surprise.” Campbell cocked his head dightly. " Speaking of
fighters, Sir, are you going to send a squad ahead to clear a path?’

"AsAdjutor Telthorst wants, you mean?' Lleshi said sourly. "Y ou'rethe tactical officer, Mr.
Campbdl. Youtdl me"

Campbell hesitated. "Thereisacertainlogictoit,” he hedged. " Depending on the strength and



type of mines, they could pose asgnificant danger to the Komitadji's hull-mounted sensors and
weapons emplacements.”

"Do you think that's what Mr. Telthorst is concerned about?' Lleshi pressed.

Campbd | glanced down onto the main command deck floor, asif checking to seeif Tdthorst
was on hisway back from hisown rest bregk. "Not really, sir, no," he conceded. "I think he mostly
wants to keep the Komitadji in pristine condition for the victory flyover of the Supreme Council
cathedra"

"That was my impression, aswell," Lleshi said. "So that's agreed. Weignore him."
"Yes, gr," Campbel said, not looking particularly happy. "Sir... permission to speak fredy?!
"Certainly.”

Campbell seemed to brace himsdlf. "Any Adjutor assigned to aship like the Komitadji isby
definition ahighly placed officid. He has agreat dedl of power; and you and he have not gotten aong
aswdl as everyone might have hoped.”

"So far, you're stating the obvious," Lleshi said. "Areyou suggesting | abandon my military duty
in favor of watching my political back?"

"I'm suggesting it might be prudent to try to find some middle ground,” Campbell said. "A
compromise that alows him to save face while a the same time not putting our people at unnecessary
rsk."

"l see" Lleshi said, sudying hisface. "And dl of thiswise counsd iswelling spontaneoudy from
your own sense of decency and compassion?’

Campbel'slip twisted, just noticeably. "Mr. Telthorst called meinto his cabin yesterday after we
chased away the net defenses. He told me that you had brought the Komitadji to Seraph without
orders, and said that if your irrationd defiance persisted he might have to relieve you of command.”

"And he offered you my job?"

"No, | think he intended to put on the commodore's tunic himself," Campbell said, atrace of
disgust seeping through hisrigid control. "He mostly wanted to see whose side | would be on if that
happened. To find out whether or not | would join in mutiny againgt lawful authority, | believeishow

heputit”

"Interesting,” LIeshi murmured. "I appreciate your candor. And | won't ask what answer you
gavehim."

Campbd|'sface reddened dightly. "Sir—"
"Carry on, SeTO," Lleshi said, turning and stepping back to his station. Seeting himsdlf, he

swiveled away from Campbell and called up the Komitadji's fudl consumption for the past four
hours.



So thereit was at lagt. It had been along time in coming; but Telthorst wasfindly preparing to
chdlenge his control of the Komitadiji. And for him to be sounding out LIeshi's senior officers, he
must be feding pretty confident that the time and opportunity were rapidly approaching.

Lleshi Sghed, aslent lungful of air that seemed to come from the center of his soul, histhoughts
drifting back to the day he'd been given hisfirst commission and sent aboard hisfirst ship. Then, the
Pax Defense Fleet had been exactly that: abulwark of protection for the people of Earth and her
fellow worlds. The Supreme Council had been supremein fact, not just in name, and the Adjutors
smply an advisory am of the government charged with watching finances and expenditures.

Now, nearly hdf acentury later, it had somehow al turned insde out. The military's primary
mission had become one of conques, its strategy and tactics driven by money and profit and gain.
Money to feed the Pax's hungry coffers, profit for the delight of the shadowy men who werethered
power behind the Council; gain that wasimmediately turned around and used to finance the next
conquest.

The Komitadji had been built for only one purpose: to be so huge and so terrifying that itsvery
gppearance would frighten wayward coloniesinto surrendering without wasting valuable resources on
useless defiance. Perhaps even asthey had reluctantly authorized the necessary funds the Adjutors
had looked forward to the day when they could take the ship for their own, to control it without
having to work through the military chain of command.

Now, it seemed, Telthorst was ready to make that move.
And asfar as Lleshi was concerned, he was welcometo it.

It was a surprising thought, one that was dmost as stunning to Lleshi himsdlf asit surely would
have been to Telthorst if held heard it. For aflag officer to quietly give up hisshiptoa
civilian—especidly abrash, inexperienced, coin-bisecting Adjutor—would have been unthinkable to
the young Ensign Lleshi fresh aboard hisfirst ship.

But the older Commodore LIeshi could see clearly the road the universe wastaking. The
Adjutors had been winning steadily for the past thirty years, gathering more and more power and
influence to themsalves. They had dowly and methodically trained everyone from the lowliest Pax
citizen to the highest members of the Supreme Council itsdlf to think solely interms of costsand
profits and losses.

And Lleshi wastired of fighting them.

Perhaps Tethorst would prove to be a competent commander. Probably not. But either way, at
this point it wasn't worth a battle that would tear his crew apart in a power struggle. Certainly not in
the middle of action againgt ahogtileforce.

Because no matter how incompetent Telthorst turned out to be, even he couldn't do anything to
serioudy thresten the Komitad;ji, not even with al the help the Empyreal Defense Force could
muster. Perhapsif he embarrassed himself badly enough, it would at least dow the Adjutorsdown in
their rush to total power.

o let the Adjutor have hismoment of glory. In the meantime, the real commander of the



Komitadji had an assault to plan. Signing off on the fuel reports, he keyed for the latest reports from
Sensor and Tactical and began to read.

Chandrissfamiliarity with huntership procedure and personnel had gotten them atow car without any
questions being asked. It had taken alittle more finesse to get them a spot at the launch strip, where
an amazing lineup of shipswas waiting, but shed managed to pull that one off, too.

But it was quickly apparent that no amount of charm was going to get them past the Angelmass
catapult.

"Y oumust bekidding, Gazelle," the operator said, hisvoice firm. "Don't you read your own
agency'sreports? All travel to Angelmass Centra has been shut down. Period; end of comment; close
file"

"Then | suggest you reopen that file," Chandrissaid acidly. "Thisisarescue misson, set up and
blue-three-coded by High Senator Forsythe himsdlf.”

"A what?"' the operator demanded. He till sounded firm, but Kosta could hear atrickle of doubt
now in hisvoice.

"What, your ears need cleaning?' Chandrissaid. "A rescue misson. Someone findly counted
heads on the evac shuttle and redlized they |eft someone on Central. Were going out to get her.”

"Oh, hdll," the operator muttered. "Who isit?'

"Comm supervisor named Jsdle" Chandrissad. "Y ou know her?'

"Met her once," the operator muttered. "Not worth rescuing, if you ask me.”

"High Senator Forsythe apparently doesn't share your opinion," Chandris said. "Now, are you
going to 'pult us, or do we have to drag him out of his meeting and have him personally explainto you
what exactly ablue-three means?'

"Okay, okay, comeonin," the operator said. "I'm calibrating now."

"Thank you. Out.”

Chandris snapped off the comm and got the Gazelle moving. "Jsdle?' Kosta asked.

"The comm supervisor | talked to after we were attacked and | had to bring Hanan back ina
hurry," Chandris explained.

"And the blue-threg?’
"| copied the authorization codes from Forsythe's cyl before | gaveit back," shesaid. "1 figured

they might come in handy someday. So, what do you think? Did hefal for it, or ishewhistling up the
watchdogs?'



Kogta shook his head. "Y ou're the expert on human reactions," he reminded her. "What do you
think?"'

"l don't know," she said, peering at the displays. "He sounded convinced; but you can never tell
with that sort. He might stay rolled over, or he might just as easily decideto check it out.”

Kogtagrimaced. "And if he calls Forsythe's office to check on that blue-three, we're dead.”
"Only if he getsthrough to Forsythe himself before we 'pult,” Chandrissaid. "'If we can get
aboard Centra before the cord goes pop, we should be able to shut down the net and keep anyone

from coming after us."

"So the plan isto get through as fast aswe can?’

"Right, only without looking too obvious about it," Chandris agreed. "Of course, with arescue
mission we're supposed to be in ahurry anyway. I'd say weve got a pretty fair chance of making it.”

"Okay," Kostasaid. "l just wish the odds were better than just 'pretty fair.' "

"Y ou want certainties, go into theology," Chandris said, studying her monitors. "1 just hope none
of these warshipstakesit into hishead to take alook at us."

Kogtablinked. "War ships?"

"Sure look like that to me," Chandris said. "But hey, you're the expert on military hardware."

Kogtaleaned closer to hisdigplays, hisfingers fumbling for the magnification control.
Preoccupied with the Angelmass problem, he hadn't even focused on the other shipsflying around
them. But now that he actually took agood look at them...

"You'reright,” he said, the back of hisneck tingling. Last night, Forsythe had talked about a
suspected Pax invasion of Lorelei. Could Commodore Lleshi's task force have made it to Seragph
dready?"| don't likethis"

"Just stay cool," Chandris advised. "They're EmDef ships, we're an EmDef rescue misson. Just
onebig happy family. But if they hail us, let me do thetaking.”

"Right," Kostamurmured, his eyesflicking across the various displays as he adjusted the views.
If there was a Pax task force on itsway, and if it was close enough to be in decel eration mode, there
ought to be a et of visble drive glows out there somewhere.

Hewas till searching, wondering if the glow was being hidden by one of the ships blocking his
view, when Chandris spoke again. "Okay, get ready," she said. "Herewe go.” There was the usua
amogt-fdt jerk asthe catapult threw them across Seraph system—

And abruptly ablaze of light exploded from the displays.

"What in—?" Kostaye ped.



"It's Angelmass,”" Chandris snapped. She did something to her board, and the light faded from
painful to merely intense, then vanished completely into comfortable darkness asa smadl black spot
positioned itself over the center of the blaze. " Sorry—the sunscreens hadn't been recdibrated.”

"They shouldn't have had to be," Kostasaid, his eyesflicking over the numbers. "At least, not
thismuch. Oh, hdl.”

"What?' Chandris demanded.

"Takealook at the proximity numbers" Kostasaid. "Angelmassis... friz. No morethan a
couple thousand kilometers out.”

Chandris hissed between her teeth. "That close?!

"That close," Kogtatold her grimly. "It's not only on the move, it's picking up speed.”

"Then wed better get this kickshow onitsfeet,” Chandris said. From behind Kosta came the
roar of the engines, and hefelt himself being pressed back into his seat. "WEell go around and dock at
the catapult end—that's where you'll be doing your work."

"Right," Kostamuttered. "Let's just hope they left the door unlocked.”

"The ships are nearly in podition, High Senator,”" Generd Roshmanov reported, crossing to where
Forsythe and Pirbazari were Sitting and pulling over achair for himsdf. " Another twenty minutes,

"How soon until the Komitadji isin combat range?’ Pirbazari asked.

Roshmanov shrugged uncomfortably as he sat down. "That depends on how destructive they
want to be," he said. "We know the Pax has|ong-range subnuclear missilesthat can probably take
out amillion square kilometers at ashot. A dozen of those properly placed, and there would be
preciouslittle left of Seraph for them to conquer.”

Forsythe fdt his somach tighten. "Fortunately, that's not their style.”

"Not their preferred style, anyway,” Roshmanov agreed. "Though | supposethat if we make
enough trouble they might switch to that out of pure spite.”

"The Pax runs on profit, not spite,” Pirbazari said. "Besides, | don't think we have to worry
about being that much trouble.”

"No," Roshmanov conceded heavily. "I'm afraid we don't."
For along minute none of them said anything. Forsythe gazed &t the tactical display, listening to

the low background murmursfilling the EmDef command room, occasionally able to pull snatches of
Specific conversations from the general hum.



His phone, when it rang, made him jump. Pulling it out, he tapped it on. "Forsythe."

"High Senator, thisis Lieutenant Hakaraat Central Switchboard,” awoman'svoice said. "I'm
sorry to bother you, sir, but Seraph Catapult Control has agpparently been cdling al around Shikari
City trying to locate you."

"Me, persondly?' Forsythe asked, frowning. Hewas hardly in the officid chain of command
here. "What about?'

"l don't know, Sir,” Hakarasaid. "I can connect you if you'd like."
"Yes, go ahead.”

Therewasaclick, along pause, and another half dozen clicks at various pitches. "High Senator
Forsythe?' aman's voice said tentatively.

"Speaking,” Forsythe said. "Whoisthis?'

"Raymont, sir. Traffic controller on the Sergph Angelmass Catapullt. It's—well, it'salittlelate
now, sir; they've aready gone through. | was wondering if you wanted usto send a backup shuttle
aong with them. Or behind them, now."

"If thisis supposed to be making sense, it'snot,” Forsythe growled. He didn't have time for
games. "Who and what are you talking about?'

"Why, therescue misson, sir,"” Raymont said. "The blue-three code. The woman on the Gazelle
sid—"
"The Gazelle?" Forsythe cut him off.
"Yes, gr," Raymont said. From the sound of hisvoice, it sounded like he was suddenly having
trouble breathing. " She said someone had been accidentally |eft aboard Central, and that you'd

personaly authorized a rescue mission even though the catapult was officidly shut down, becausea
blue-three supersedes other orders..." Hetrailed off.

"l see," Forsythe said, his voice sounding camer than he would have expected it to. Preoccupied
with the incoming threat, hed completely forgotten about K osta and his theories about Angelmass.
"When did they go through?"

" About two minutes ago, ar," Raymont said, sounding thoroughly miserable now. "Shdl | send a
shuttle after them? We could have something prepped in fifteen minutes.™

Forsythe looked up at the tactical. "No, don't bother," he said.

"Or one of the EmDef ships could get there even sooner,” Raymont offered. "We could
recalibrate whileit gets here—"

"l said don't bother," Forsythe repeated firmly. " Close down the catapult again, but leave your
net operating. Sooner or later, they'll be wanting to come back.”



"Yes, gr," Raymont said. "I'm... yes, Sir."

Forsythe closed the phone, noting peripherally that Genera Roshmanov had disappeared
sometime during the call. "Kosta?' Pirbazari asked quietly.

"And Laasha, and the Gazelle," Forsythe confirmed, putting the phone away. "They've goneto
Angdmess”

"l see," Pirbazari said, hisvoice gone suddenly hard and coal. "I guess| should have sent
someone to the huntership yards efter al.”

Forsythe frowned a him. The other's expression matched hisvoice. "Y ou have something to
sy, Za?'

"We could have stopped him," Pirbazari said, his voice just loud enough for Forsythe to hear
over the background noise. "Instead, you let him go. A confessed Pax spy; and you deliberately let
him go. Way the hdll out to Angelmass, where helll be conveniently out of the way when the
Komitadji getshere."

"What exactly are you accusing me of ?* Forsythe asked quietly.

"I'm just wondering if you made some sort of ded with him,” Pirbazari said. "'If you did, shouldn't
therest of usbebrought in onit?'

For along minute Forsythe gazed at him, apart of him marveling a how repidly it wasal
unraveling. A single decision not to wear an angel... and now it had come down to suspicion of
treason. "1 made no deals," he said at last. "But perhaps| should have.”

Pirbazari's eyes twitched. "What's that supposed to mean?”

"The Komitadji isan impressve weapon,” Forsythe said. "Very powerful, very dangerous. But
aseveryoneis so fond of pointing out, the Pax wants conquest, not destruction.”

He nodded fractionally toward the sky. "Angelmassis adifferent matter. It's dready attacked
severd hunterships, and it lookslikeit'sgunning for Centra next.”

Pirbazari snorted. "If you buy Kostas theory."
"Dr. Frashni confirmed what Kosta said about his experiment,” Forsythe reminded him.
"It'salong road from anine-angd logic circuit to amad killer black hole," Pirbazari argued.

"Agreed,” Forsythe said. "And thefirst step down that road isto gather more data. Whichis
precisely what Kostas doing."

"So he says," Pirbazari countered. "Maybe he just wanted to get himsdlf out of the way of a
fight"

"No," Forsythe said firmly. "Think about it. Every huntership in the yard has been grounded,



which means he could have taken his pick of them. Why take the Gazelle, which would logicaly be
thefirst place we would gtart looking for him?"

"Maybe because he knew we wouldn't be looking for him," Pirbazari said bluntly.

"Hetook the Gazelle because it had histest equipment aboard,” Forsythe said. "He's thereto
find out what'sgoing on."

Pirbazari's eyes were ill hard, but Forsythe could see the suspicion fading alittle. "And not
because you offered him aded to let him st out the battle?"

Forsythe gave asnort. "'If you think the vicinity around Centrd is safer right now than facing
down the Komitadji, you're welcometo go sit out the battle with him."

Pirbazari's mouth tightened. " That was uncaled for, High Senator."
"Sowasyours, Zar," Forsythe said. "Are we clear now?"
Pirbazari seemed to measure him with his eyes. "'For the moment.”

"Good," Forsythe said. "Then let's seeif therest of the shipsarein place yet."

Chandris had never been aboard Angelmass Centrd before, but she had studied the floorplansand
procedures once during aquiet hour between angel hunts. Getting the Gazelle into the axis docking
bay without inside personne to assist was a challenge, but she managed it without too many false
garts. The interface between the non-rotating bay and the rotating part of the cylinder was dso abit
tricky, but again they got through without anything more serious than a bruised shin on Kogtas part.

"Quite aplace," Kostacaled down to her over the chatter of gamma sparks as they headed
down anarrow access ladder toward the operations area. "Must have been fun duty being assigned
here

"l don't think it was usudly thisnoisy," Chandris caled back up, feding her heart thudding in her
ears. The gammasparking wasn't nearly to the noise leve that it had been during the radiation surges,
but it was definitely heading in that direction.

"] just hopeit doesn't get any worse," he called back. "These eectronics can't take thiskind of
besting forever."

The station's designers had gpparently had smilar thoughts. The main catapult control complex,
when they reached it, was considerably quieter than the approach had been. "They must havelaid on
extrashidding here," Kogtasaid asheturned in adow circle, sudying the softly glowing lights and
displays. "Looks like they Ieft everything on. Good."

"Including the net," Chandris said, looking around and then starting up the ladder again. "'I'm
going to go across to the other end and shut it down.”



"Wait aminute," Kostasaid, grabbing her ankle. "There must be away of doing that fromin
here

"I'm surethereis,” Chandris agreed. "Buit it'll take timeto find it. Y ou want Forsythe and EmDef
charging in on uswhile were looking through manuas?*

Kogalet go of her ankle. "Go," he said.

She got back up to the cylinder's centerline corridor and made her way aong it through the crew
quarters and supply areas toward the other half of the station. Both sets of blast doors leading to the
midway connection tunndl were seded, but they opened quickly enough at her punched-in command.
Themidway tunnd itself wasrather eerie: ardatively short corridor lined al around with red-rimmed
hatchways leading to the double ring of escape pods she'd seen on her first trip to Angelmass.

She got the blast doors at the far end opened and passed through amirror-image layout of
supply rooms and crew quarters until she arrived at the proper access ladder and climbed down to
the net control complex. A quick glance at the monitorsto confirm that Forsythe and EmDef weren't
yet coming through the net, and she began to go down the boards, systematicaly throwing every
switch.

Two minutes | ater, the boards and monitors were totally dark. So was that entire haf of the
gation. Groping her way aong in the dim glow of the emergency lighting system, she headed back.

She reached the catapult control complex to find Kosta seated at one of the stations, gazing at a
display and flipping back and forth between what looked to be at least three different instruction
manuals. "Net's down," she reported. "How'sit going here?!

"Sow," hesaid, not looking up. "In order to recdibrate for Angelmass, it seems| need acrash
coursein catapult theory."

"Gresat," Chandrissaid. "How long?'
"Cdl it an hour. Maybe alittleless.
"And then we gtill have the actua reprogramming to do?!

Kosta nodded. "I'd guess another thirty to sixty minutes on top of that for the programming and
the fine-tuning of the charge on the catapult's capacitors.”

"So weld better count on thistaking afull two hours.”

"Right." Kostalooked significantly acrossthe room. "I just hope we've got that long.”

Chandrisfollowed his gaze, to amonitor showing the blazing speck that was Angelmass bearing
inexorably down on them. Staring at the display, she could have sworn she could see the black hole

vishbly gaining on them. An opticd illuson, of course. "Whét can | do?'

He rubbed hisforehead. "How are you at e ectronic tech stuff?*



"l learned the Gazdlles systemsin three days.”

"Close enough." He gestured to the chair beside him. "First thing you need to do isfind out how
to shut off the Sergph net from here—the last thing we want isto send Angelmassinto alow planetary
orbit. After that, start learning the mechanics of the reprogramming procedure. Once I've got the
physics and math figured out, | don't want to have to wade through atech manud, too."

"Got it," shesad, diding into the chair. Pulling up the procedures manual, she glanced again at
Angdmass

It was an optica illusion, of course. It had to be.

CHAPTER 42

"The moment has come, Commodore,” Tethorst said, his eyes steady on LIeshi'sface, hisvoicejust a
few stagestoo loud. "If you're going to launch afighter screen to protect the Komitadii, you need to
doit now."

"Thank you, Mr. Telthorst," Lleshi said, striving to keep the disgust out of hisvoice. Asfar as
Lleshi was concerned, the decision had been made severa hours ago. Telthorst's question was
nothing but a pathetically obvious chalenge, an attempt to make points with the command crew for his
upcoming power bid. Who among them, after al, could possibly argue against anything that would
help ensure the Komitadji's safety?

But Lleshi wasn't going to play Telthorst's game. Not yet. Military procedure, aswell assmple
basic battle ethics, dictated that he first give Seragph the option of surrender. "Open a broad-spectrum
comm blanket to the planet,” he ordered.

The comm officer nodded briskly. "Channel open, Commodore.”

"Thisis Commodore Vars Lleshi of the Pax warship Komitadji," he stated firmly, asif the
Empyreas hadn't already figured that out. "1 declare the Sergph system to be returned to the
jurisdiction of Earth and the Pax. | call on you to withdraw your military forcesto the surface and
prepare to turn over the civilian government and infrastructure to my command.”

He paused, but the only response was silence. "If you do not comply, my orders areto take
control of this system by whatever means necessary, using whatever forceisrequired,” he went on.
Tethorst's eyebrows twitched at the word orders, but the Adjutor said nothing. "'Y ou have ten
minutes to respond. After that, | will take whatever action | deem appropriate.”

He tapped off his microphone switch. "Mark ten minutes,” he ordered.

"Yes gr."

"Very noble" Telthorst murmured. ™Y ou don't really expect them to just give up, do you?"

"Y ou had better hopethey do," Lleshi warned. "If they decideto fight, you're going to have a



much smaller collection of plunder to present your fellow poachers a the cathedra.”

Tethord's eyesflashed. "How dare you refer to the Adjutorsthat way?" he demanded. "And
whilewe're at it, how dare you pretend you had orders to come here? This was nothing more than a
blatant attempt on your part to steal some glory for yourself. Here, in the midst of—"

"Komitadji, thisis High Senator Arkin Forsythe of Lorelel," adeep, measured voice boomed
from a dozen command deck speakers. "What are your terms of surrender?”

"Unconditiond, of course," Telthorst caled before Lleshi could answer. ™Y ou will immediatdly
remove your warships—"

"Thisis Commodore Lleshi, High Senator,” Lleshi cut him off. "Y ou misunderstand our purpose
here. Thisis not so much asurrender asit ismerely areturn of wayward coloniesto the Pax family."

"A fine digtinction, somewould say," the High Senator commented.

"Perhaps,” Lleshi said. "However, that isthe redlity of the Situation. Upon your acceptance, you
will immediately gain the same rights and privileges as any world and people of the Pax."

"And the same duties, | presume?’
"No rights exist without corresponding responsibilities,” Lleshi reminded him.

"No, of course not," Forsythe said. "1 would like the opportunity to discuss the details before we
mekeafind decison.”

"What decison isthereto make?' Telthorst put in contemptuoudly. "Y our forcesare
outnumbered, outgunned—"

Lleshi snapped hisfingers at the comm officer and gestured, and Telthorst's microphone was
abruptly clicked off. "Commodore—"

Lleshi cut him off with asingle glare. "My apologies, High Senator,” he said. "1 am quitewilling to
discuss these matters with you. An unarmed shuttle with yourself, apilot, and no more than two others
aboard will be permitted to gpproach. A fighter escort will guide you to the proper docking bay."

"And then?'

Lleshi smiled tightly. "However our discussion goes, and whatever your decision, you and your
party will be permitted to return unharmed to Seraph before any action isinitiated on our part. Y ou
have my word on that."

There was just the briefest pause. "Very well, Commodore. I'll be there within the hour.”

“I'll look forward to our meeting, High Senator,” Lleshi said. "Komitadji out.”

He gestured to the comm officer, and the microphone went dead. "'l trust you redlize what afool
you'rebeing,” Tdthorg bit out, hisface flushed with anger. "He knows what the rights and



responsibilitiesare—welad it al out for them months ago, before they closed their sysemsto us. All
he'sdoing isstdling, giving themsdves moretimeto prepare.”

"To preparewhat?' Lleshi countered. "They have nothing down there that has ahope of standing
uptous."

"Maybe they expect reinforcements,” Telthorst said acidly. "Or didn't it occur to you that there
are four more systemsworth of Empyred warships out there?"

Lleshi shook his head. "There will be no reinforcements. By now they know we're here, or at
least suspect it, and each system is scrambling to prepareits own defenses. No one has enough ships
or soldiersto sparefor the others.”

Tdthorst folded hisarms across his chest. "So you're just going to let this High Senator
manipulate you into holding off your attack?"

"I'm going to try to set hismind a ease about the future of hisworld," Lleshi corrected. "If you
don't likeit, you don't haveto sit in on the discussion.”

"Oh, I'll bethere," Telthorst promised softly. "I wouldn't missit for the world. Any world."

They had been sitting beside each other for about twenty minutes, each deeply involved intheir own
reading, when Chandrisfindly finished her particular manua and came up for air.

The gamma clicks had become noiser. Much noiser.

Moving stedlthily, trying not to bresk Kosta's concentration, she dipped out of her chair and
crossed to the ranging section of the control board. On the monitor, Angelmass seemed brighter and
angrier than ever, but that could still be just an opticd illusion. Seeting herself at the board, she keyed
for some numbers.

It wasn't anilluson. Angelmass was indeed getting closer.

Dangeroudy close.

Swallowing hard, forcing trembling fingersto function, she keyed for areview and projection.
Two hourstotal, Kosta had estimated, before they would be ready to throw Angelmass out of the
system. Cdll it another hour and forty minutes on the clock, then. The question was, did they have that
one hundred minutes eft?

The computer projection was quick, precise, and unambiguous. They did not, in fact, have a
hundred minutes.

They had exactly seventy.

She ran the numbers again, and again. But each time the projection came up the same. Long
before they were ready to make their move, it would be dl over.



She looked over her shoulder at the back of Kosta's head, leaning toward the reading display
with oblivious intengity. He could have run once she and Hanan had sprung him from Forsythe's
office. He could have vanished into the Shikari City underground, or gone off into some wilderness
area, and waited for his Pax friendsto arrivein force, asthey surely would eventudly.

Instead, held risked everything to come out here. Risked hislifeto try to help the people of
Sergph. How was she going to tell him that that sacrifice had been for nothing?

Abruptly, asif sensing her thoughts or at least her absence from beside him, Kosta's head jerked
up. "Chandris?' he called over the gammanoise.

"Back here" shecdled.

He swiveled around in his chair... and she could tell from thelook on hisface that he already
knew. "Angdmass?'

"Clogng fad," she said. "Computer callsit an hour and forty minutes until impact. But thirty
minutes before that happens the radiation will fry us even through Centra's shidding.”

Hislip twitched. "Y oure sure?"

"I've run the numbersthreetimes," she said. "Weve got seventy minutes, exactly. How far are
you on your reading?’

"Not far enough,” he said grimly. "I've got at least another half hour to go, and it looks more and
more like the programing will take asolid hour after that. Even with two of usworking onit.”

"Thenit'sover,” Chandris said gently, or as gently as she could when she had to practicaly shout
thewords. "Come on, let's get back to the Gazelle.”

"No."
She sghed, getting to her feet and crossing to him. "Jereko, it'sover."

"Noit'snot," he repeated flatly, his eyesflicking around the room. "We can do it. We have to do
it. We just need to buy oursalves some moretime.”

"How?" Chandris demanded. "Thisisn't the Gazelle, where we can outrun the thing if we can
find theright direction. Thisis a space gation. It hasn't got any drive engines.”

"Then we haveto find away to dow Angemass down,” Kostasaid dowly. "Decoy it, maybe..."

Hetrailed off, an odd light suddenly in hiseyes. "I hope you're not thinking what | think you're
thinking," Chandris warned, her somach suddenly tight. There was something about that look that
reminded her of Hanan and Ornina, hell-bent on being noble and salf-sacrificing, no matter what the
cost.

And if that cost included the Gazelle... "May | point out that the Gazelle's our only ticket out of
here?' she said carefullly.



"l know," he said, swiveling back to hisboard. "Isthere any spare fudl aboard? Like for shuttles
and huntershipsthat have run short?'

"l can check," Chandris said, Sitting down beside him again and pulling up afloorplan and
inventory lig. "Jereko..."

"I know," Kostasaid, leaning closeto look at the schematic. "Trust me.”
"And if yourewrong?'

His breath was warm againgt her cheek. "I'll try to have enough time to apologize.”

The shuttle had been prepped, the pilot chosen and briefed; and Forsythe waslooking over al the
information the Empyrean had on Pax law and government when the word came that the Seraph
huntership net had been shut down.

"What do you mean, shut down?" Forsythe demanded, frowning. "I |eft specific ordersthat it be
left open.”

"They say the command came from Centrd," Pirbazari said, hisvoice sudioudy neutrd. It wasa
tone held used alot in the past hour, Forsythe had noted with a growing uneasiness. "With Angelmass
about twenty-one light-minutes away, that meansthe signad was transmitted within twenty minutes of
their arrival a the net. Figure in maneuvering, docking, and debarkation time, and it looks like shutting
down the Seraph net was the second thing they did once they got onto the station.”

"The second thing?"

"Yes," Pirbazari said. " Shutting down Centra's own net was number one. Seraph Control says
the telemetry for that came through afew minutes before their own net closed down.”

Forsythe forced himsdlf to meet the other's gaze. ™Y ou still think 1've made aded with Kosta,
don't you?' hesaid quietly. "Fine. Then tel methis: what does shutting down the net here gain him?”

"I don't know," Pirbazari said evenly. "But then, | don't know what going up therein thefirst
place gainshim. All | know isthat the Komitadji destroyed one of Seraph system's main nets on the
way in; and now Kosta has shut down two more. Coincidence?

"He's been hanging around Angelmass and the Ingtitute for months,” Forsythe pointed out.
"Surely he knows by now that the huntership system ishbinary linked. Those nets make no difference
to trafficin or out of the system.”

"One would think he'd know that," Pirbazari acknowledged. "But maybe hesadow learner.”
Hisright eyebrow twitched. "Or maybe there's something else going on that | don't know about.”

"If thereis, | don't know about it either,”" Forsythe said, feding swesat breaking out on his
forehead. Pirbazari was, as best he could tdll, about half amicron from bresking his self-imposed
slence and announcing the whole story over the EmDef HQ loudspeaker system.



The only things that might be holding him back were alack of proof and whatever residua
loyalty he till might have for the man he'dd worked with for so long. And neither of those were going
to last forever.

"High Senator?' Genera Roshmanov cdled from the doorway. ™Y our shuttleisready.”

Pirbazari waved in acknowledgement. "That'sit. Let'sget toit.”

Forsythe braced himsdlf. Possibly not even through the next thirty seconds, he amended. "Y oure
not going, Zar," he said.

Pirbazari had been looking down as he fastened hisjacket. Now, dowly, he looked up. "What?"

"Y ou'reformer military,” Forsythe reminded him. ™Y ou know too much about EmDef
procedures, personne, and tactics. If Lleshi reneges on his promise, we can't afford for youto bein
their hands."

"What about you?' Pirbazari demanded. "An Empyred High Senator?'

"1 know alittle about military expenditures and far too much about council etiquette,” Forsythe
sad with agrimace. "Nothing that's going to help with their war effort.”

"But thisian't just awar effort,” Pirbazari countered. "Thisworld-swalowing technique of theirs
isasmuch politica asit ismilitary. And you're thelocal expert on palitical matters.”

Forsythe sighed. "What do you want me to say? Someone hasto go."
Pirbazari's shoulders hunched fractiondly. " So you're going alone?"
"I'mnot that brave," Forsythe said. "No, I'm taking Ronyon.”

"Ronyon," Pirbazari repeated, giving him that ook again. "Interesting choice. | don't think we can
expect to get sympathy votes from the Pax."

Forsythe stared at him, an odd fedling in the pit of his scomach. "Isthat why you think he's il
with me?" he asked. "For sympathy?"

"I didn't used to think so,” Pirbazari said. "But then, | once thought | knew you, too. Now—"
His eyes dropped to the angel pendant around Forsythe's neck. "I don't know what to think
anymore”

"Then just trust me," Forsythe urged.

"| dways have trusted you," Pirbazari said. "I've dways believed that you wanted the best for
the Empyredl people.”

He glanced at Forsythe's chest again. "Now, I'm not so sure.”

"Thatisdl | want, Zar," Forsythe said, histhroat aching. With the Empyrean threatening to come



crashing down around them dl, he suddenly realized thet the friendship and loyalty of his people was
al hehad Ieft. All, perhaps, that any of them had Ieft. "It truly is. Give methis one last chance. Please.”

Pirbazari took adeep breath. "1 suppose | don't really have any choice, do 1”? Okay, High
Senator. Just... good luck.”

Forsythe touched hisarm. "I'll be back soon.” He started to turn away.
"High Senator?'
Forsythe turned back. "Y es?’

"When you return," Pirbazari said softly, "we are going to have along talk about this. A long
tak."

Forsythe nodded. "Indeed.”

Triggering hiscal stick to summon Ronyon, he turned away again and headed to where Generd
Roshmanov stood waiting for him, hisback unnaturaly <tiff.

No, Ronyon wasn't going to be aong for any sympathy his presence might be able to squeeze
out of theice-rimmed hearts of the Pax conquerors. But if there were to be any miracles of
concession or compassion coming out of this confrontation, it would be Ronyon who held the key.

Pirbazari didn't understand that, of course. But then, Forsythe could hardly explain to him that
Ronyon wasthe one carrying the angdl.

Or perhaps an explanation wouldn't have been necessary. Perhaps Pirbazari already knew.

And as hefollowed General Roshmanov out under the hot afternoon sun toward the waiting
shuttle, he wished darkly that he, the Empyrean, and the universe had never heard of angels.

"You're sure?' Tethorst demanded in that tone that dways seem to imply he suspected someone of
lyingto him.

"Yes, gr," the sensor officer replied, histone that of someone too far down the chain of
command to take offense. "The telemetry wastight-beam, but we were close enough to intercept an
edge of it. And of course, the power readings and noise |eakage themsel ves confirm the net is down.”

Tethorst swiveled hisglare around to Lleshi. "Did you know an Empyreal ship had gone out to
Angelmass?' he demanded. "Because | certainly was not told.”

"We observed a ship being catapulted approximatdly forty-five minutes ago,” Lleshi told him
evenly. "l didn't consder it worth bringing to your atention.”

Telthord's eyes bored into LIeshi's. "Perhaps you've forgotten how things are supposed to
happen aboard this ship, Commodore," he said. "Asthe Adjutor aboard the Komitadiji, I'm to be



informed of everything that could have an impact on our mission. Everything. Youwill thenlet me
decide whether it'sworth noting or not."

Lleshi inclined his head dightly in acknowledgment, trying to read past the fury in Telthorst's
face. Why in space was the Adjutor reacting so violently to what wasin redlity avery minor situation?
Y es, the nets had been shut down; but with the intercepted signd in hand, Crypto Group could surely
turn either net back on anytime they wanted.

Unless Telthorst knew something Lleshi didn't. Something about Angelmass? Or about the ship

that had headed that way forty-five minutes ago? He had access to private comm channels, could he
have made some private ded with the Empyreds?

Or wasthisdisplay of officid outrage merdly thefirst public slvo in hisbid for command of the
Komitadji?

"Seethat you remember,” Tethorst said fiffly. "Now. You will tell mewhat exactly isgoing on."
Lleshi frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Don't play coy with me," Tethorst warned. "A mysterious ship you didn't think worth
mentioning; and now access to Angel mass has suddenly been shut off?"

Lleshi'seyesflicked to Campbell, caught the other's equally puzzled look. "I'm sorry, Adjutor,
but | have no ideawhat you're talking about."

For along minute Tethorst just Stared a him. Then, hislipstwitched in anironic smile. "Very
well, Commodore," he said. ™Y ou want to play it close? Fine. Perhaps our guests will be more willing
to talk when they arrive.”

He stood up. "I'll be waiting in the conference room. Y ou will inform me when the High
Senator's shuttle has docked.”

"Youll bethefirs to know," Lleshi assured him.

Telthorst nodded curtly and, without another word, staked to the lift platform and I eft the
ba cony.

Lleshi looked across at Campbell. "What do you suppose that wasdl about?'

Campbell shook his head. "The man's crazy asacrane,”" he declared. "What does he think, that
you've made some private ded with the Empyreas?*

"Certainly soundslikeit," Lleshi agreed. "Should add a certain extra degree of spiceto the
negotiations, wouldn't you say?'

"WEell find out soon enough.” Campbell nodded toward the display. " The High Senator's shuttle
isonitsway."



CHAPTER 43

The motorized whedls of Central's trangport carts were uselessin the low gravity areas of the
centerline corridor. Fortunately, the designers had redlized they would be, and had built in asystem of
running cables set into deep grooves that the carts could hook onto for motive power.

Unfortunatdly, the cableswere set a asingle, rather lumbering speed. Moving dongside the cart,
shepherding the squat fuel canisters balanced precarioudy on top of it, Kostalistened to the gamma
sparks and wondered bleskly if they were going to have enough time for this.

Or, if they did, if the plan would even work.

He reached the midway tunnel just as Chandris was coming in from the other sde with acart
even more overloaded than hiswas. "There's about one and ahaf more cartloads | eft in thisside," she
reported, |etting the transport coast to a halt beside the stack of fuel canisters the two had aready
moved in. "How many more do you want?"

"All of them," Kostatold her. "But | can go do that. Y ou'd better start programming the escape
pods.”

"Okay." She glanced around &t the collection of canigters. "I don't know, Kosta. If this doesn't
work, we're going to bein big trouble.”

"Likewe aren't dready?' Kosta countered, rolling the top canister off his stack and easing it
carefully in theminima gravity to aresting spot on the tunne! floor.

"Point," Chandris conceded, crouching down beside the nearest escape pod hatchway and
punching the reease. "What do you want me to set them for?"

"Better make it thirty minutesfrom now," Kostatold her. "We want to make sure weve got
enough time to get everything else ready.”

"Right, but we don't want to crunch thingsthe other direction, either,” Chandrisreminded him as
the hatch popped up. "Weve only got forty-five minutes until Angelmass gets close enough to cook
us, and that only if it doesn't peed up any more. Forty-five minutes minus your thirty givesusonly a
fifteen-minute margin for error. That's not very much.”

"WeIl makeit," Kostaassured her, pulling off the next canister. "Don't forget, well bedl the
way at the other end of the station when they go off. The extra shielding should be enough.”

"If you say s0," she said, Sitting down on the edge of the opening and finding the ladder with her
fet. " Just remember you promised to have enough timeto apologizeif this doesn't work. I'm going to
hold you to that."

None of the summaries of Pax governmenta procedure had mentioned the full honor guard and
fanfare that was waiting as Forsythe stepped through the shuttle door onto the cold gray docking bay
deck. Sowly, automaticaly matching his pace to the beat of the extended trumpet flourish, he walked



between the two lines of men, his eyesflicking from their black-and-red dress uniformsto their
expressonless facesto the deadly-looking flash riflesheld rigidly in front of them. It was awonderfully
balanced display of ritua pomp, officia recognition, and implied threst, and he wondered if thiswas
standard military procedure or something laid on specificaly for his benefit.

Ronyon, walking a hisside, clearly had no such thoughts or reservations. His eyeswere shining
as helooked around, hisfacelit up with awide childlike grin as he gazed ddightedly at the spectacle.
Even with dl the ceremonies Ronyon had attended through the years, he never seemed to tire of them.

There were several men and women waiting at the far end of the honor guard lines, with two of
their number standing a pacein front of the others. A study in contrasts, Forsythe thought as he
approached them, and not just because of their age or their garb. The elder of the two stood straight
and tal in hisdress uniform, hiseyesbrightly aware, hisface camly expressonless as he sudied the
approaching Empyreds. The other man, shorter and dressed in adrab gray suit, was aso studying
Forsythe; but his eyes and face were hostile and restive and vaguely frustrated. If the soldier slanding
beside him was alion watching his approaching prey, the image flashed through Forsythes mind, this
man was avulture waiting impatiently for something to die.

The musicianswere good, timing their flourish to adramatic finale just as Forsythe cameto ahalt
three paces from the soldier and the vulture. "I'm High Senator Arkin Forsythe of Lorele," he
identified himsdlf, his voice sounding oddly week after the echoing brass. A nicelittle added bonus, he
thought distantly, to the rest of the ceremony's psychological manipulation. " Currently representing the
Seraph government. Do | have the honor of addressng Commodore VarsLIeshi?!

"I an Commodore Lleshi," the older man acknowledged, his voice as measured and intelligent
as hiseyes and face. He was older than he had seemed from a distance, Forsythe saw now, but he
carried the yearswdll. "Welcome aboard the Komitadji, High Senator. May | present my senior
saff—" he gestured to the line of men and women behind him—"and our ship's Adjutor, Mr. Samune
Tdthorg."

"Mr. Telthorst," Forsythe said, looking at the other with new interest. So thiswas one of the
shadow-power group that alegedly kept Pax politics focused on the bottom line. "Officers,” he
added, letting his eyes sweep the group behind Lleshi. "Thisis my aide, Ronyon."

Ronyon touched hisdeeveto get hisattention. Can you tell them| really liked the men with
the guns and the fancy clothes? he signed, hiseyes dtill glowing with pleasure. They were really
neat!

"What's he doing?' Tethorst demanded. He had, Forsythe noted, taken a hasty step back when
Ronyon's big hands began their intricate dance. "Tell him to stop.”

"He'sjust talking to me," Forsythe said. "Ronyon is deaf and mute. He communicates through
signlanguage”

"What did he say just now?" Lleshi asked.
"He said to thank you for the honor guard,” Forsythe said. "He very much enjoyed it."

"] thought you said he was deaf," Telthorst said, his voice dark and accusing. "How could he



hear the fanfare?"'

"He couldn't,” Forsythe told him. "But he can see. He happensto like fancy uniformsand
ceremonid guns”

"Redly," Tdthorst said, looking Ronyon up and down suspicioudly. "So you're saying he's
retarded, too?'

Therewasinsult in thewords, and for amoment Forsythe teetered on the brink of verbally
blistering the man for it. But there was too much at stake here to alow persond fedingsto intrude.
"Hismental devel opment has been arrested, yes," he said ingtead, forcing hisvoice to stay calm. "But
he's agood and conscientious worker, and an asset to my staff.” He paused. "And, | might add, more
pleasant company than many of those | meet in my daily activities."

Telthorst drew himsdlf up—"We have a conference room set up over here," Lleshi said before
the other could speak, gesturing to the sde. Telthorst shot him an annoyed look, which the
commodoreignored. "If you'l follow me, well begin the discussons.”

The "conference room" was little more than apilots briefing room, plainly decorated and
relatively small. Thetable was big enough to handle the group, though, and the chairs were reasonably
comfortable. Lleshi took the chair at the end closest to the door, gesturing to Forsytheto takethe far
end. Tethorst rather pointedly sat down at Lleshi'sright. Ronyon sat down at Forsythe's left, till
gazing admiringly at the two guards who had stepped inside the room and now stood at attention
flanking the door.

"Before we begin the negotiations," Forsythe said when everyone was settled, "1'd like to ask
what exactly you've doneto Lorelel and the Lorelel system.”

"These are not 'negotiations, High Senator—" Telthorst began.

"We destroyed the four netsin the asteroid belt,” Lleshi told him. "Along, I'm afraid, with those
defending them and manning the associated catapults. We aso neutralized the small kick-pod catapult
in Lorele orbit and commandeered the liner Harmonic. Oh, and we were forced to neutralize severd
armed mining ships that launched suicide attacks on us during our trip inward. Asde from that, to my
knowledge, we have harmed no one and caused no damage.”

Forsythe felt histhroat tighten. Mining ships. The ones he personaly had ordered to be armed.
"To your knowledge?"

"My task force commanders had ordersto hold, not destroy,” LIeshi said. "Up to the point
where the Komitadji arrived at Seraph they had complied with those orders. Unfortunately, | have no
way of knowing what has happened since then.”

"l see," Forsythe murmured. It wasn't avery satisfying answer, but it was clear it wasthe best he
was going to get for now.

Ronyon touched hisdeeve. Has something happened at home? he signed, hisforehead
furrowed with concern.



"What did he say?' Tethorst demanded.

"He asked if something had happened at home," Forsythe trandated, feling a sudden flicker of
guilt. Indl the ectivity over the past few days, it hadn't even occurred to him that Ronyon had been
left completdy out of the information loop regarding the Pax invason of Lorele. "These gentlemen
have sent warshipsto Lorelel, Ronyon. They've taken control of the system, but | don't think they've

hurt too many people.”

Ronyon looked over at Lleshi, alook of stunned betraya on hisface. Why did you do that? he
sggned. We weren't bothering anybody.

"Tdl himto stop that," Telthorst snapped. "Thisisasurrender conference, not a children'stea

"That'senough, Mr. Tdthorst," Lleshi said. "High Senator, will you trandate?

"He wanted to know why you invaded Lorele," Forsythe said. "He asked if we were doing
anything to bother you. Or anyonedse."

"l see" Lleshi shifted his gaze to Ronyon. "I'm sorry, Ronyon, for whatever we're doing to your
worlds. But were soldiers, and our duty isto obey the orders we're given. | give you my promise that
we will not hurt any more peopl e than absolutely necessary.”

"All of which depends on how much the High Senator iswilling to cooperate,” Telthorst added.
"Which brings me to a question, High Senator. What exactly isthat ship doing out at Angelmass?'

"They're doing aquick emergency study of the black hole," Forsythe said.
"What kind of emergency study?'

" Angelmass has been exhibiting strange behavior over the past few weeks" Forsythe said. "It
started with radiation bursts, and has progressed to where it's actudly changing its orbit.”

"How?'

"I don't know," Forsythe said. "But I'm sure that if you ask nicely, Mr. Kostawill be happy to
give you the complete story when he gets back."

Lleshi'sreaction to Kogta's name was little more than alifted eyebrow. Telthorst'swas much
more dramatic. "Kosta?' he repeated. "Kosta?"

"Yes" Forsythe said. "l see you know the young man.”
Tethorst flashed adumbfounded look at Lleshi, looked back at Forsythe. "Kosta," he muttered.
There was atentative plucking a Forsythe's deeve. Mr. Forsythe? he signed, an oddly intense

expresson on hisface. Jereko and Chandris didn't go to study Angelmass. They went to throw it
away.



Forsythe frowned. "What?"

"What?' Telthorst asked.

"Just aminute,” Forsythe said, leaning toward Ronyon. "What do you mean, throw it awvay?"
"Throw what away?' Tethorst demanded. "Whét are you talking about?"

"Just aminute,” Forsythe snapped back. "Ronyon, tell me again. What are Jereko and
Chandrisdoing?

Ronyon threw afurtivelook at the other end of the table. Jereko said Angelmassis going to
try to hurt people, hesgned. He said the only thing they could do was use the catapult to throw
it out of the system.

"That's crazy,” Forsythe said. "He can't be serious.”

"Bad news, High Senator?" Lleshi asked camly.

Forsythe looked over at him, wondering what he should say. The truth? Or something that
sounded at least plausible? "He says K osta believes Angelmassis too dangerousto stay here,” he
said. "He saysthey're going to try to use Centrd's catapult to throw it somewhere out of the system.”

Tethorst inhaled sharply. "Isthat even possible?" Lleshi asked. "I was given to understand that
the Seraph and Angelmass nets and catapults were linked together."

"They are," Forsythe murmured, the shutdown of the Seraph net suddenly making sense. "But if
he shut down the net at thisend... | don't know. He might be ableto do it."

"And he has shut it down, hasn't he?' Lleshi asked. "He's shut down both nets, in fact.”

Forsythe nodded. There was no point in lying; awell-equipped warship like the Komitadi
would certainly have picked that up. "We were guessing he didn't want company.”

"Thisisatrick," Tethorst put in, hisfingertips rubbing restlesdy againgt the table top. "He's
meking dl thisup.”

Lleshi pursed hislips. "Mr. Campbd|?' he called.

"Crypto Group confirms, Commodore,”" adisembodied voice replied briskly from one of the
upper corners of theroom. "He's using adiaect of the old Unidan sign language, and weve got
enough for abasdine. Actua message: 'Jereko says Angemasswill hurt everyone. He saysthey must
throw it away out of the area using the catapuilt.'"

"Thank you," Lleshi said.

"Nonsense," Tethorst inssted, jabbing afinger toward Ronyon. "Anidiot likethat? No one
would trust him with that kind of information. | tell youit'satrick.”



"Why are you getting o upset, Mr. Tethorst?" Forsythe asked, frowning a him. "1 thought the
whole reason for the Pax coming down on usin the first place was to protect us from the angels. Y ou
should be happy someone wantsto get rid of the source.”

For along moment Telthorst just stared a him, his agitation and uncertainty codescing into
something hard and certain and vicious. "So that'show it is" he ground out. ™Y ou turned him. Kosta
figured it out, and you turned him, and hetold you."

"Told uswhat?' Forsythe asked carefully.

Telthorst turned to LIeshi. "Get the Angelmass net reactivated,” he ordered. "Right now. We
have to go out there and stop him."

Lleshi blinked. "What in the world are you talking about?'

"Youfoal," Tethorg bit out contemptuoudy. "Don't you understand? Angelmassisthe reason
we're here. It'sthe only reason we're here.”

Lleshi threw an odd look at Forsythe. "But if the angel threat isremoved—"

"To bloody hell with the angeld" Telthorst snarled. "What do the angels matter? What does
anything from thisflea-speck group of third-rate planets matter?”

He shot alook around the table. "It's Angelmass that we want," he said, hisvoicelow and
brittle. "It blazes out more energy in asecond than this entire miserable world probably usesin ayear.
Terawatts and terawatts of power, just waiting for someoneto tap into it.”

"And that's what thisisdl about?' Forsythe asked, staring at him in disbelief. "Energy?"

"Why not?' Telthorst countered. "Energy isthe road to wealth and power. It dways has been.
And free energy, likethis, is nothing less than a gift from the laughing fates. Angelmass could run an
entire floating colony, or give usachegp way to terraform worlds—"

"Or power ashipyard?' Lleshi asked.

"Indeed it could,” Telthorst said, his eyes suddenly shining. "Y ou've seen what the Komitadi
has accomplished dready, in a bare handful of years. How much more could you accomplish with a

dozen more shipsjust likeit? Tl methat."

"The questionisn't what | could do,” Lleshi said quietly, histone that of a man who has suddenly
found the solution to a private puzzle. "The question iswhat the Adjutors could do.”

Tethorst'slips compressed into athin line. " Order the Angelmass net reectivated, Commodore.”
"Andif | refuse?’
Tethorst drew himsalf up. "Then | will be forced to take direct command of thisvessdl," he said,

his voice suddenly stiff and formal as he pulled afolded sheet of paper from insde hisjacket. "I have
authorization from the Adjutor Generd himsdf."



Lleshi looked down at the paper, but made no moveto touch it. "Mr. Campbel?"

"Sir?" the voice came again, sounding considerably more subdued than it had been the last time.

"Do we know how to reectivate the Angel mass net?'

"l believe 50, S, yes," Campbdl said. "We have the telemetry readings from when it was turned
off earlier, plusthesignd it sent to deactivate its Sergph counterpart. Comm and Crypto say they can
invert the indtructions to turn ether or both back on.”

"Then do s0," Lleshi ordered. "Both of them. If the Sergph net goes on, we can assumethe
Angdmassonewill, too."

Helooked across the table; and suddenly, it seemed to Forsythe, he wasn't carrying hisyears
nearly so well anymore. "Unless there are specia codesthat would be needed, High Senator?!

Forsythe shook his head. "No codes, Commodore," he said. "No one expected any of thisto be
of military 9gnificance”

Lleshi nodded. "Mr. Campbel |7

"Signal sent,” Campbell reported. " Seraph net... is up and running. We're painting a diagnostic,
but it s;emsto be functioning properly. Timeto Angelmass net activation, gpproximately twenty-one
minutes”

"WEell want to be ready to jump the minuteit'sup,” Tethorst warned. "We don't want Kosta
shutting it down again before we can get through.”

"Commodore?' Campbell asked.

"Y ou have your ingructions, Mr. Campbell," Lleshi confirmed quietly. "Prepare the Komitadi
for catapult. Y ou'll need to recdibrate their equipment for our mass.”

"Already onit, Sr."

"And make sure al weapons are standing ready,” Telthorst added. "Energy weapons and
misslesboth."

Helooked at Forsythe. "Because | doubt well be ableto talk the traitor out of this scheme,”" he
added softly. "Infact, | doubt it's even worth trying."

Blindly, hiswide eyesfixed on Tethorst, Ronyon clutched at Forsythes deeve. What's he
talking about, he sgned urgently. What does he mean?

"He'stalking about shooting at Jereko and Chandris, Ronyon,” Forsythe told him. "He'stalking
about killing them without even offering them a chance to surrender.”

Ronyon's mouth fell open, and an odd choking sound escaped from this throat. " Treason to the
Pax has aways carried the death pendty, High Senator,” Telthorst said coally. " Something you should



keep very muchinmind.”

He again looked around the table. "And aslong as we have afew minutes, let's discuss the
disposition of the rest of Sergph system.”

CHAPTER 44

The clock was down to fifteen and ahalf minutes, and the gamma-spark static was becoming
deafening by the time everything wasfindly ready.

"This had better work, Kosta," Chandris shouted as she strapped into her seat, wincing asa
particularly loud crack sounded from somewhere in the consolein front of her. "If it doesn't, | don't
think we're going to have time to get to the Gazelle and get out of here. Y ou sure as hell won't have
timeto gpologize”

"It'll work," Kosta shouted back from beside her. Chandris couldn't read his voice over the
noise, but the hands clenched into taut fistsin front of him didn't exactly inspire her with confidence.

"Well, if it doesn't, it was nice knowing you," she called, reaching over and putting her hand on
hisclosest figt. "I mean that.”

For amoment he seemed to hesitate, the hardness of hisfist under her hand wavering. Then,
abruptly, he unclenched his hand and wrapped it around hers, gripping it tightly as they watched the
clock count down to zero.

And asit did so, an entire panel of monitor lights went solid red.

Chandris held her breath, straining to hear what was happening back there. But between the
noise of the gamma sparks and the sheer distance from where they were at the far end of the catapult
section she couldn't make anything out. She thought back over the steps of her reprogramming job,
wondering if she could have frogged it up somewhere. If sheld missed a safety and the escape pods
shut down...

"Therel" Kogta shouted, squeezing her hand even tighter. "Fed that?'

Chandrisfrowned. And then she did: agentle vibration running through the deck benegth her
chair. A vibration that was dowly but steadily growing in strength.

She shifted her atention to the midhull visua monitor. Benesth the blizzard of radiation Setic, she
could just make out the double ring of escape pods till attached to the midway tunndl. At the base of
one of them, where the pod attached to the hull, she thought she could see afaint flickering of fire
from adightly imperfect seating connection asitsdrivetried to push it away from the sation.

[tsdrivetrying to push it outward, but its attaching clamps continuing to hold it firmly in place. If
the pod was a sentient being, the odd thought occurred to her, it would probably be getting extremely
frustrated about now. "What happensif the clamps break before the pods burn al the way through
thewd|?' she asked.



"It should ill work," Kostacaled. "That much heat alone—"

And then, without warning, theimage vanished in aflash of white light. Smultaneoudy, the deck
under Chandris bucked like a scalded cat, there was a bubbling roar from behind her, and she found
hersdlf being shoved gently but firmly back into her seet.

"It worked!" Kosta shouted. "L ook at that! 1t worked!"

Chandris squinted at the snow on the monitor. But she didn't have to see anything to know that
Kogta's crazy plan had indeed worked. The escape pods, dl firing together against the relatively thin
hull where they were connected, had burned through or heated through and ignited the fuel canisters
she and Kosta had stacked in the midway tunndl. The resulting explosion had broken the sation in
two, giving their catapult end asolid push forward in their orbit asit smultaneoudy shoved the net end
hard in the other direction.

The essence of arocket, she remembered from her first page of reading aboard the Xirrus, was
to take part of your ship and throw it in the opposite direction from where you wanted to go. Kosta
had merdly taken the definitionto itslogica extreme.

Only instead of throwing away the exhaust products of burned fuel, he had thrown away half
thar ship.

"Look'slike we've picked up asow yaw roll," Kostareported, peering at another of the
snow-covered diplays. "Nothing serious, | don't think."

" think the camerajust went out,” Chandris added as the faint image on the display was
replaced by pure static. The acceleration pressure on her had eased back now, but the inertia
readings indicated that they had picked up anice bit of extra peed. "Either that or the radiation got to
it"

"Probably the explosion,” Kostasaid. "Lookslikeit took out that whole emplacement.”

Chandris swalowed. The camera position in question was agood ways forward of the midway
tunnd. "Just how much of the gation are you expecting usto lose here?"

"Not enough to worry about,” Kostaassured her, swiveling his chair around to another station.
"All that's back thereislong-term supplies and crew living quarters. We can afford to lose those.™

"I was thinking more about genera station integrity,” Chandris said. "There are only so many
blast doors and supporting bulkheads in a place like this, you know."

"Well befine" Kostainasted. "Hear that?'
"Hear what?'
"The gammasparking,” hesad. "It'squieter.”

Chandris paused, listening. He wasright: the noise intensity had definitely gone down. "So we're
definitdy pulling away?"



"Lookslikeit," Kostasaid, leaning closeto one of the displays. "Not al that fast, redly, but the
difference in speed vectorsis definitely on our sde now. And of course, the upward bump in speed
meanswe're dso moving into adightly higher solar orbit.”

"That's going to makeit abit tricky to 'pult Angelmass out of here, isn't it?" Chandris pointed
out. "If it'sin alower orbit than we are?"

" think we can count on it to figure things out and change course after us," Kogtasaid grimly.
"The point isthat we've now bought oursel ves some extra breathing space to get the reprogramming
done. So that, hopefully, when it does come after uswell be ready.”

"Right," Chandris said, swiveling around toward adatadisplay. "Let's hold onto that thought,
shdl we?'

Because there was ill onetiny little problem that Kosta didn't seem to have thought about yet.
Stll, with any luck, she would have that one covered by thetime it occurred to him.

Pulling up another of the station's operations manuals, she got to work.

"Ten minutes to catapult, Commodore,” Campbell's voice came over the speaker. "Were ready to
moveinto postion.”

"Very good," Tethorst called before Lleshi could answer, pushing back his chair and standing
up. "Commodore Lleshi, perhaps you'd like to invite our guests to join us on the command deck.”

Lleshi looked down the table at Forsythe. "Unauthorized civilians—"

"Yes, yes, | know thedrill," Telthorst cut him off impatiently. "But High Senator Forsytheis
hardly in the same class as someonée's girlfriend who wants to be shown around the ship, now, ishe?’

He gave Forsythe ahard look. "Besides, atour might help convince him that these scare tactics
of hisare both pointless and ridiculous.”

"They're not scaretactics,” Forsytheingsted. "'I've offered to turn over all the datawe have on
Angdmass—"

"l never liked ghogt stories as a child, High Senator,” Telthorst cut him off contemptuoudly. "I
like them even less now that I'm an adult. Were going to Angelmass; and you're going with usto
watch how we dedl with traitorsto the Pax. Y ou might find it instructive.”

He gestured to the guards at the doorway. "Escort High Senator Forsythe and hisaide to the
command deck. On your feet, High Senator.”

"A favor if | may, Commodore," Forsythe said, hiseyes on Lleshi as he dowly stood up. "My
alde Ronyon had a bad panic reaction to Angelmass the last time we were in the area. Somehow, |
think, he was able to sense what was out there. There's no reason to put him through that again. I'd
like to request that he and my pilot be alowed to leave.”



"Absolutely not,” Telthorst said firmly asthe two guards moved into escort position behind
Forsythe. "No one leaves this ship until we have your signature on the surrender papers.”

Forsythe's eyes hadn't |eft Lleshi's face. "Commodore?"

Ddiberately, Lleshi stood up, looking at each of the two guardsin turn. In hisown mind,
Tethorst clearly dready consdered himsalf the commander of the Komitad;i.

It was high time he was disabused of that notion.

"Escort High Senator Forsythe and hisaide to hisshuttle," he ordered the guards. "They'll be
leaving the Komitadiji before we catapult.”

Tdthorst spun to face him, his mouth dropping open. "What in—?"

" trust you'll make yoursdlf available to continue this conversation when we return, High
Senator?" Lleshi added.

Forsythe lowered hishead briefly in adight bow. "Of course, Commodore. Thank you.”

Lleshi nodded back. "'Lieutenant, you have your orders.”

"Yes, dr," the senior of the two guards said, snapping asalute. "Thisway, High Senator.”

The group circled the table and walked out the door, Forsythe looking grave, Ronyon merdly
looking troubled and alittle confused. "That was foolish, Commodore," Tethorst said asthe door did
shut on them, hisvoicerigid asanicicle. "Crimindly foolish. Y ou do not let asenior enemy officia
amply walk away when you have him in your hands"

Lleshi looked up at the hidden speaker. "Time check, Mr. Campbe | ?'

" Seven minutesto catapult, gr," Campbell'svoice came.

"l presume you've run an analysis on Angelmasss orbit?"

"Yes, gr, but it'sinconclusive," the other said. "We don't have enough of adata basdineto either
confirm or refute Forsythe's claim that it's changing speed and orhit. If it is, though, it certainly can't be
doingit very fag."

"So it should be safe for us out there?”

"Yes, gr," Campbell assured him. "Well bewell within radiation distance tolerances.”

"Good," Lleshi said. "Then move the Komitadiji into catapult postion. I'll be right there.”

Heturned to Tdthorst. "And asfor holding onto enemy officias, Mr. Telthorst,” he added
quietly, "this ship ismanned by soldiers, not terrorists. We do not take hostages.”

"Youll liveto regret this, Commodore," Tethorst hissed.



"Yes" Lleshi murmured, turning his back on thelittle man and striding toward the door. "I'm sure
[ will."

"Hal" Chandris called, dapping her hand on the edge of the control pand in triumph. "Okay. | got it."
"Got what?' Kosta caled from beside her.

"How we're going to 'pult Angel mass without getting fried in the process,” she said, her throat
aching with al the shouting sheld been doing. The gamma sparks had subsided now from painful to
merely annoying, but she still had to spesk loudly to be heard over them. " There's aremote-control
setting here we can use to trigger the catapult. That way we can be out in the Gazelle, asfar away as
we haveto be—"

"Don't bother."
"What?' Sheturned to look at him.

Kostawas dumped back in his chair, staring with dead eyes at the monitors and displaysin front
of him. "What's the matter?' she demanded, her heart suddenly thudding in her ears.

"Wecantdoit," hesaid. "We don't have enough power."

Shefollowed his gaze to the displays. None of the numbers and graphs meant anything to her.
"What do you mean, not enough power?'

"The gtation can't generate enough energy to pult Angelmass outward,” he said. "Thething'sjust
too massve.”

Shelooked at the numbers again. No. Not after dl this. This cord couldn't pop now. "What
about inward, then?' she asked. "Could we send it inward?"

"Inward?" Kosta echoed, frowning at her. "Y ou mean toward Sergph?

"No, further in than Sergph,” Chandris said, thinking furioudy. "Whatever games Angdmassis
playing with grav fidds, it'sgot to be easer for it to move down agravity well than back up one. If we
put it into alow enough solar orbit, we at least ought to be able to keep it away from Seraph. Right?’

"But that'll just giveit astronger grav field to play with,” Kostaargued. "1t might till be ableto
work itsway up that far. Or worse, it might just go straight into the sun where well never be ableto
gettoit.”

"1 hadn't thought of that," Chandris confessed, wincing at the thought. "Could it eat up the whole
un?'

"l don't know," Kostasaid. "Probably not—its cross-sectionisonly afew atoms width. But it
could still do some nasty thingsin there, either accidentally or on purpose. We can't risk it without
running some numbersfirg.”



"So that'sit? We just give up and go home?"
Kostashook hishead tiredly. "I'm sorry. | don't see what else we can do.”

Chandris shifted her gaze to the forward display. The dow yaw rotation they'd picked up in the
gation's disintegration had turned them to face Angelmass now, though most of the black hol€'s blaze
of light and energy was currently being blocked by what was |ft of the net section drifting toward it.
After dl thistime and effort and sweat and risk; and now there was nothing they could do but run
home?

"If we leave now, we won't get another crack at it," shewarned him. "At least, not eadily.
Without a net out here, were talking amighty long trip to even get close. In fact, they'll probably have
to build awhole new Angelmass Centra and ship it out—"

She broke off. "Oh, my God," she breathed.

"What?' Kostademanded, Sitting up straight.

Chandris shifted her view to the telescope display, hoping her eyes had been playing trickson
her. But there was no mistake. "The net section,” she said, hearing her voice suddenly trembling as she
pointed to the display. "The running lights just came on.

"Someone's reactivated it."

For asecond they both sat there, frozen. Then, smultaneoudly, both of them dived for their
control pandls. "Weve got to stop them," Chandris said, trying to pull up the remote control program
sheld just found. Her fingers dipped on the keys, sumbling in their frantic haste. "Oh, God, Jereko!™

"I know," he barked back, hisfingers besting their own staccato across hisboard. "I'm trying to
shut it down.”

"What are they doing?' Chandris asked. There was the file; now accessthe system. "Don't they
know whet they're doing?’

"That'sjust it—they don't," Kogtabit out. "It's only been nineteen minutes snce we blew the
gtation. Twenty light-minutes out—they don't redize the net's headed straight for Angelmass.”

Chandrishit a her lip, forcing her fingersto function. The display flickered with gamma sparks
and threatened to crash; then it cleared, and she found hersdlf in the system. She pulled up alist of
commands, searching for those pertaining to net operations. It had to be somewherein here...

Kogafolded hishand over hers. "Too late," he said quietly.

Chandrislooked up... and felt her mouth fal open.

Sheld expected it would be Forsythe coming after them, probably in one of the hunterships

gtting idly in their maintenance yards. Or at the very most, one of the EmDef shipsthey'd seen
crowding around Seraph.



But the ship that had suddenly appeared was something unbdievably and terrifyingly huge.
Bigger even than the vast spacdiner Xirrus, itsbulk filling the entire telescope display, utterly dwarfing
the partially shattered half of the station lying besideit.

And as she watched in horror, Angelmass caught up withit.

The emergency hull-breach darms split the air like enraged banshees screaming of degth, their wailing
only barely louder than the horrible hail-storm crackle that seemed to come from al around them.
"Hull breach in Sectors G-7, 8, and 9," avoice belowed from the spesker. "All three hulls have

collapsed—"

Abruptly, the voice cut off, leaving only the violent chattering. " Sedl dl artight doors!” Lleshi
ordered, hiseyes darting to G-Sector's monitor cameras. What in the name of the laughing fates was
happening to them? The Empyrea s couldn't have aweapon of such power. They smply couldn't.

But all the sensor nodes had gone black. All of them, over the entire starboard-aft quarter of the
ship.

From the speaker came a sudden scream, just as suddenly cut off. "Engine control haslost air,”
Campbell snapped. "Main drive chambers al open to space.”

"Do something!” Tethorst snarled. "Fight back, damn you!"
"Againg what?' Lleshi snarled back.

A sudden and horribly familiar blare erupted across the command deck. "Radiation!" Campbell
announced. "Letha dosesfrom starboard-aft quarter.”

And then, suddenly, LIeshi understood.

It must have entered the ship near the ern, its blaze of heat and radiation charring everything in sight.
Asit did so, the gigantic ship seemed to twist asde, and Chandrissfirst impresson wasthat it was
making a desperate attempt to escape. But even as that thought occurred to her sheredized that it
wasn't o; that if anyone was il divein there they werein no shapeto bring the vessal under power.
What was happening instead was that the once-smooth lines of the ship were bending and distorting
as Angemass traced out aleisurely path of destruction through bracing girders and supporting
bulkheads, twisting and tearing them out of line and crumpling them like thinfoil.

"Massivededtruction in dl aft areas," Campbell shouted. " Communications gone; power gone;
sensorsgone; air integrity gone. All personnel in aft areas presumed dead.”

Hewas no longer barking the news quickly, Lleshi noticed with asort of detached interest.
Therewas no longer any point. Timely information implied that there was something that could still be



done about agiven situation.

But there was nothing any of them could do about this one. The Komitadji wasdiding rapidly
toward her desth, and there was no power in the universe that could stop it. " Structural integrity is
failing throughout the ship,” Campbell went on. "Centra-area bulkheads are bleeding air. Hest and
radiation oft" the scae; firewalls collgpsing from meta degradation.”

"This can't be happening,” Telthorst indsted desperately. His eyeswere darting adl around him,
asif he were expecting to discover thiswas nothing more than an el aborate practical joke being
played on him by avindictive captain and crew. "It can't. Not to the Komitad;i."

He spun back to LIeshi, damming afist down on thearm of hisseat. "Thisshipisindestructible,
damnyou,”" he snarled. "We built it that way. We spent billions—"

He cut off asthe deck suddenly shook benesath them, a violent creaking sound screaming across
the command deck asit did. "Forward structurd integrity isfailing,” Campbd| sad. "It won't belong

"Therésyour prize, Adjutor,” Lleshi told Telthorst bitterly. "There's your precious Angelmass.
It's not waiting for you and the other Adjutorsto go and milk it. It's coming to us.

"It'scoming for you."
Another screech ripped through the room.

And on Tdthorst's face was alook of absolute horror.

Beside Chandris, K ostawas muttering something wordless over and over again. A few seconds later,
and the ship nearly vanished in the glare behind the sudden flash of brilliance as Angelmass burned its
way out the near Sde. The gation's sunshields activated; and on the telescope display, right at the
edge of the artificid black spot marking Angelmasss position, Chandris could see the charred hull
metal flowing like ash-filled water as Angelmassstidal forces ripped gpart its molecular structure.
Again the big ship moved ponderoudy around in the grip of the black hol€s gravitationa field, the
bow turning with asense of fatalism back into its executioner's path. Again the metal of the hull broke
and flowed, further forward thistime, and again Angelmass casudly burned itsway through and
disappeared insde.

Lleshi could fed the chair starting to melt beneath him as he looked across the bridge ba cony one last
time. Telthorst was sitting there, his face contorted amost beyond recognition. ™Y ou were wrong
about one other thing, Mr. Telthorst,” he managed over the screams of the Komitadji's find death
throes. "1 won't liveto regret it, after al."

It seemed to go on forever, anightmare of death and awvesome destruction. Angelmasswent in and



out at least three more times, like aneedle tracing an intricate path for its following thread.

And when it findly emerged for the last time, the ship had been crushed and twisted and warped
nearly beyond recognition.

Kostas hand on her arm made her jump. "Come on, Chandris," he said quietly, hiseyes ill
garing in dull horror &t theview. "Comeon. Let'sgo home."

CHAPTER 45

"The purpose of this meeting," High Senator Forsythe said, gazing steadily across the Government
Building conference room table at Kogta, "isto figure out exactly what we're going to do with you."

His gaze shifted to Kostas right, where Chandris sat beside him, then to hisleft, to Hanan and
OrninaDaviee. "With dl of you," he amended.

"I'm sorry, but | redlly don't see the problem,” Ornina spoke up, abit hesitantly. " Jereko has
aready said he wantsto stay in the Empyrean. Why can't we just let him?"

Beside Forsythe, Pirbazari tirred. "It's not quite that smple, Miss Davieg," he said. "Mr. Kosta
isa salf-confessed Pax spy, and the three of you knew it. That can't just be swept into acorner.”

"Why not?' Hanan asked. "I mean, he did help usfigure out what was happening to Angelmass.
Surely that done saved alot of lives. Not to mention that he and Chandris got that big Pax warship of f
our backs."

"Wrecking Angelmass Centrd in the process” Pirbazari murmured.

"It would have been destroyed anyway," Chandris pointed out. "Y ou didn't see what Angelmass
was doing out there.

"Actudly, we have done aquick review of the monitor tapes you brought back,” Forsythe said.
"l think it'sfair to say the station would indeed have been log.”

"S0 again, what's the problem?' Hanan asked. "Jereko's proved he's on our side.”

"Are we not getting through here?' Pirbazari demanded. " The problem isthat hel's an agent of a
government were at war with."

"Was an agent,” Hanan corrected.
"Legdly irrdevant,” Pirbazari shot back. " And unproven besides.”
"Unproven?' Hanan echoed. "Then what—"

"Hanan," Orninaadmonished him, putting awarning hand on hisarm.



Hanan patted her hand reassuringly. "All right, then," he said in amore reasonable tone. "Why
not let him defect? There must be provison for something like that in the legal code.”

Forsythe made aface. "Actudly... thereisnt.”

Kostagtared a him. "Y ou'rekidding."

"I've been through the whol e code, edge to binding and back again,” Forsythe said, shaking his
head. " The people who wrote the Covenants a hundred eighty years ago never expected usto be
anything more than a single confederation of afew worlds dl aonein the middie of degp space. With
nowhere to defect to or from, the topic somehow never came up.”

"Well, obvioudy, that needsto be changed,” Hanan said. "How do we do that?'

"Wedon't do anything," Forsythe said pointedly. "What | doisintroduce abill inthe High
Senate. Unfortunatdly, the process takes time; and meanwhile, Mr. Kostais ill an agent of the Pax."

"And the Covenants do make provision for enemies of the Empyrean,” Pirbazari said.

At one sde of the table, seated where he could see everyone's mouth, Ronyon began signing. "l
would loveto," Forsythetold him. "But that decision isn't up to me. Or anyone esein the Empyrean.”

"What did he say?' Kosta asked.

"He asked why we couldn't just stop thewar," Forsythe trandated. "'In that case, you wouldn't
be an enemy and you could stay here.”

"Makes senseto me," Orninamurmured.

"Wait aminute," Kostasaid, frowning. "Isit realy that Imple? If we weren't at war with the Pax
would that solve the problem?’

Forsythe gazed across the table at him, forehead wrinkled with thought. "Not entirdly,” he said at
last. "But it would certainly be a start. The autometic categorization of you as an enemy of the
Empyrean would become moot, and we could shift the focus purely to your various activities here.”

"Why?' Pirbazari put in, histone edged with sarcasm. "Y ou know away to make the Pax go
away and leave usdone?’

"Asameatter of fact," Kostasaid dowly, "I do."

Forsythe and Pirbazari exchanged looks. "Werelisening," Forsythe invited cautioudy. "What
do we haveto do?'

"And how muchisit going to cost us?' Pirbazari added.

"It won't cost you anything at al," Kostasaid. "Do you have the coordinates for the Scintara
system?It'sin the Garland Group of worlds."



"I'm surewe canfindit," Forsythe said. "Why?"'

"That's where the operations for this mission are centered,” Kosta explained. "Mogt of the top
Pax commanders are there monitoring the invasion, plus probably ascattering of government officids
waliting to take credit for your surrender.”

"So what do we do, send them an ambassador?' Pirbazari scoffed.
"No," Kostasaid quietly. "We send them the Komitadji."

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Chandris twitch her head around to look at him. "What?'
she demanded.

"It wasthe glory of the Pax Fleet," Kostasaid, ahard lump in histhroat as his mind flashed back
to hissingle brief trip aboard the massive warship. To the awe and excitement he had felt at being
aboard alegend... "The ship that couldn't be defeated. To seeit not just defeated, but completely
wrecked, is going to shake them straight to their boots.”

"But they'll know it wasn't actually defeated,” Pirbazari objected. "Surely they'll be ableto figure
out it was destroyed by Angelmass.”

"Doesn't matter," Kostasaid. "Whether we've figured out how to use Angelmass as aweapon or
whether we conned them into running into it themsealves, the point is il that we managed to destroy
it"

"No, the point isthat dropping it on their doorstep is an invitation to dance," Pirbazari retorted.
"They'll want to movein quick and dap us down hard before we can use Angelmass againgt them

agan."

Kostashook hishead. "Y ou're thinking like amilitary man," he said. "Or like a palitician, who
has to worry about prestige and public opinion. But that's not who's running the Pax. The Adjutors
givethe orders; and al the Adjutors care about ismoney."

"That doesn't make sense,”" Pirbazari growled. "Areyou saying they'll leave us done smply
because we've cost them alot of money? That's not warfare. That's..." He groped for words.

"That's bal ance-sheet economics," Kostaagreed. "But that redlly isdl they see. They'll leave us
alone because the Empyrean has already become a negative number on the profit-loss scale. Because
with the Komitadji destroyed, they've aready spent more here than they could ever hopeto gain.
Why waste more time and money conquering us when they know they won't bresk even anyway?'

Hanan gtirred in his seat. "1 think our entire civilization hasjust been insulted,” he muttered under
his breath to Ornina

"No, your entire civilization just has no idea how much the Komitadiji cost to build,” Kosta
countered. "And if there's one thing the Adjutors smply do not do, it's throw good money after bad."

"Maybe not normdly," Forsythe said. "But you're forgetting Angel massitsalf. The Adjutor |
spoke to—T el thorst—was spinning great and lofty plansfor using Angelmass's energy outpuit to build



an entirefleet of shipsthe size of the Komitadiji. That may be an asset they'll till consider worth
fignting for."

"No," Pirbazari said thoughtfully. "Not any more. Not after they seewhat it did to their fancy
birthday-cake warship. They won't dare risk putting a shipbuilding facility anywhere near the thing.”

"He'sright,” Kostasaid. "Evenif they decide to rebuild the Komitadji, they won't do it here.”
"Whet if they rebuild it in the Pax?" Orninaasked.

"They might," Kosta conceded. "After dl, there are ftill afew other wayward colonies out there
waiting to be conquered. But eveniif they do, you'll never seeit in Empyred space.”

"Youredly bdievethisis how they'll react?' Forsythe asked, hisforehead wrinkled uncertainly.

"I'm sure of it." Kostahesitated. "Buit if you think it would help, I'm willing to go back with the
Komitadji and spdll it out for them."

"No," Chandris said firmly before Forsythe could respond. "Y ou leave now and they'll never let
you come back."

Kosgtablinked. There had been an unexpected intensity in her tone. "That would bother you?

For that first split second she actualy looked flustered. It was, in Kosta's experience, anew
look for her. "Of courseit would," Hanan jJumped smoothly into the gap. "It would bother dl of us.
You'reour friend.”

"Hewon't haveto go, will he?' Orninaasked anxioudy. "Please?’

"l don't think it will be necessary,”" Forsythe said. "The Komitadji should ddliver the message
clearly enough without Mr. Kostals assi stance.”

"A recorded message from you might be useful, though,” Pirbazari suggested. "Especidly if they
interpret it as you being turned to our side by the angels. It might discourage them from sending in
more pies.”

Kostanodded. "No problem.”

Hanan chuckled. "Theres a potful of soul-searching for you," he commented. "Angels make
people good; and now they've turned Jereko against the Pax. Wonder what the Adjutors will make of
that?'

"Y ou know what they say," Orninareminded him. "Thelove of money istheroot of al evil."

"That iswhat they say." Hanan leaned forward alittle to look at Kosta. "So isthat what angdls
do, Jereko? Take away the love of money?

"Well..." Kogta paused, wondering if he should be talking about this now. But if not now, when?
"Actudly, | think they work onelayer benegth that."



"Y ou sound like you know something the rest of usdon't,”" Forsythe said, eyeing him closdly.

"l have atheory,” Kostasaid. "Not about what the angels are, exactly, but about what they do
to people.”

"| thought they made you be good," Chandris said, sounding puzzled.

"They don't make you do anything," Kogtatold her. "All they dois let you be good. What |
mean isthat they help you turn your attention outward, toward other people, by suppressing the major
factor that drives human selfishness and self-centered attitudes.”

"What'sthat, the love of money?' Hanan suggested.

"Or basic corrupt human nature?’ Pirbazari added cynicaly.

Kosta shook his head. "Fear."

Therewas abrief slence around the table. "Fear," Forsythe said, hisvoiceflat.

"But there isn't anything evil about fear, Jereko,” Ornina protested, sounding confused.

"l didn't say it wasevil," Kostasaid. "l said it tends to focus a person's attention inward and
pushes away consderation of others. It tends to make you sdlfish; and safishness, carried too far, is

what drives most of what we consder anti-socid and crimina behavior."

"Arewe talking about the same thing here?' Forsythe asked, frowning. "Fear isaperfectly
norma part of thesurviva inginct.”

"Right, but I'm not talking about the kind of immediate danger that sends adrendine pumping into
your blood," Kostasaid. "'l don't think the angels do anything to affect that kind of physical response.”

"Sowhat are you talking about?' Forsythe asked.

"I'm talking about the persstent, nagging little fearsthat clutter up our lives and influence our
day-to-day actions," Kostasaid. "The small fearsthat keep us focused on ourselves. Fear of losing
your job or your friends. Fear of not having enough money if you happen to get sick. Fear of being
hurt. Fear of looking foolish."

"l know that one, dl right,” Hanan murmured.

"Do you?' Kosta countered. "Do you really? Y ou took Chandris aboard the Gazelle knowing
full well that she wasthereto steal from you. If she had, you'd have been the laughingstock of the
Yard. Did you care?"

Hanan turned afrown toward Ornina. "But..."

"And you were afraid to trust them,” Kosta continued, turning to Chandris. "Right? But you did,

eventualy, even though you knew it would hurt your prideterribly if you found out they were conning
you."



Helooked back at Forsythe. "Asfor me, | eventualy got to where | wasn't afraid to turn myself
inasaspy.”

"So what exactly are you saying?' Pirbazari asked. "That dl we haveto do isgive happy pillsto
the whole populace and we don't need angels?'

"Happy pillsdull the mind and blunt the will," Forsythe murmured. In contrast to the others, his
expression was thoughtful and reflective, asif certain things were suddenly starting to become clear.
"AsMr. Kosta has pointed out, angels don't do that.”

"They may actudly hep make you margindly smarter, infact," Kostasuggested. "Therés that
smadl intelligence component, remember.”

"Only when they'rein large groups,” Hanan reminded him.

"Or dseit'sonly measurablein large groups,” Kostasaid.

"l wasjust thinking about the High Senate," Forsythe said meditatively. "All the sraight-up
trades and dedls| watched them make, without any of the cautious maneuvering or self-serving
manipulation that's dways been a staple of paliticd life. Full cooperation, full willingnessto

compromise. No fear of looking foolish or being taken advantage of "

Pirbazari shook hishead. "I'm sorry, but | fill don't buy it," he said firmly. "Evenif this effect
redly exids, it's not going to do much if the person in question doesn't want to be a good boy."

"In fact, it might even make it worse," Hanan suggested. "Fear of getting caught isone of the
things that's supposed to dow criminas down.”

"Exactly,” Pirbazari agreed. "So why haven't there been any High Senatorslike that?"

"There have," Kostasaid. " Seven of them over the past ten years.”

Pirbazari seemed taken aback. "Where did you hear that?"

"Director Podolak told me," Kostasaid. " She said it had been kept very quiet.”

"Wdll... dl right, fine," Pirbazari said. "But there should have been alot more than just seven who
went off the wagon. Unless you assume most people basically want to be good, which | don't
believe, ether.”

"Sdf-fulfilling prophecies, Zar," Forsythe said.

"What does that mean?' Chandris asked.

"Those are predictions that come true because everyone expects them too," Forsythe explained.
"Remember, everyone firmly believesthat angels make you act ethically. Once that's been accepted,

only people who redly want to serve the Empyrean will go after high office. Most of the self-serving
typesout to line their own pockets make very sure they stay away from anything having to do with

anges”



Pirbazari shook hishead. "I ill don't likeit."

"I'm not saying thisis ahundred percent correct,” Kosta conceded. "There's probably more
going on that | haven't thought of. All I'm trying to do isfind atheory that fits the behavior I've seen.
Plus explaining Ronyon's panic attack out at Angelmass.”

"Wait aminute," Orninasaid. "Are you saying that Angel mass was atacking hunterships because
it was frightened of them?'

"Badcaly,” Kostanodded. "If angels suppressfear, it follows that anti-angels are the essence of
"What intheworld did it have to be afraid of 7' Chandris asked. "We weren't going to hurt it.
How could we hurt it?'

"Fear doesn't have to be reasonable," Forsythe said mildly. "In fact, for most of the fears Mr.
Kodaligted earlier, it isn't reasonable at al.”

"The point of al thisisthat we need to understand what the angels are actudly doing,” Kosta
sad. "To especidly understand their limitations.”

He hesitated. "Because | think you're going to haveto learn to live without them.”

"What's that supposed to mean?' Pirbazari asked suspicioudy.

"That'sright, you didn't hear about that," Forsythe said, gesturing toward Kosta. "Mr. Kosta
thinks we should catapult Angelmass out into interstellar space where it won't be a danger to us
anymore”

Pirbazari's eyes narrowed. "That's ridiculous. Besides, it seemsto have settled down okay."

"Only becauseit's chased everyone out of itsimmediate neighborhood,” K osta pointed out.
"Theres nothing for it to be afraid of anymore. But suppose it happens to notice Seraph someday?
No, weve got to deal with it before that, or at least have aplan ready.”

"We definitely need aplan.” Forsythe locked eyeswith Kosta, an oddly intense ook on hisface.
"Thered question iswhether kicking it out of the system will be enough.”

And the expression on Forsythesface... "Are we thinking along the same lines, High Senator?!
Kostaasked quietly.

"If theinterstelar void isn't far enough, | can hardly walit to hear what is," Hanan commented.
"What do you want to do instead, giveit to the Pax?"

"No," Kostasaid, still watching Forsythe. "We haveto put it back to deep. We haveto put the
angdsback in."

The stunned silence was broken by Hanan's low whistle. ™Y ou do know how to uncork political
bombshdls, don't you, Jereko?"' he said. "Y ou don't really think the High Senate will go for this, do



you?'

"We may have no choice," Forsythe said quietly. " Catapulting Angel mass away postponesthe
problem, but it doesn't solveit. We can't take therisk of it popping up somewhere unannounced in
thefuture

"Y ou're never going to sdll thisto the people,” Pirbazari ingsted. "They've gotten used to having
ethicd leaders.”

"No," Kogtatold him. "What they've gotten used to is being paliticaly lazy. The angels have
basically dlowed them to let their government run on autopilot. Now, they're going to have to keep an
eyeonitthemsdves.”

"Which in thelong run may not be abad thing," Hanan said thoughtfully. "Even ethics-based
decisions can be wrong, you know. Maybe it's better to have a suspicious electorate looking over the
government's shoulder.”

"Fine, but don't forget that if the angels go, so do your jobs," Pirbazari warned, looking at Hanan
and Ornina. "Y ourstoo,” he added, shifting his gaze to Kosta

"WEell live," Hanan said with acasud shrug. "l was getting tired of space flight anyway. Food dll
over the gdley every time we have to maneuver. Y uck.”

"We're certainly not going to make any find decisonstoday,” Forsythe said, starting to gather
his various paperstogether. "Buit this gives us al something to think about.”

" So what happens next?' Hanan asked.

"Nothing too dramatic,” Forsythe told him. "I'll have EmDef put together agroup of catapult
ships and send them out to the Komitadji. It'll take them about aweek to get there, and by thetime
they do Angelmass should have moved far enough away for it to be safe. Meanwhile, well have
someone dig up the coordinates for the Scintarasystem. I'll talk to you later, Kosta, about recording a
suitable message for them.”

"Maybe we should send oneto Lorelei, too," Pirbazari suggested. "In fact, we could send that
oneright now. Let the Pax forces know a pull-out order will be coming their way soon, and warn
them not to messwith the planet and people until then.”

"I can write something up,” Kostasaid. "We could also include a copy of the recording from
Centrd's cameras.”

"That should keep them walking carefully until the Pax pullsthem out,” Forsythe agreed. " Zar,
you'rein charge of getting that organized.”

"Yes, ar."

"Then that should do it for now," Forsythe said, glancing around the table. "I'm releasing you al
on your own recognizance, pending a hearing before proper legd authorities.”



"Said hearing to take place after the Pax has run away with itstail between itslegs?' Hanan
suggested.

"Well fine-tune the schedule," Forsythe assured him. "Thank you dl for your time."

Besde Kosta, Chandris cleared her throat. "There'sjust one more thing, High Senator.”

Forsythe lifted his eyebrows. "Y es?!

"l was the one who helped Jereko destroy the Komitadiji," shereminded him. "Infact, if you
follow the chain of events, you'll seethat if it wasn't for me that ship would till be Sitting over our
heads."

"Y ouwant ameda?' Pirbazari asked dryly.

"No," Chandrissaid. "l want areward."

Pirbazari snorted under his breath. "1 think your reward comesin the same box as Kogtas," he
said. "Namely, you don't get prosecuted for collaboration with a Pax spy.”

"No, | don't think so," Chandrissaid camly. "See, | don't think | ever knew anything abouit that.
I'm pretty sure you can't proveit, anyway."

Pirbazari's face darkened. "L ook—"

Forsythe cut him off with agesture. "What isit you want?' he asked.

"The Komitadji wasaredly big ship,” Chandrissaid. "A really big ship. | looked up some
ancient privateer numbersin the old Earth history records, and the price for capture or destruction of
something that Size would have been right through the roof. In fact, sdlvage rights done on what's left
of the hulk—"

"We get the point,” Forsythe interrupted her. "What isit you want?'

She looked him squarein the eye. "'l want an operation for Hanan," she said flatly. "Complete
repair and recongtruction of his nervous system.”

Hanan'sjaw dropped, his eyes widening with amazement. Pirbazari, for his part, actualy
sputtered. "Y ou must be joking," heinsisted, clearly appdled. "Y ou have any ideawhet that would
cog?'

"At this point, two to three million ruya," Chandrissaid. "1 figure that's around one and a half
percent of what | could demand under privateer law.”

"The Empyrean doesn't have any privateer law," Pirbazari growled, throwing ablack look at
Hanan. "Thisisextortion.”

"Chandris, you don't haveto do this," Hanan protested urgently.



"Shut up, Hanan," Chandristold him. "L ook, High Senator. Likeit or not, Kostaand | arethe
closest thing you've got to war heroes coming out of this. We could command alot of public attention
if wewanted to."

"Except that | hardly think you would want to,” Forsythe pointed out mildly. "Certainly not
consdering your past and Mr. Kosta's current Situation.”

"Oh, I'm surewe'd prefer to keep alow profile," Chandris agreed. "Whether we actualy do so
Isuptoyou."

Forsythe smiled faintly. "Y ou would have made awonderful politician of the old school, Miss
Laasha Very well. Mr. Daviee will have his operation.”

"Sr—" Pirbazari sad urgently.

"But." Forsytheleveled awarning finger a her. "Not because you've pressured meinto it.
Because you'reright: you and Mr. Kosta have earned it."

He looked around the table. "Then unless there's anything e se, this meeting is adjourned.”

With afina nod to each of them, he stood up, and he and Pirbazari strode side by side from the
room. Ronyon paused long enough to grin and wave ahand in farewell, then followed.

"You didn't haveto do that,” Orninasaid, reaching past Kostaand haf pulling Chandris out of
her chair. Standing up with her, she enveloped the girl in amassive bear hug. "But thank you. Thank
you so much.”

"For me, too," Hanan said, stepping over and wrapping his arms around both of them. " Group
hug, Jereko," he added, winking down at Kosta. "Want tojoin in?"

Kostasmiled. "Another time, thanks."

"Y ou young people," Hanan said, mock sorrowfully. "Missing out on al the good things of life."

"Oh, be quiet, Hanan," Ornina chided as the hug broke up.

"Story of my life," Hanan said, mock-sorrowfully. "That was abrilliant analyss, by theway,
Jereko. I'm with Mr. Pirbazari—I'm not sure | buy asingleword of it. But it was brilliant

neverthdess”

"Y ou were wrong about one thing, though,” Chandris said. "The angels do affect danger-type
fear, a least alittle. When Trilling attacked us, | was alot camer than | should have been.”

"Cometo think of it, sowas|," Kostaagreed, frowning as he thought back over that incident.
The adrendine had been pumping, al right, but hismind had till been clear to function. Unnaturaly
clear. "Out at Angelmass, too. Y ou'reright, it does have an effect there.”

"Maybe why the High Senate has aways seemed so cam in the face of Pax threats,” Hanan
rumbled. "Even though they never seemed to be doing anything."



"They were, though,” Kostasaid. "That net-and-catapult setup of theirsis aterrific defense.
They got that in place, then just refused to keep worrying about it."

"1 wonder how the Pax got through," Chandris said.

"l don't know," Kostasaid. "'l imagine well find out once they've pulled their ships out and we
cantak to Lorde again.”

"What will you do now, Jereko?' Orninaasked. "Do you need aplace to stay?'

"No, | should befing" Kostasaid. "I've still got my room at the Ingtitute.”

"At least for another week or two," Hanan said.

"Oh, longer than that," K osta assured him. "Mr. Pirbazari's dire predictions aside, the Ingtitute
isn't going out of business any time soon. Maybe not a dl. Even if they agree to dump the angels back
in, well certainly want to keep afew out to study.”

"Will that be safe?' Ornina asked.

"I'm sureit will," Kostaassured her. "After dl, it took an imbaance of several thousand
anti-angelsto make Angelmasswhat it is. A few or even afew dozen shouldn't be a problem.”

"Thequedtionis, what will you do?" Chandris asked, looking at Hanan and Ornina.
"What do you mean 'you?" Hanan countered. "Don't you mean ‘we'?"
"You are staying with us, aren't you?' Orninaadded.

"Well..." Chandrisflashed alook at Kosta. "I'd like to, sure. But if thereisn't any work, how can
you afford to keep me on?’

"Y ou mean how can we afford not to keep you on,” Hanan said firmly. "Faceit, Chandris,
you're part of the team now."

"We wouldn't know what to do without you, dear,” Ornina added gently.

"1 wouldn't know what to do without you, ether,” Chandris confessed in alow voice. "But if
thereisn't any work—"

"Ther€ll be plenty of work," Hanan indgsted. " Shipping, transport, tourist rides—weéll find
something.”

"Actualy, | don't think you'll have to worry about that," Kosta spoke up. "Forsythe strikesme as
the persuasive type; and if he talks the High Senate into dumping the angels, they're going to need
peoplelikeyou for the job."

"What do you mean, peoplelike us?' Orninaasked, frowning.



"Well, you can't just drop them in front of Angelmass like arow of space pops and expect it to
gobble them up," Kosta pointed out. "All the outward radiation pressure will be pushing them away,
epecidly if Angdmassis smart enough to figure out what's going on. They'll haveto be basicaly
force-fed down itsthroat."

"And the only shipsthat can get close enough to do that will be hunterships,” Hanan said, his
face brightening. "How wonderfully convenient.”

"Don't get too excited about it," Kostawarned. "Y ou won't be heroes any more, cregting a
better world for the ordinary people of the Empyrean. Y ou'll be busily taking that better world away
for reasons haf the people won't believe in thefirgt place.

"Weal do what we haveto,” Orninasaid quietly. "Besides, we didn't go into this businessto be
heroes™"

"No," Kostaagreed. "I guessfor some peopleit just happensthat way." He stood up. "I'd better
get back to the Ingtitute and start working up anicely threatening letter to send to Lorda.”

"WEell seeyou later?' Chandris asked.

Kostareached out and took her hand. He'd dways rather been afraid of Chandris, he redlized
suddenly. For that matter, hed aways rather been afraid of al women. Part of hisgenerd socia
ineptitude, hed aways thought, and had cursed the awkwardness and nagging fears of youth.

But that was before he'd faced death, out there at Angelmass, and suddenly al the fears of
saying or doing the wrong thing had become utterly trivia. Maybe that had matured him. Maybe he
hed findly grown up.

"Sure" hetold her. "Count onit."

Or maybe, the thought whispered through hismind, it was only the angels.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Timothy Zahn isthe author of more than adozen origind science fiction novels, including the Cobra
and very popular Blackcollar series. He has had many short works published in the mgjor SF
magazines, including " Cascade Point," which won the Hugo Award for best novellain 1983. Heis
aso author of the bestselling Star Wars trilogy Heir to the Empire, among other works. Helivesin
the Pecific Northwest.

Copyright © 2001 by Timothy Zahn

ISBN: 0-312-87828-1



