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PROLOGUE




Obeying a law from which nothing in the past has

ever been exempt, evil may go on growing alongside good, and it too may attain

its paroxysm at the end in some specifically new form.




There are no summits without abysses.




Enormous powers will be liberated in mankind by the inner

play of its cohesion: though it may be that this energy will still be employed

discordantly tomorrow, as today and in the past. Are we to foresee a

mechanising synergy under brute force, or a synergy of sympathy? Are we to

foresee man seeking to fulfil himself collectively upon himself, or personally

upon a greater than himself? Refusal or acceptance of Omega?




The Sanctus Teilhard




(Pierre Teilhard de Chardin)




The Phenomenon of Man, ca. 200 B.E.




SUNEATER




His mind hazed by drugs, the tempath Norio raced around

the dyplast barrier into the Chamber of Kronos.




He exulted in the rush of energy pouring through him as the

moth-like beats of the Suneater’s hidden life burgeoned into deep drums of

power thrumming to his accelerating heartbeat. He leapt up onto the textured

bulk of the Urian machine, the stalagmitic shape so like a throne on which no

human could sit that cradled the Heart of Kronos. The depth beyond the machine dwindled

in impossible perspective, like a conduit to the heart of the singularity the

station orbited, but the mirrored sphere that held the secret of the Suneater

pulled irresistibly at his mind.




It pulsed with a secret life that seduced his own pulse, his

breathing, and all the inner courses of his body into synchrony, blending him

into the substance of the ancient, seemingly organic machine in an excess of

mastery and ecstasy beyond anything Norio had ever experienced. Time and space

opened before him as his mind expanded, sweeping effortlessly outward in a

widening vortex of emotions sensed from the inhabitants of the station: the

fear and duty compulsion of the Tarkans, now running through the hatch into the

chamber, terror and fury from Morrighon, apprehension and curiosity from

Lysanter, and then to minds beyond.




And still his power grew.




With rapturous triumph he threw open his mental barriers in

order to devour the minds of every life on the station, the consummation of an

instant, yet in the strange timeless vision he now possessed, a never-ending

pleasure beyond anything his feeble recorded treasures had ever offered him.




But then his perceptions met a numinous flare of light

emanating from the landing bay, ramifying outward from two figures so

incandescent he could not look at them: Anaris achreash’Eusabian, the

Dol’jharian heir, and the Rifter captain Vi’ya, once a Dol’jharian slave, and now

Hreem the Faithless’s deadliest enemy.




Norio recoiled, and threw himself against the hateful light

pushing him away from the landing bay. He would eat Vi’ya’s mind first!




As he pulled power from the Heart, jagged pain gored him

with remembrance of the warm obscenity that had stolen Hreem from him, its

substance like the heat-glowing presence now beneath his hands.




Norio shrieked.




His mind ripped along the seam weakened by that stab of

memory, banishing the drug-induced haze that had hidden until too late the true

nature of what he’d sought to waken. He craved the safety of nullity, the

head-blindness of normal humankind, for now he was impaled on an upwelling pain

that no sound he could produce would ever express. The veins ruptured in his

throat and his vocal cords snapped as something vast and terrible sought exit

through his mind and shredded him into a million fragments, every one of them

conscious and alive with never-ending agony in a timeless instant . . .




In the landing bay, the full-spectrum lights flickered.




Vi’ya saw in the sudden wariness of the Tarkan honor

guard—hands tightening on weapons—and in the narrowed eyes and hardened jaw of

Anaris, that this was not normal. Her body tensed into readiness as she scanned

the landing bay, then again the heir.




Anaris stood a meter from her. His anger seared like flame,

and she fought to interpose her mental shield against its intensity. If this was

what life would be like on the Suneater, she’d need Montrose’s drugs after all.




The lights flickered again, throwing Anaris’s face into

greenish-gray shadow, then they dimmed and blinked out, leaving him illuminated

only by what could be seen of the red-glowing walls of the Urian station behind

the gray flats. The landing bay blurred into the ruddy gray of stone flushed

with roseate sunlight streaming through colored glass. Vi’ya kept her entire

focus on Anaris as she recognized, in horror and revulsion, the cathedral at

New Glastonbury on Desrien.




Fighting to keep her hold on reality—to reject the memory of

that place, and the vision she had experienced there—she reached mentally for

the one tie to reality she could still perceive: Anaris’s figure, a green-gray

silhouette against the light from the walls. But, as though a door were

opening, the shadow expanded and pulled her inexorably into the Dreamtime.




The gray mist around her cleared, leaving her surrounded by

the familiar hiss and boom of crashing surf.




A shower of salt spray cooled her face.




She jerked her chin up. Above sailed the green and gray

clouds of Dol’jhar. Lightning flickered, and a low mutter of thunder drowned

the pounding of the sea. The strong smell of salt stung her nose. Somehow she

had lost the strange Urian station and was here on the island of the Chorei.




A stray thought: she had been there before, and she fought

to regain . . . what? She remembered a tall building of lacy stone, windows of

crystallized light, an old woman . . . Memory slipped away as her feet sank

into sand, and the spray stung her eyes.




She had to do something, and it had to be done at once.




She whirled around, staggering at the drag of the heavy

gravity she thought she’d left behind forever. As her muscles tightened, she

turned her back on the dark gray sea of Dol’jhar and clambered up the side of a

palisade. She topped the stony outcropping, breathing hard, and stared at the

tiered city carved into the side of the twin mountains.




This had to be Jhargat Choreid, before the asteroid

destroyed it.




She stared in amazement at the city’s wide archways, curved

windows, and the patterned mosaics that, as the boiling clouds overhead parted

briefly, glowed golden, ruby, and emerald in the light of the setting sun.




She was not prepared for such beauty. Nothing on Dol’jhar

had ever been beautiful. The concept of beauty itself was foreign to

Dol’jharians, she had always thought—though she had never seen inside the great

fortress towers of the Lords.




She looked up, but there was nothing to see save the clouds.

The asteroid—




It didn’t matter how she’d arrived. The why was clear: she

had to warn them. And she began to run.




Wind buffeted her, the beginning of a storm. Warm raindrops

spattered her face and hands and plopped onto the worn bricks of a pathway. She

leapt over a low hedge. Her heels rang on stone as she loped, and she breathed

in the scents of herbs and aromatic shrubs, all unfamiliar. The climate was

more forgiving than that of the north.




When a human form emerged from the slanting rain she

stopped, blinking rain from her eyes.




The man raised a hand, palm out in the old gesture for truce

or peace. She mirrored his gesture. He beckoned, leading her off the main path

onto a narrow flagged trail. Beyond a wall of tossing fronds lay a long, low

house with an overhanging roof.




The wind diminished as soon as they stepped onto the porch.

Lanterns glowed in rounded windows, casting light onto a dark face with

light-colored eyes. The man was shorter than she by a hands-breadth, and stocky

in build. His hair, like hers, was long, but flecked with white. He was older

than he had first appeared.




He wore a long tunic woven in bright colors and baggy

trousers tucked into cloth boots. There was nothing martial in his appearance,

nor did he seem to bear any weaponry.




She was aware of a gentle tug of question at her mental

shield, and behind that a steel-smooth control.




“Welcome, daughter,” the man said.




The words sounded different, but the meaning laved her

consciousness: curiosity, a genuine welcome, and under it an urgency and a

sadness which the control could not hide.




“The asteroid.” She glanced skyward. “The mainlanders—”




“It is imminent.” He held up his hand, palm toward the

mountain. “Imminent,” he repeated softly.




A lull in the rain granted clarity, as if a curtain had been

ripped aside, revealing people of every age standing on the balconies of every

house, from sea level to mountain peak. All facing the south.




Again he gestured, and she looked southward, into the

deepening yellow night sky.




The flare of light descended with cruelly inexorable

deliberation. Moments after it disappeared below the southern horizon, a dome

of light blossomed into the darkness, transfixed by a wavering spear of bluish

light that shot up into the heavens as the impact of the asteroid converted a

hundred cubic kilometers of seawater and ocean floor into superheated steam and

vaporized rock.




“It is done,” said the man.




Fury was Vi’ya’s first reaction, at the purposelessness of

it all. She’d arrived too late to save them. If she’d had better timing, if she

had her ship, she could have blasted it out of space—




But Telvarna was gone, light-years

away and centuries distant.




“Do not be angry, daughter,” the man said.




“Why am I here?” she demanded. “If I’d appeared even a day

ago, I could have warned you, at least.”




The man spread his hands, his smile sad; the corner of his

mouth trembled. He was afraid. And he was a telepath; of course he knew her

thoughts almost as quickly as she did. “No people wish to die before their

natural time,” he said.




“They don’t wish to die at all,” she countered.




He breathed deeply. A tangy herbal scent hung in the air,

like the spices put in wine. Then he smiled. “Before we discourse on Terevha’zhad—”

The connotations carried clearly, the intimacies. “—we must exchange names. I

am Math, Lictor of the Chorei.”




“I am Vi’ya.” Her voice remained steady, though her

heartbeat quickened. A half minute gone. Her mind reeled; she was to die among

them, and he thought there was purpose to any of this?




“Your name has an unfamiliar sound,” Math said. “Are you

from the Servants of Dol?”




“The name comes from another people, because among them—”

She pointed northward. “—slaves are not named.” When his brows contracted, she

curled her lip. “Don’t waste your pity. The lords think that by keeping us

nameless, and our heads shaved, we have no identity, but those who want freedom

find their strictures merely an added challenge.”




Math nodded soberly.




“You don’t believe death is the enemy, to be fought at all

costs, for as long as one can fight?” she asked. The image in her mind was

Markham’s laughing face just before Hreem flamed him, and then the burning

corpse falling, falling, and her question came out bitter, but when she glanced

up at the still faces waiting on the balconies, she knew that here, anyway, the

Chorei did believe it.




“The universe does not waste anything,” Math said, his smile

rueful. “But we love our home, our island—and at the last, our planet. We knew

that the Children of Dol would come to destroy us in one way or another, and we

held it off it as long as we could. But when it became apparent their power was

greater, we altered our plans. Though we go together to rejoin Totality, we

will give our gift to the future. And,” he gestured, “should the gift be

accepted, then in the end we all shall win, those who serve Dol and those who

love Chor, alike.”




“They taught us you were demons.” Vi’ya started, then shut

her mouth. Why ruin the dreams of the condemned?




Math’s quick intake of breath made her jerk around to look

at him: had he lost his faith so quickly, then?




But his eyes widened, his face suffused with joy. “You are

from the time that is to come?” He read his answer in her mind before she could

form it, and she saw the gleam of tears on his lashes. “The gift! The gift!”




And from above, carried on the wind, came an eerie sound,

voices singing a sustained note, from high to low, a chord so beautiful its

effect was searing.




Math’s eyes flickered to the south, where the horizon seemed

subtly different. “Above us, deep in the other side of the mountain, await

those who will try to win through,” he said swiftly. “At least one for each

Talent.”




Vi’ya winced, thinking of what was to happen to the

survivors. She was resolute in not wanting to speak, but Math was reading her

closely, and he said, “We know the nature of the Servants of Dol. The ones

above are volunteers. My wife is among them—”




Wife. The word gave Vi’ya a third shock.




“It appears that the talents will not die,” he murmured,

concentrating on her. “For you do hear us, unlike the Children of Dol in our

own time. And there are others?”




She understood their “gift” now, and assented with a quick

nod. The wave was coming: she could hear the sea hissing out beyond the point

any tide had ever gone. “Yes. There are others.” She spoke as quickly as he.

“The mainlanders will come and enslave those Chorei they find, but the talents

endure in their descendants. Tell me! If you truly don’t believe in war, how

did you make their ships of conquest disappear?”




“They never disappeared.” Math raised his hands. “They are

among us. We convinced them to lay down arms and join us.” His gaze lifted.

“You have our gift, You-Who-Hear. Carry the rest of our gift: remember us.”




The chorus of voices swelled, both heard and in the mental

realm, all voices joining together in a psalm of joy and unity, spirit linked

to spirit, as the Chorei gazed out at the kelp-veined wall of steaming water,

its top frayed by the shock wave just behind, and awaited annihilation.




Vi’ya closed her eyes as the roar intensified, drowning the

sound of the voices on the air, but not in mind, and at the last she

surrendered the guard on heart and spirit and reached to join . . .




. . . and the wave passed, silent and cold, and faded into

nothingness.











PART ONE











ONE




ARTHELION




Moira ran down the broad corridor in the Mandala, the

busts of long-dead Panarchs and Kyriarchs to either side raking her with the

blind gaze of patient stone. She stopped and stared up hopelessly at the

colossal doors that barred her path. The eyes of the bird of flame inlaid upon

them seemed to glow forbiddingly down at her; from behind came the hard,

frightening voices of the invaders from Dol’jhar. Moira paused to glance down

the long corridor behind her, then desperately reached up and yanked at the huge

handle on one door.




There was no give to it, and she had begun to turn away,

fighting back tears, when a deep-toned hum commenced, and the huge doors began

to swing open. She stuck a foot through the skinny crack, then her basket as

the crack widened slowly, then squeezed the rest of herself through as soon as

the opening was big enough.




Moira ran a few steps, then faltered, relief at her escape

turning to fear at the immensity of the gloomy room. She stepped back, and

back, but when she whirled around to run, the gigantic doors were already

swinging shut. The soft boom of their closing seemed to come from everywhere.




She had seen the Throne Room before, but only on a holo,

which didn’t give a hint of this vast space ready to swallow her. She didn’t

see a ceiling, just an infinity of stars. Still air chilled her, and voices

seemed to whisper among the shadows in the distant corners, as if the room was

full of lots and lots of ghosts.




She scrutinized the walls. Nothing there. So she braced her

shoulders and looked at last across the polished floor to the emerald gleam of

the Throne. It, too, was shadowed. It looked to Moira like a towering tree

twining its branches among the stars.




A tree. She felt safe with trees. She ran toward it,

clutching her basket against her chest.




There had to be doors at the other end of the huge room.

Meanwhile, if the Dol’jharians figured out which way she’d gone and came after

her, she could hide behind the Throne.




She ran faster, her feet making whispery echoes. She tried

to ignore those creepy shadows, and kept her gaze firmly on the safety of the

tree.




Then she saw the man who was seated on the Emerald Throne.




She stopped, breathing hard.




“If they catch you, pretend you’re lost.

Cry.” The Masque’s voice rasped vividly in memory, bringing the image of

the red cloth that covered his lower face. Above that his dark eyes, that

stared right into you. But this man wore no mask.




“Come forward.”




The voice was soft, barely louder than her sandals on the

cold, polished floor.




Moira managed to draw in a shaky breath and walked toward

the Throne. It wouldn’t be hard to cry. She’d seen what Dol’jharians were like,

there on the beach when their ruler had destroyed the Havroy and his soldiers

had shot people down for no reason.




But as she neared the huge Throne, she perceived something

strange about the man sitting on it. The Throne gleamed with dull light, but

she couldn’t see a source. The man gleamed with the same kind of light; his

clothes weren’t like anything people wore now, but he didn’t look at all like

the Dol’jharians.




Was he the ghost that all her friends whispered about? Nionu

actually claimed to have seen it once, but Moira thought that was just her

friend’s jealousy making her fib because she never got to visit the Havroy.

Moira had been the last girl to take flowers to her; since the evil Dol’jharians’

battlecruiser had melted the ancient statue, no girl and her family would ever

make that happy journey again.




One, two steps closer. The man on the Throne looked very

old, but he sat up straight and tall, as though he belonged there, his body

made out of cloudy light. It was just a holo, she told herself fiercely. That’s

what her father had told her. But this man looked like the vids of Jaspar, the

first Panarch so long ago, and his eyes reminded her of the Masque’s.




Holos didn’t look at you like that. Only people did.




Moira’s pace slowed until she stopped short of the dais

before the Emerald Throne. The old man smiled at her and beckoned her closer.

She didn’t move; her throat constricted like an invisible hand was squeezing

it.




“Who are you? Are you a ghost?” she asked finally. Her

squeaky voice was lost in the huge room.




“More than a ghost, and less than a man, I think, Moira.”

His voice was clear, but soft, so it didn’t echo.




It didn’t surprise her that the ghost knew her name.




“Can you help me?” she asked, carefully setting her basket

down at her feet. “The guks saw me.”




“Guks?” the man repeated, smiling just a little.




“What we Rats call the Dol’jharians,” Moira explained,

intrigued that he knew her name, but didn’t know what her age-mates in the

Mandala called the occupying soldiers. She sneaked a quick look behind her; the

big doors were still closed. “They like to kill people, but they’re not

supposed to kill any more of us if we don’t break their rules. I broke their

rule about anyone coming to this part of the Palace. But it belongs to us! Not to them! I hate them!”




“Aren’t you already breaking a rule?” the man asked.




Moira bent to grab her basket again. Could the man see

inside it?




“I’m helping my papa,” she said firmly. After all, that wasn’t a lie. She really was helping her father. Even

the Dol’jharians knew that her father was the head gardener and that Moira

carried rare cuttings back and forth to his workers, few of whom had full

walkabouts—the boundary passes issued by the invaders.




But they didn’t know that underneath the plant slips, buried

in the moist soil, Moira sometimes carried message chips.




The man said, “Do you know the difference between breaking a

rule that only hurts yourself and breaking one that might hurt many others?”




Moira was silent. Did the ghost know about the chip, then?

She’d promised her papa—and the Masque—never to tell anyone about what was in

her basket besides plants.




But she knew what he was talking about. The Masque had been

careful to explain how no one could use the DataNet anymore, except for

business, and the guks read everything. Real messages—like the ones she and her

papa tried to send to her mother, maybe hidden with Moira’s dog somewhere on

the other side of the world with the other Navy people who’d escaped the first

days of killing—went on chips carried from hand to hand. And they were viewed

on no-port viewers like the ones the small children used in school: In fact,

some of them had come from school, a fact Moira and her friends had found

funny.




She said carefully, “You mean that if I don’t carry these

plants, somebody might get in trouble?”




He nodded in approval. “That’s just what I mean, Moira.”




That meant he thought she was being selfish to come up this

way, and not through the service tubes like the Masque told her to do. “I snuck

up here because I wanted to see you,” she blurted. “To see if you were real.”




“Why?” the man asked. He was no longer smiling.




Moira struggled with feelings that wouldn’t come out into

the right words. Because I hope my mama is still alive. Or, because my papa

drinks every night, until his eyes are red. Or, because I don’t know if Mama

took my dog, when the Navy doesn’t let you have pets, so he could be lost and

alone somewhere, and too many Rats don’t have their whole families and never

will again.




Or because the guks are stronger and meaner than any of us.

Because there’s gotta be somebody on our side who is stronger than the

Dol’jharians.




Somehow she couldn’t say those things out loud. “The other

Rats said the Masque saw you,” she said. “They all say that the guks are scared

of you, but the Masque isn’t—that he spent a whole night here, and you were

with him. I just had to know if any of it was true.”




“It’s all true,” he said.




Moira drew in a shaky breath.




The man smiled again and said, “Who are the Rats?”




“My friends,” she said proudly. “We call ourselves

Ratrunners, just like people our age on Rifthaven. We even have a hand code—”

She was getting close to breaking promises. And stopped.




“Well done, Moira,” the ghost said approvingly. “You may

tell the other Rats that I am here and that I am helping the Masque. However,

you must promise not to come this way again—” He turned his head, and Moira’s

heart squeezed when she could see right through his skull.




But he smiled, and his eyes bored straight into hers again.

“Courage, child,” he said.




And at the end of the room, where she’d entered, the big

doors began to swing open.




Pentasz Sinaran motioned one of his Tarkans inside. Her

shoulders tensed and her face blanched as she looked back from the opening

doors at Sinaran. “The little girl is there. But the . . . it

is with her.” Her voice was strained.




The squad commander cursed under his breath, using a term

that would have earned him a hundred lashes from Altasz Jesserian. “It is not one of the karra,” Jesserian had told them. “It is a hologram, a computer device.”




But the altasz, commander of Dol’jhar’s forces on the

Mandala, had never seen the Panarchist karra. And even if it was from the

computer, it was still the malevolent will of a long-dead enemy. What else

could you call it?




Now, as the portal widened, Sinaran could see it, too. He

ordered his squad through the opening doors; despite their fear, they fanned

out efficiently, running to take up positions flanking the Throne. A swift

crackle of speech from his communicator confirmed Jhustuan’s squad entering via

the Aleph-Null Gate behind the Throne.




Fighting down a prickle of numinous horror, Pentasz Sinaran,

a twenty-five-year Tarkan, forced himself to advance toward the Throne, his jac

held low across his body in the ready position. A ghastly light seeped and

whirled through the enormous hall, sharpening to the vivid greenish yellow of a

gangrenous bruise. The air had thickened, becoming difficult to breathe. He

clenched his teeth as roiling clouds swirled with deadly slowness in a vortex

centered above the Throne. But the fear would not conquer twenty-five years of

brutal training and experience. The squad commander did not pause or slow his

approach.




Moira was so scared she almost couldn’t feel it anymore. The

sky filled with clouds like the worst thunderstorm she’d ever seen, and she

stood rooted by the Throne as the Dol’jharian approached.




Sinaran watched her, too. He could see fear limned in every

line of the girl’s body as she retreated across the dais and stood near the

Throne, poised for flight. She was almost of an age for her first Karusch-na

Rahali, now approaching. Sinaran felt a brief stirring at the thought; like all

Dol’jharians, his body never lost the lunar rhythms of his far-off home.




He sternly suppressed the surge. The Panarchists were off

limits, and this one was too young and weak, even if she had bled, which he

doubted. In any case, his orders were plain, and the girl would never reach the

Struggle, if the Panarchists even had such a thing.




He reached the edge of the dais, and tensed his right leg to

step up.




“As you value your will and soul, approach no closer,” the

karra said in perfect Dol’jharian.




The words stopped Sinaran as though he’d walked into a wall,

and he swayed, momentarily off balance. No one had told him it spoke!




The karra gazed steadily at him as the vast hall darkened.

Pulses of sound, almost too low to hear, shivered through Sinaran’s body. Light

pooled about the karra’s form, flowing in sheets down the Throne, and creeping

in waves of dim radiance toward where Sinaran stood.




He forced his gaze to the karra’s face. Horror choked him at

the darkness behind its eyes, wherein flames leapt and flickered.




“My name is Jaspar,” the karra said, and Sinaran knew

himself lost. The karra only named themselves to those they ate. “I will not

ask yours, for that no longer matters. You have willingly entered my demesne,

and you are mine.”




Moira whimpered in terror as the ghost spoke in the harsh

words of the invaders and the soldier stopped, as from above, thunder muttered.

The horrible greenish clouds twisted, little points and tendrils of vapor

thrusting down from their underbellies, as though they were full of snakes

trying to escape.




Sinaran flicked a glance to left and right. The rest of his

squad was in position.




“The only question is, do I take you now or later?” the

karra said.




Desperation galvanized Sinaran’s muscles, and he jerked up

his weapon.




Blasts of deafening thunder made Moira’s ears ring as

brilliant blue-white whips of lightning crackled down from the clouds. One

struck Sinaran, and a wash of pain like molten metal drilled through every

nerve in a net of agony that dropped him into darkness.




Moira keened as he jerked horribly and collapsed. Adult

voices screamed beneath the battering blast of sound, then the noise stopped.




Silence.




Moira had fallen to a crouch. Slowly she stood up and looked

around. Far off she could see two or three dark bundles on the floor, smoke

rising from them. She smelled burned meat and clapped her hand over her mouth

as her stomach lurched.




“Are they dead?”




“All except this one,” the ghost said, nodding at the

soldier fallen across the edge of the dais.




“You should kill all of them—everywhere,” Moira said

fiercely as relief changed her fear to anger.




“I cannot do that alone, Moira,” the ghost replied, smiling

faintly. “Even in the Palace, where I could kill those wandering my halls, I

must not, or their friends off-planet will come to take their revenge on you.

As for this one here, it is better that one should live to spread fear.” He

stood up. “But we had best speed you to the completion of your errand.”




A hole opened up right in front of the Throne.




“Do you trust me, Moira?” the ghost asked gravely.




She jerked her head in a nod.




“Then follow me.” He melted and whipped down into the hole,

like smoke in reverse.




Moira jumped into the hole and found herself twisting at

high speed down a kind of tubular slide, sort of like the Dragon’s Gut ride at

the Panludium. She was almost enjoying it by the time she shot out of the

bottom in a weird stomach-upping sensation as something turned her upright and

set her gently on her feet.




The ghost motioned her on, silent now, and a few minutes

later a door opened to reveal the garden where she’d been headed before her

detour. She blinked in the unexpected sunlight; she expected clouds and rain,

so real had been the storm in the Throne Room.




Moira turned to thank the ghost, but he was gone.




She picked up her basket and set off to make her delivery; elsewhere

in the Palace, Ferrasin, the Dol’jharians’ chief noderunner, frowned as he shut

down the console. He had just extracted a chunk of exactly the kind of

information Barrodagh most prized, but why had it come so easily, there at the

end of the session? And what had been that burst of activity? The node map he’d

laboriously managed to construct had lit up all over.




He looked around his office. It was one of the rewards of

his successes at penetrating the secrets of the Palace computer, that vast

distributed web of compute arrays encompassing, at times, a fair percentage of

the total computing resources of Arthelion. How else could they have ruled the

Thousand Suns? There was good reason why the College of Infonetics was based

here.




The tianqi whispered, circulating cool air smelling of deep

forest and sun-dappled clearings. A large dyplast pane, roughly set into the

wall by his Dol’jharian masters, revealed the bustle of the computer room,

muting its sounds to a soft buzz. The other techs could see Ferrasin looking

through, but of course no one met his eyes, making him reflect bitterly that he

was in as much of a fishbowl as they were. But the other noderunners avoided

him unless summoned. He was on top here.




In a way.




Mastery of the Palace Net had once seemed a fantasy for a

one-time ordinary noderunner. He was good but had begun to lose hope of

descending deeper than Octant depths when the Avatar’s hand reached out for

him. Dol’jhar’s service had been irresistible, his single chance of reaching

his impossible goal.




The longer he labored, the deeper his conviction that his

work was producing results well beyond his best efforts—and he had encountered

an entity that should have been impossible to conceal. For there was an

autonomous intelligence in the Net, wearing the persona of Jaspar Arkad.

Ferrasin still found it hard to believe that the Mandala had so terribly

violated its own millennial ban against machine intelligence, the deepest-held

prejudice of humankind in the Thousand Suns.




And that intelligence had Ferrasin entrapped in a lie. The

work that had brought such rapid promotion was no longer his, but that of the

intelligence that should not exist. Worse, it was an exact accountant of

give-and-take: he’d obtained some really good information this time. What had he

paid for it?




The poing of his console delivered

the answer.




“Jesserian here. Come to the Throne Room without delay.” The

Dol’jharian commander clicked off without waiting for assent. That, Ferrasin,

knew with bitter conviction, was a given.




Ferrasin hoped it was just the dogs again, maddeningly

elusive except in the way they chewed Dol’jharian cables, and left pungent

canine opinions of the intruders in their territory. Although so far, they’d

never peed on anything in the Throne Room. But there was always a first time.




He knew how they got around without detection: though the

maintenance crew had had strict orders to close up all the dog doors they

found, the computer kept re-establishing them. Just as its housekeeping nodes

regrew the functions furnishing food and water for the animals. The question

was, why?




Ferrasin laughed at himself as he toiled down the peaceful

hallways. Dogs bred here for centuries learned every corner of the Mandala. As

for why, they were just dogs. Way down at the computer’s lower strata, there

probably existed some programming order that there should always be comestibles

and access for the animals. It might even go all the way back to that first

Jaspar Arkad, if the history chips taken from the local school were right.




Thinking about that computer… artifact (he hated how his

mind slid from ‘intelligence’), plus listening to those Tarkans and their

never-ending talk of ghosts, had made him more credulous than he’d ever thought

possible.




His mood had regained its normal exasperation when he

entered the Throne Room. But the first whiff of charred meat banished his

self-assurance. Ferrasin fought waves of nausea as he watched grim-faced

Tarkans gingerly carry the mushy, partially-crisped remains of their fellows

out of the Throne Room.




Ferrasin listened in horror as the sole survivor, on his

feet in a rigid posture marred by a tendency to sway, related what had

happened.




“How was this done?” Jesserian swung around and glared at

Ferrasin.




Ferrasin swallowed the metallic taint creeping up his throat:

I won’t throw up!




He mentally reviewed his knowledge of sims. “I’d guess

ch-ch-charge toroids in the ceiling, w-w-with a UV laser to trigger the

discharge.” Of course his stutter would be worse than ever.




The Dol’jharian glared at him.




“Artificial lightning,” Ferrasin said, abruptly weary.

“Th-the Kyriarch Banicalaan was a sim fanatic. Sh-she even used t-t-to make it

rain and snow in here. The m-machines haven’t been used for several c-centuries.”




“And they still work?” Jesserian was openly scornful.




“No reason why not, if the computer’s taking care of them.”




The commander turned away and dismissed the Tarkan survivor

with a few harsh phrases. The man saluted; the tech saw the pain in his face as

he pivoted smartly, stumbled, and marched away. They were alone on the dais.

The voices of the death detail faded to a chorus of whispered echoes as they

departed.




Jesserian stepped up close to Ferrasin, towering over him.

His body odor was rank, that of an exhausted man running on nervous energy.

“This is your responsibility. You must control the computer.”




The tech heard a faint catch on the initial consonant of the

last word. Jesserian had been about to say “karra,” no doubt. Amusement spurted

behind Ferrasin’s ribs, though enough fear remained for him to keep it under

strict control. For different reasons, the Dol’jharians were as upset by the

intelligence as he was.




“I c-can’t control it,” he replied. “And I w-warned you not

to let Tarkans into the Throne Room. Anyway, you know as well as I do that one

can only bargain with it, unless we destroy it utterly. And if we do that, we

will both be destroyed.”




Jesserian snarled a Dol’jharian curse, but Ferrasin heard in

that an acknowledgment of his words as truth. Just as much as Ferrasin, the

commander owed his present position to the computer. In the months since

Eusabian had left, it had always delivered barely enough information through

Ferrasin to enable Jesserian to avoid the disasters that had ended the careers

of his rank equals here on Arthelion. Now he, like Ferrasin, was supreme in his

sphere.




“But now there are no more kah-jillalch,”

the Tarkan said. “Scapegoats,” he added, apparently seeing Ferrasin’s

puzzlement. “So your . . . haunting has our progeny in its teeth. Can you

deliver enough to Barrodagh to convince him to avert the Avatar’s wrath?”




Ferrasin smiled. “If he w-w-were not a Catennach, I w-would

say that I have Barrodagh’s progeny in my teeth.”




Jesserian gave a short bark of laughter and looked at

Ferrasin appraisingly. “You have changed much since the Avatar’s departure. You

still would not fare well in the Karusch-na Rahali, but you are learning

Dol’jharian ways, it seems.”




“I enjoy breathing.”




Jesserian gave that odd, twisting nod that characterized the

Dol’jharians. Then his expression tightened into its normal somber expression.

“So do I, although that could change.”




Ferrasin twitched, his flesh shrinking from the imagined

pain of Eusabian’s vengeance if they were found out. “What will you say?” he

asked.




They quickly came to agreement on their reports and left the

Throne Room. Ferrasin hurried back to his office, mentally rehearsing his

coming interview with Barrodagh, who never forgot a lapse, and who nourished

grudges until he could destroy their cause.




At least the worms Ferrasin had promised were finished, he reminded

himself as he locked himself in the fresher, splashed water on his face, and gargled

to try to wash away the vile roasted stench. Then he opaqued the dyplast window

in his office and settled before his console to plan his words carefully.




It was strange to be struggling with another noderunner

hundreds of light-years away. There’d been almost no information in the

Spelunkenbuch about this Tatriman Alac-lu-Ombric—she was a Rifter, after

all—but she was very good. She’d have to be, to be working directly beneath the

Avatar’s eye, yet under the heir’s command. Barrodagh had no one on the

Suneater good enough, given that Lysanter was in charge of computing as well as

the Urian research. So he had forced Ferrasin into an adversarial position to counter

her. Without the Arthelion computer backing him, he wouldn’t have a chance

against her.




He only hoped he’d sufficiently disguised the problems he’d

given the computer: the wideband channel he’d used over the hyperwave for

noderunning on the Suneater could pass all sorts of mischief, if the

intelligence found it.




He’d run mentally through all possible responses when his

console shrilled at him in the special code that announced Barrodagh.




Forcing his stuttering tongue to cooperate, Ferrasin spoke

before the Bori could. “I have two of the w-worms you w-wanted ready. The first

sh-should give you the information you seek, without possibility of detection.

And the s-second will slowly divert more compute power to your stasis clamps.”




The Bori paused, then nodded jerkily, his cheek twitching.

“You know what I am calling about.”




“Yes, but first, there’s m-more,” Ferrasin hurried on. “The

c-computer yielded partial fleet statistics for Aleph-Null Sud. W-w-we should

be able to access the rest within forty-eight hours.”




Barrodagh’s expression lightened fractionally. “That is

well. It may be enough to spare you the Avatar’s wrath. Now, I want your report

on what happened.” His face twisted, and he rubbed his cheek without appearing

aware of the motion. But he accepted Ferrasin’s explanation of the destruction

of the Tarkan squad without further comment.




After reviewing his next assignments, Ferrasin tabbed his

console. The other man’s motion mirrored his, as each of them accepted the

specially coded transmissions from the other.




The node monitoring the critical port flared into activity.

With a fraction of its attention, the entity that called itself Jaspar again

seized the channel, modulating the transmission with a carefully crafted

message of its own, receiving the return DLs of its own worms at the same time.

There were not many answering yet, but soon it would know enough of this

distant place to act. It already knew one thing: the Enemy himself was there.




In the meantime, it would talk again to the man who called

himself the Masque, for there was much of the world that was incomprehensible

unless filtered through a living mind.




For Jaspar was dead, and he knew it.











TWO





FLOWER OF LITH: SUNEATER PLUS ONE LIGHT DAY




Tap-tap-tap, ratta-tap-tap-thump. Hreem’s fingers drummed

the arms of the captain’s pod, the only sound on his bridge.




The main screen showed the black hole binary of the

Suneater; Hreem was more interested in the fuzzy points of light placed here

and there by the computer, indicating ships. The Lith’s

kilometer of length gave its sensor array a respectable baseline, even if it

fell well short of the resolving power of a battlecruiser.




“They’re really hoppin’, Cap’n.” Erbee, his scantech, jerked

his thumb at the display. “Jumpin’ all over the place.”




“Surprise,” drawled Piliar, the weapons tech. Erbee glared

at him, stung by the sarcasm in his voice. “Wait till you’re seeing a cruiser

in every twitch of your console,” the weapons tech continued.




“Anything ever turn up, Riolo?” Hreem interrupted.




“No, Captain,” the Barcan tech replied, hitching up his

codpiece in the nervous tic that had once so irritated Hreem.




No longer. If he got too annoyed, a session with the shestek

washed it away. But it wasn’t reassuring that Riolo had been unable to decipher

any of the Suneater traffic they’d picked up.




That, too, was not surprising, after the example Barrodagh

had made of the Crone of Aravis. He’d powered them

down after catching their noderunner compromising Barrodagh’s coded messages to

Rifthaven. First the Fist of Dol’jhar had removed

their Urian tech, then had tractored them into an orbit that intersected the

black hole. Hreem could still hear their screams as the tidal effects tore them

and their ship apart. Nobody else, it seemed, was now willing to pit their

crypto against the compute arrays on the Suneater.




Nobody was going to shut down the Lith. He’d

had the techs start bringing the spin reactors back up to standby before they

left Barcan space—they could accomplish the switchover in minutes now.




Hreem forced a little irritation into his voice. “How much

longer is that chatzing array going to take?”




“Couple of hours, I think,” Erbee replied. “Satansclaw’s signature is an easy one.”




A nervous motion from Riolo caught Hreem’s eye, and this

time anger stirred. “What’s narking you, trog?”




“The Ogres, Captain. I’m not finished with them.”




“Well, then, what are you doing here?” Hreem shouted,

ignoring the fact that he had neglected to change the Barcan’s watch. “Get off

the chatzing bridge and back to work.”




Hreem told himself that his moodiness was Norio’s fault. He

shouldn’t have left. The tempath had always known what Hreem needed to relieve

his stress, employing a host of subtle techniques, and many not so subtle. The

shestek merely drowned him in a cataract of raw pleasure. It left him utterly

relaxed, but that was all.




The truth was, despite the pleasure beyond anything he’d

ever experienced, he missed the chatzing little mindsnake—not that he’d ever

tell Norio, who had left him without even asking, after years of serving his

every wish.




But Barrodagh had deflected all his questions about Norio.

“I cannot reveal anything touching on the control of the Suneater,” he’d said.




If that was how he was going to play the game, Hreem would

just have to use the Ogres as his lever. He smiled as he resumed the rhythmic

tapping on his pod arm. And then . . . well, this might deliver the

compensation he craved for the battlecruiser he’d lost at Malachronte.




But first he needed to get to the Suneater, and to Norio,

and recover their old relationship. And then, if Norio’s power sufficed to

control the station . . . Hreem would control Norio.





SATANSCLAW: SUNEATER SYSTEM




Tallis Y’Marmor fought the urge to touch his eyepatch and

stretched his hands out along the arms of his command pod. His glance fell on

his console, reminding him of the code that would summon the logos, and he flinched.

No need for that anymore. He could disable those codes—he could blow his

console up—and the logos would still talk to him in the usual ghost flickers

that no one else could see.




Or maybe en clair, in front of all the crew, if it decided

to.




Tallis wouldn’t let it get that far. If it wanted to

communicate, he listened.




He glanced at Kira Lennart, now his first officer since she

had liberated Tallis from his confinement in the bilge bay. She insisted that

there was a way around the damned logos. “If we can wake up

the eidolon, we might have a chance,” she’d whispered into his ear in

the aftermath of passion, while Luri snored on the other side of her.




Maybe. In the meantime, he cooperated with the logos. Though

nearly everyone in his crew was convinced that he had opened the lock on

Anderic, the former captain, Tallis knew who had really done it—and the

nightmares he’d had of Anderic’s body tumbling out into the infinity of space

had functioned as a warning ever since. Fortunately the logos made few demands,

and most of those were involved in carrying out the duties assigned by Juvaszt,

anyway.




The scantech, Oolger, sat upright. “Transponder pulse!”




Tallis’s heart banged in his chest. Again!




“What are they doing?” someone else on the bridge spoke

Tallis’s thought aloud.




Oolger shrugged. “Dunno. But this here is the fourth time.”




Four transponders in their patrol sector triggered. At least

they’d found nothing each time.




“I wonder if the others ships are getting the same pattern,”

sho-Imbris at navigation said.




Tallis scowled, not knowing how to answer. He maintained a

prudent silence, as if he had any control over the situation. Which he hadn’t.

There was no way of knowing; Juvaszt would say nothing, and after the Crone business there wasn’t any comm traffic from other

Rifter ships at the Suneater, except for bursts of EM when Juvaszt’s orders let

them get close enough to each other, which was less and less often.




Tallis said to sho-Imbris, “Plot a course. Communications,

relay the pulse to the Fist via hyperwave, with our

course.”




The crew straightened up, their tension obvious. Under

Tallis’ tailored uniform, his armpits seemed to have sprung leaks. He

surreptitiously tabbed up the tianqi, and calming scents wafted gently into the

air currents.




Not that it would help, Tallis thought miserably. They all

knew the nicks were coming. And Barrodagh firmly kept the Rifter fleet out here

between them and the Suneater.




Was it the start of the attack this time? Once—it seemed

five lifetimes ago—Tallis would have enjoyed the prestige that being harbinger

of the attack would have brought. But too much had happened to show him how

little control over his own fate—and now his own chatzing ship—he really had.

Maybe Juvaszt would order several ships to check out the pulse. Then the Satansclaw wouldn’t be the only target.




The acknowledgment came back from the Dol’jharian flagship,

where Juvaszt coordinated the patrols around the Suneater. “Standing orders,”

the Dol’jharian communications officer said in a bored voice, and blanked the

comm without waiting for a reply: investigate, no backup.




Tallis swallowed, and when he knew he had control over his

voice, he gave orders to Oolger at the scan console, and they skipped within a

light-second of the transponder.




And Oolger found nothing. Nothing except the cluster of

rocks the transponder had been placed to protect, lest the nicks accelerate

them toward the station.




There was no sense in trying to see what had skipped in; the

wavefront was already well beyond the resolving power of the Satansclaw’s array for a single event. But anyone watching

from outside had all the time they needed to resolve him.




He issued orders to return to their assigned patrol, trying

to slow the racing of his heart by steady breathing.




No sooner had they accomplished the skip than Oolger’s

console beeped. The scantech sat up straight. “There’s a ship out there! . . .

One light-minute.”




It was waiting for us! Tallis reflexively hit the skip pad,

triggering the preset tactical skip. “Ninn! Shields, and get a skip-missile

ready.” He bit at his thumbnail, then forced his hand down. “Oolger?”




“Reacquired,” Oolger said a few seconds later. “Resolving.”

After a pause that seemed interminable the scantech said with disbelief,

“Signature is Flower of Lith.”




Tallis sighed. While in no way would he ever rejoice at the

sight of Hreem, at least he knew Hreem wouldn’t shoot at him.




As if in answer, Lennart said flatly, “EM incoming. Sodality

code.”




At a nod from Tallis, she put the communication up on the

screen, and there was Hreem, lounging back in his pod with a nasty smile on his

lips. As he spoke, he scratched at the thick pelt of curling hair in the

unfastened front of his gold-trimmed scarlet tunic, and Tallis shuddered.




“You piss-brain, Y’Marmor, come in to one light-second. We

need to talk, but staring at you for two minutes between words won’t help my

appetite any.”




Tallis glared at his crew. If anyone laughed . . . but no

one did. He nodded to sho-Imbris; the fiveskip burped.




When the screen cleared, Hreem was leaning forward in his

pod. “It took me half a day to resolve your coordinates, and when I skip in,

you’re not there. What’s going on?”




“Nothing,” Tallis said, striving to sound bored. “Something

popped the transponders in a rock reef, and our orders are to check. If it’s

the nicks, and they were going to snatch an asteroid for the attack, apparently

their nackers withered.”




Ninn sniggered, but the rest of the crew stayed silent.




Hreem scratched at his chest hair again, then waved a ringed

hand. “Happen before?”




“Four times since we got assigned to this patrol.”




Hreem’s grin stretched, and he guffawed. “You maggot,

Y’Marmor, that’s no attack. That’s harassment, just so you’ll pee your

breeches. Like I bet you’ve done four times.”




Hreem’s crew crowed and hooted.




Tallis clenched his jaw, ready to cut the connection. Then

he remembered one bit of news that he was almost certain Hreem did not yet

have. It had taken the logos days to crack Barrodagh’s coded conversation with

the Telvarna, slowing repair efforts, but now it

might just pay off.




So Tallis only smiled, and he was delighted to note a few

seconds later that Hreem’s laughter now sounded forced. “What other news?”

Hreem said abruptly.




“They don’t tell us much,” Tallis said, spinning the words

out. He was really going to enjoy this. “We’re to prepare for the attack.

Prevent the nicks from throwing asteroids at the station. Barrodagh’s still

trying to power it up. According to our readings on our hyper-relay, we’ve

gotten a point-oh-three increase in power . . .” Again he paused, keeping his

face straight.




Interesting. Aside from the insults, Hreem seemed subtly

different. What had really happened with Norio? They’d been partners for years,

but not mates—Hreem was notoriously predatory and wouldn’t stay loyal to any

one person.




When Hreem did not respond immediately, Tallis continued.

“Ah. The Dol’jharians are extending their very large distributed array around

the Suneater with all the cutters and small ships from incoming vessels.”




Hreem shrugged. “You really love the sound of your voice,

don’t you, Y’Marmor? Anybody else’d say VLDA and be done with it. Spit it out.

You’ve obviously got something you really want to tell me, or else you’re

sittin’ on a four-meter joystick.”




Ignoring the hoots from the Lith

again, Tallis said, “Another tempath came here, after Norio.”




Hreem’s eyes narrowed, and he made a sharp movement to cut

the noise on his bridge. “So?”




“I figured you ought to know.” Tallis paused, savoring the

slow burn flushing Hreem’s face. Just before he judged the other captain would

lose control, he continued. “The new one is Vi’ya of the Telvarna,

and rumor has it that her reward, if she starts up the Suneater, is to be your

heart on the point of her knife.”




SUNEATER




As soon as he’d cleared his queue, Barrodagh smiled in

anticipation of activating Ferrasin’s new worms. Now he’d be able to see what

the Avatar was accessing from the computer. And Jesserian’s report already had

the right gloss on it: the accidental triggering of a forgotten defense system

by a disobedient Tarkan squad.




The satisfaction faded as he followed the noderunner’s

directions on activating the worms. Ferrasin was becoming too independent, and

there was no doubt Jesserian was conspiring with him. But there was little

Barrodagh could do about it until the Suneater was powered up and the

Panarchists destroyed.




Barrodagh hoped Vi’ya would never wake up from the coma

she’d fallen into after that unexplained power surge in the landing bay,

according to Lysanter most likely induced by the combination of Norio’s death

and the drugs the Tarkans had shot her with.




They could find other tempaths.




His anger flared at the thought of drugs. That was the first

of his grievances against Captain Vi’ya. While he’d been dealing with the

disaster in the landing bay, Morrighon must have gone to Norio’s quarters; when

Barrodagh was able to get there, the drugs were gone. How had Morrighon found

out he was using those drugs? It didn’t matter. He could say and do nothing.




He’d even checked the dispensary on the Rifter ship, but

found nothing. He shivered slightly. Something about the ship had been uncanny;

he’d been glad to leave after also confirming that the computers were

inaccessible without a major cryptographic effort. Perhaps he should put

Ferrasin on that next.




In the meantime, he had to ration the remainder of the drugs

he’d stolen from Norio before his death, reducing the dosage of the more

effective ones and relying more on the standard pharmacopoeia for now, despite

side effects. So the anger remained, eating at his stomach and pulling at the

muscles of his face.




But rage’s energy carried him through the petty annoyances

of his daily administrative review, where he vented the last of it on a number

of hapless underlings, ending with Delmantias, the Catennach Bori in charge of

personnel and assignments.




Barrodagh hated dealing with Delmantias, not because he was

inefficient or disobedient. He would have been spaced long ago if he were

either. But part of his duty, as Delmantias saw it, was to relay the

constant—and increasing—flow of complaints from the underlings about the

station. Before, it was the weird . . . growths, no, extrusions, erupting from

the walls, though many of them ate those growths, now called Ur-fruit.




But the latest rumor was worse: that the walls could suck in

the unwary, and digest them.




Every fear the underlings expressed seemed to take root in

Barrodagh’s own psyche, kindling his own horrors, which erupted in his sleep,

exactly like those karra-cursed walls.




“I have told them I will devalue the work counters of anyone

who repeats that rumor,” Delmantias finished.




“Wonderful,” Barrodagh said acidly. Delmantias was behind

schedule with the cims, so Barrodagh could afford to indulge himself at his

expense. “Without money for gaming, they’ll sit around in their quarters

waiting for one of the walls to swallow them. Half of them are already jumping

through the doors, despite the fact the recycling room is under guard.”




“What would you have me do?” Delmantias hid his fury

imperfectly, which was one of the reasons Barrodagh didn’t fear him very much.




“Take away their food bonuses. Tell them if they can’t trust

the station walls, then they obviously can’t trust what grows on them. The

Ur-fruit will go to those who watch their tongues.”




Delmantias grimaced, and in that Barrodagh was in full

agreement. None of the Catennach Bori trusted the Ur-fruit, despite the rumor

of an addictive taste. But there was no denying that productivity had been

rising since many of the under-Bori and all of the Dol’jharian ordinaries now

competed to earn them.




“Very well, serach Barrodagh,” Delmantias replied, using the

minimal honorific, but Barrodagh didn’t expect more. “Then I will need to

assign more workers to harvesting them, since they grow ever more freely.”




“You know the priorities,” Barrodagh said coldly. Yes, he knew

them too well. With the personal directive of the Avatar backing him,

Delmantias was inflexible on the subject of the additional stasis clamps that

Barrodagh so desperately wanted for his quarters.




Ferrasin’s other worm would help take care of that.




After Delmantias left, Barrodagh dealt with the rest of the

interviews in summary fashion and then told his new secretary, Gilerrant, that

he was not to be disturbed unless one of the lords summoned him. Seating

himself behind a desk whose clutter was becoming hard to bear, he brought up

the records the computers had delivered on the crew of the Telvarna,

winnowed from the DataNet and Rifthaven.




He scanned the summary again. His lips curled. Lower than

mediocre, even for Rifters. A rakehell gambler, a cheat, a refugee from the

Panarchist hellhole Timberwell, a crazed boy infected by aliens.




Barrodagh grunted in disgust. The lot of them were barely

worth recycling, except for the tempath, and she, being tempathic and

Dol’jharian, was a rarity that could only mean deadly danger as far as he was

concerned. Even without her alien pets; Barrodagh was thankful the Eya’a had

not awakened yet, either. It would be his pleasure to dump the lot into space

if Vi’ya didn’t wake up.




Right now, on the assumption she would, it was the newest

member of the Telvarna’s crew he was concerned with:

Sedry Thetris, traitor to the Panarchy for a time, now a Rifter. She had

apparently been implicated in the disruption of the control of Arthelion’s

DataNet before the attack.




That demanded a closer look. It would be interesting to see

how forthcoming she was about developments on Ares and how closely her account

corresponded to what the noderunners on the DataNet and Arthelion, and VLDA

surveillance of the station itself, had revealed. Being a Rifter, she would be

no friend to her former commanders; it might be that her noderunning talents

could be turned to his advantage, perhaps even enabling him to dispose of

Ferrasin’s assistance.




He checked the latest recordings from the Rifters’ quarters,

then picked up the boy’s flimsy. Bonded to one of the Kelly beasts in some

fashion—according to the same Rifthaven source, the very Kelly the Avatar’s

Tarkans had butchered before the Emerald Throne. Perhaps that’s why he

chattered of this Blessed Three, some religious nonsense picked up from the

snaky tripeds. He would be the next to interrogate, after the Thetris woman.




But that would have to wait until the tempath awoke or died.

Until then, let boredom, inactivity, and fear weigh on them all.




His compad beeped. “What is it?”




“Hreem on the Flower of Lith has

arrived in-system.”




Barrodagh opened his mouth to blast his secretary for

ignoring his instructions, then paused. In this case, Gilerrant’s judgment had

been correct: Hreem was a very important piece of unfinished business.




He composed a brief message to Juvaszt on the Fist of Dol’jhar and sent it off, first priority. “Put him

through,” he said finally, and tabbed the comm signal to silent mode.




In the brief interval before the connection was established

from the hyperwave chamber to his console, Barrodagh considered the situation.

He had no illusions about what had really happened at Malachronte, where Hreem

had very nearly captured a completed battlecruiser in the Ways. And he had no

illusions, either, about what Hreem intended with the Ogres, if he once saw an

opportunity on the Suneater. But he would be a useful counterbalance to Vi’ya,

if she awoke. And if she didn’t. . . .




Hreem’s face resolved on the console.




First to soften him up with uncertainty, then find out if

the Fist could see whom he’d talked to; Barrodagh was sure that Hreem

would not have approached the Suneater without scanning for data.




“Captain chaka-Jalashalal.” Barrodagh smiled. “I’ve good

news.”




The Rifter scowled, not hiding his distrust.




“The Avatar is pleased with your actions at Barca and with

your gift of Ogres. You’re to be honored with a personal interview.”




Hreem stared. Then he smiled slowly. “So the Ogres really

tickled his . . . fancy, eh?”




“Indeed.” Barrodagh expanded on the theme, feeding the

Rifter’s ego by appearing to confide in him the uses to which the Avatar

intended to put the Ogres.




Midway through his mendacious litany, the comm vibrated

under his palm. The Bori acknowledged with a subtle twitch of one finger, and

when he paused to let Hreem speak, he read Juvaszt’s reply on the screen,

superimposed under Hreem’s image.




Transponders along Satansclaw

course reveal rendezvous with Flower of Lith at 26:38, duration nine minutes.




Satisfaction washed through Barrodagh. He had been right.

And so Hreem undoubtedly knew of the presence of Vi’ya on the station: Tallis

would have been unable to keep that news to himself.




“And,” he finished, “as you no doubt have familiarized

yourself with the devices, there could well be an important role for you in

those efforts.” He saw in Hreem’s face that the other had heard the subtle

warning. Now to exploit the slight imbalance that had created. “As well, there

may be a role here for you. A further reward, as it were.”




“What’s that?”




“A certain acquaintance of yours is here.”




Hreem’s pupils widened slightly, his only reaction.




“Her name is Vi’ya, of the Telvarna.

You have had dealings with her, I understand.”




Hreem stared—then guffawed. Barrodagh heard the falseness of

the sound. “Burned her mate down right in front of her for jackin’ me,” Hreem

replied harshly. “You could call that dealings.”




Barrodagh nodded. “As you know, like all tempaths she has

been promised a large reward if she starts up the station. The reward the

Avatar intends, however, is somewhat different.”




He watched a cruel smile curve Hreem’s mouth as he

continued. “And it might be that you will deliver it to her.” Barrodagh also

smiled. “Or her to it, as the case may be.”




But when Hreem demanded approach instructions, Barrodagh

stopped smiling. “Ah, Captain, under the circumstances, it would not be safe

for you here, nor would it do to engage Captain Vi’ya’s suspicions, as your

presence would, surely. For now, the Avatar would have you join the pickets

around the system, until a more propitious time. In the meantime, I will detail

a cutter to pick up two of the Ogres, to prepare them for the ceremony.” And

give the Avatar something to play with.




“What about the rest of them?”




“Those you will deliver.”




Hreem didn’t argue much, a fact that convinced Barrodagh

that the Rifter had believed his little fable. Then he scowled. “But none of

this spin reactor piss you’ve been pulling with the others. The Lith’s reactors stay on standby.”




Barrodagh argued for the sake of authenticity, then yielded

with a show of anger that wasn’t hard to counterfeit. Once Hreem was off his

ship, the matter could be dealt with easily. He turned Hreem over to Juvaszt

for instructions, and started sorting through the pile of reports on his desk.




A fresh surge of rage gnawed at his guts.




It was merely the official report from the Syndics of

Rifthaven on their successful defense against Aroga Blackheart and his fleet of

renegades. And on its face, it was unfailingly proper. But between the lines

lay the accusation that Barrodagh had ordered the attack, and the stupidity

which that implied on his part made him furious.




In reality Juvaszt had turned their hyperrelays off as soon

as the incursion was reported, but of course the attackers were by then already

within the resonance field of Rifthaven, where they had known they’d be limited

to energy weapons and missiles. Aroga had very nearly succeeded.




What really gnawed at him was that, of course, he would have

gladly recognized Aroga’s authority. He couldn’t have been more trouble than

the Syndics already were. Barrodagh tried to relax the gritting of his teeth

against a renewed tremor of pain in his cheek, fearful it would explode into

raving agony again. He scrabbled in his desk for another pill and swallowed it

dry, just as the shrilling of an expiring timer announced his regular meeting

with Lysanter.




Barrodagh braced himself for the awful sucking sound,

triggered the door control, and left his office. He summoned one of the little

transports and curtly told the low-caste Bori driving it to take him to the

computer room. It galled him to have to go to the Urian specialist, rather than

summoning him, but the scientist was currently riding high in the Avatar’s

favor.




It was more than the partially successful tempath

experiments. Eusabian had directed Lysanter to rig a high-level interface for

him to the computer systems, which had been a mixed blessing in Barrodagh’s

opinion. It had assuaged the Avatar’s boredom to some extent, but it had eroded

Barrodagh’s control, and worse, he had been unable to track what his lord was

accessing.




At least that was now changed, or

would be in a few hours, if Ferrasin had done his job right. Barrodagh cursed

again the accident of fate that had placed Tatriman, who had actually created

Eusabian’s new module, in Morrighon’s control. She was too good.




The computer lab hummed with activity. Lysanter’s desk was

wedged into a small alcove, crowded off the main area by rank upon rank of tall

compute arrays. Bori techs bustled back and forth, some with tools, some with

chips and readers and compads. The warm room smelled of sweat, overlaid by a

not-quite-subliminal metallic taint. Barrodagh gazed hungrily at the stasis

clamps thickly clustered on every surface of the chamber; no movement at all

could be tolerated there.




Lysanter looked tired. From the appearance of his desk and

console, he was as heavily overworked as Barrodagh himself. Amused, Barrodagh

settled firmly into the chair and resolved to ask many questions. One of the

few pleasures of this nightmarish existence on the Suneater was making the

Urian specialist squirm.




Lysanter sighed at the sight of Barrodagh leaning back in

the chair. Another interminable interrogation. At least he came to Lysanter,

which saved transport time through the endless snarl of corridors. “Serach

Barrodagh.”




“Serach Lysanter.” Barrodagh’s cheek twitched. “Your

compute-array allocation report is not entirely clear to me.”




Lysanter tabbed his console, and a pattern comprising solid

bars of light sprang out of his desk. “Exploration and mapping, quantum

interface control, standard sensoria.” He pointed in turn at the most

significant ones. “Oh, and stasis control.” He looked through the display at

Barrodagh; the colored light accentuated the tension and exhaustion marking the

man’s face, and for the first time Lysanter wondered how old Barrodagh was. He

appeared to have aged a couple of decades in the last year alone, while Morrighon

seemed no more affected than any other Catennach by life on the Suneater. Less,

perhaps.




Barrodagh’s cheek jumped again, and his right hand twitched

as if to touch it. He controlled the impulse by gripping his hand into a fist.

“Why so much on the interfaces?”




Lysanter tapped the key and the light-bars collapsed. “Each

attempted tempathic probe has affected the conformation of the station, opening

new volumes for exploration. If this tempath recovers, and is as powerful as I

expect, I will need much more compute capacity for the areas she may open up.”




“And what are the chances of her recovery?” Barrodagh tried

to modulate his tone, but to Lysanter he sounded like he hoped for the worst.




Worst for Lysanter, that is, the scientist reflected grimly.

“Her vital signs are stable. The Rifter physician is monitoring her carefully.

He sounds optimistic.”




Barrodagh frowned. “Have you found out why the heir

collapsed? Was he shot by mistake?”




“No. He recovered far too quickly. But he was the closest to

the tempath and the aliens with her. The Rifter physician, Montrose, thinks

that a burst of psi energy from the aliens affected the heir. I see no reason

not to believe him.”




Barrodagh looked sour. “But this excess capacity you say is

for exploration. You’re not using it for that right now.”




“No, but it needed to be built in advance and calibrated, so

right now I have those banks configured as correlators and discriminators for

the monitor interfaces, which may deliver additional information during her

attempt.”




“What if her greater powers provoke a greater response? We

could all be killed. Why are you not putting more into stasis control, to

prevent that?”




Lysanter sighed. The Catennach prided themselves on their

superiority to the low-caste Bori—his genitals shrank as he thought of the proof

of that superiority—but the Catennach were prone to much the same neuroses.

Barrodagh was clearly as terrified of being swallowed by the station walls as

any menial. Maybe more so; the Catennach felt their exalted position gave them

a chance at sufficient stasis clamps to mute their chambers’ movements to a

comfortable level. The menials had had to accustom themselves to the harmless

shifts and flutters that most of the clamps were programmed to allow.




“Serach Barrodagh, our experiments early in our occupation

provoked reactions as great as any of the material the station can produce,

according to what the interfaces have revealed over the last fifteen years. We

can control any foreseeable reaction in the inhabited areas. And additional

emergency airlocks do not cost anywhere near as much compute capacity as do

stasis clamps. The control curve is exponential.”




“So it will be your continued recommendation to the Avatar

to scant the stasis clamps?” Barrodagh’s voice was almost a snarl.




Lysanter spread his hands in placation; the man was nearly

psychotic on the subject. “You know the Avatar’s will in this matter is

unsheathed. Neither of us can afford to defy it. The station is safe as

instrumented.”




“Is it? Surely you’ve heard rumors. There’s a reason half

the personnel are jumping through doors, and the other half are constipated.”




Lysanter stared at him, utterly baffled by the apparent non-sequitur.

Then a forgotten memory from childhood surfaced, and a bubble of laughter rose

in his chest.




“They’re afraid of the disposers?” He fought the laughter;

the truth was more specific in that they thought they’d be sucked down the

disposers. The childhood dream image was vivid; shorn of its terror by the

decades intervening, it was now only ludicrous. Then a new thought occurred to

him and he lost the battle: he knew now why Eusabian and the high-caste Bori had

armor-encased disposer chambers.




Lysanter was helpless to stem the tears streaming down his

face, and the rage in Barrodagh’s face just made him laugh harder, as insights

kept bursting upon him: he’d never realized before that Barrodagh’s s normal

expression was one of constipation.




Lysanter recognized that he was on the edge of hysteria. The

stress was affecting him, too, as much as he wanted to deny it. This place was

not made for human beings, and it was terrorizing them as it attempted to adapt

to them using a set of rules they didn’t understand.




The thought sobered him slightly. “I’m sorry, senz-lo

Barrodagh,” he gasped, seeing a hint of mollification in the Bori’s face at the

unusual honorific. He was a dangerous enemy, and Lysanter had gone too far. He

would have to make amends.




But there was no reason he couldn’t advance his own agenda

at the same time. “Perhaps,” he continued, “if the new tempath does open up new

areas, even if we cannot emphasize stasis clamp production, we can divert more

compute power to them. Assuming that I do not lose further computer capacity to

cryptography and the defense preparations, it would take only a slight overage

. . .” He let his voice drift. In truth, this was partly his fault. He should

have insisted on greater secrecy for the experiments with the recycling

chamber.




Barrodagh slumped back in his chair, eyeing him

consideringly while Lysanter dried his eyes. “Very well.” He brooded, gazed

fixed, while Lysanter tried not to fidget. “I have not yet seen an analysis of

the new Ur-fruit,” he said finally.




Lysanter’s mood lightened; the new Ur-fruit were an

interesting development. “We’re having trouble getting samples, and what we get

are not consistent. The only common factor seems to be psycho-activity.”




“Drugs, as rumored,” Barrodagh said flatly. “It’s not

surprising you can’t get samples. The menials sell them.”




Of course. The Catennach, like

their masters, were deeply suspicious of pleasure, especially in their

underlings. “I

think,” Lysanter replied, “that you are missing the point of this latest

manifestation.” Barrodagh’s hand moved toward his face, then

twitched downward, drawing Lysanter’s gaze to his dry, chafed knuckles and his ragged

cuticles. He added, “How did the station know that we—by which I mean the unders

and the ordinaries—wanted to get intoxicated? That’s a mental state.”




“Why did it have to know anything?” Barrodagh retorted. “You

spill blood on it, and it spews blood. The menials are forever fermenting some

slop or other into alcoholic concoctions. A simple accident would do it.”




Lysanter stopped himself, aghast at the misstep he’d almost

made. He could not tell Barrodagh his suspicion, that Li Pung’s absorption

while alive had given the station an example of a living brain, which had

enabled it to figure out how to modify its behavior with drugs. The effect on

his research would be disastrous. Barrodagh would go straight to Eusabian, who

might do anything. After all, it was the Avatar’s order, following the reaction

of the station to Li Pung’s sacrifice, to cut off the heads of all future

fatalities and throw them into space. “Perhaps you’re right. That seems

reasonable,” he said instead.




“Immured here with your compute arrays and your technicians,

who are all highly educated, you do not understand the lower ranks.”

Barrodagh’s tone was pompous and dismissive.




Lysanter couldn’t resist evening things up a bit. “No,

indeed, there your position gives you much greater expertise,” he said, earning

a sharpened look.




“What do you know about Ogres?”




The question took Lysanter by surprise. “Ogres?”




“Barcan Ogres, the battle androids,” Barrodagh snapped.




“I know what they are, but I know very little about them.

Never had reason to.” Lysanter ran a series of queries through his console. To

his further surprise, there was a new chunk of data, quite large, tagged with

Barcan origination.




Barrodagh smirked. “Barca has been quite cooperative since

Hreem took them in hand. Can you verify the programming of an Ogre?”




Lysanter scanned the data. “I won’t know for sure until I

dig into this, but in theory, yes.” He looked up. “You want them to defend the

station when the Panarchists attack, don’t you?”




Barrodagh said, “Leave that to those whose concern it is. We

have reason to question their programming. If you have any doubts at all, we

must refuse them. You will have two to work on.”




“The Barcans are subtle, so I can’t guarantee to find

everything, but I can certainly install guard programs to trigger disabling

phages if the Ogres prove to be trapped.”




After fewer additional questions and requests for reports

than Lysanter had expected, many involving the next series of tests, Barrodagh

took his leave.




Lysanter leaned back in his chair, trying to relax; he

should have promised Barrodagh more clamp programming sooner. His visits always

disarranged Lysanter’s thinking; the man’s fear was contagious. He cast his

mind back upon the career that had brought him here.




Had not Dol’jhar reached him first, he might now be a

centripetal gnostor. He’d been almost ready to publish his first Synthesis, an

intersection of Ontological Physics and Infonetics, when a mysterious visitor

called on him, bearing a device constructed, or grown, of some material like

nothing he’d ever seen before. It had taken years on the Suneater to confirm

the suspicion on which he’d acted that day: that the Urian device the visitor

brought was constructed according to some fantastically advanced evolution of

his synthesis between the structure of fivespace and information theory.




Did he regret it? As always, there was no easy answer: he’d

told himself that pure science had nothing to do with politics, and he would

maintain a strict divide between the political intentions of his new masters

and his own goals. He’d long ago forgotten the look of sunlight, the tang of

natural air, and the unplanned beauty of a planetary landscape. But in his

research here he had seen behind the facade that Totality presented to the

human mind, and now, if this Vi’ya recovered, he might at last uncover the last

secret of the Ur, the overarching synthesis that would bring the station to its

full potential.




He sat upright again, rolled his head on his tense neck, and

studied his console screen. It appeared that the Panarchists’ surveillance of

the Suneater, long assumed but never detected, was now mutating into active

harassment. Juvaszt was demanding more of the cims’ activity for military

preparations. But it was Barrodagh who balanced Juvaszt’s demands against the

compute-intensive cryptographic efforts that Barrodagh managed, those that

controlled both their communications and the assault on Panarchist secrets in

the DataNet. So Lysanter felt confident that with his new understanding with

Barrodagh, he’d maintain command of the number of compute arrays he needed.




And then he’d be free to get back to the important work.











THREE




Vi’ya woke and tasted salt. Salt water, tears? Irrelevant.




She waited for the gray mist to clear and the voices to

resolve into sense.




Gradually she perceived that the gray was not fading away.

She was staring up at a featureless gray ceiling.




“. . . weeping again.” It was Sedry’s voice.




Slowly memory returned, overlaid by her vision. The landing

bay, Eusabian’s son Anaris, the convulsions of the Suneater.




Her lips parted gummily.




“Let me,” she heard Montrose say, and felt the sticky

reluctance as he pulled something off the hollow of her throat. Hydration

patch? How long had she been in the Dreamtime? A senseless question. In a sense

she would always remain there, with Math, watching the steam-lashed wave

towering over the Isle. And the Chorei were with her, in her.




Irritated by the direction her thoughts had taken, she tried

to sit up, and succeeded as a pair of hands assisted her. She recognized the

strength in the long, bony fingers: Jaim.




She looked up at his somber face, framed in the mourning

braids of the Serapisti. His expression was largely blank, but she felt his

relief and concern. She worked her rusty voice. “How long?”




“Almost three days,” he murmured.




“Three days of trying not to be digested by this hole.”

Marim’s voice betrayed an undercurrent of anxiety, intensified by her emotional

spectrum. Fear and anger were foremost.




Vi’ya winced at the discord. “They drugged me.”




Montrose said, “They shot us all. Luckily with tranks.” He

handed her a cup of water; she drank gratefully, feeling the tissues of her

mouth and throat soak it up.




“Felt like bad Negus,” Lokri drawled, his tone of

indifference clashing with the unease she felt from him. “But the rest of us

came out of it in a few hours.”




Fear thrilled along her arms and back. She couldn’t sense

the Eya’a.




Jaim must have been watching her closely. He said, “They’re

in hibernation. Barrodagh wasn’t cooperative, but Sedry sweet-talked the other

Bori into refrigeration for the Eya’a and their moss banks, and put them in the

chamber next to us.” He pointed.




Vi’ya turned her head. The bed she sat on was nearest a

puckered segment of wall. Slowly she scanned the round chamber, which was

painted a uniform gray. A console sat against one wall, with beds on either

side; Montrose and Sedry sat on those. Narrow beds lay unevenly along the

perimeter, with storage units set up as partial screens. Another puckered

depression led off behind Lokri’s bed. Probably the fresher.




“We been waiting for you to wake up,” Ivard put in from the

bed next to hers, his thin face eager. Lucifur, the beige and white cliff cat,

lay next to Ivard, his ears twitching. “The Blessed Three said you and the

Eya’a wandered far away, and not to disturb you.” Ivard laughed; Vi’ya caught a

psychic flicker of the tripled blue radiance of the Kelly, a complex emotion

composed of humor, awe, and others she had no referents for.




“What happened?” Jaim asked. She sensed his reluctance, his

sense of duty, overlaid with the faintest echo of Brandon’s emotional spectrum.

They learned from one another, it seems.




“What did you see?” She turned to Montrose, willing the

heaviness away. Later she would clean the rest of the toxins out of her muscles

by working through Ulanshu Kinesics with Jaim.




“You stopped moving. Stood rigid. Anaris swayed as if the

gravs had failed. Neither of you appeared aware of your surroundings. The

landing bay was shuddering like something in a grand mal seizure. When Anaris

collapsed, Barrodagh shouted something and the Tarkans fired.”




Vi’ya felt the restraint in his words, but she didn’t need

more than his bald recitation: the emotions of the crew filled in the rest of

the story vividly. She felt grim satisfaction that Eusabian’s heir had

collapsed while she remained standing.




“They haven’t told us anything of use,” Montrose finished.




“Lumpy little Bori that keeps narking us says null.” Marim

frowned.




“His name is Morrighon, and he says what is needful.” Sedry

pronounced the guttural with the precision of a gifted mimic new to a language,

her tone a quiet warning.




Marim shrugged, her emotional spectrum spiking jarringly.




“And safe,” Sedry added in a low voice.




Vi’ya wondered if the skews she sensed in everyone’s

emotions were a residual effect of the tranquilizer drug. It seemed as though

her crew members were becoming different people. Behind the immediate

distortions, the aura of the station loomed, a dark seethe of invisible

emotional energies. She wasn’t sure she wanted them to become clear. Not yet,

anyway.




“How do you feel?” Montrose’s rumble conveyed urgency, the

same pressure that was in all their minds.




She put her hands on the bed to either side of her and

pushed to her feet. She felt strange—too tall. “Well enough to do what needs to

be done. What are our hosts up to?”




“We’ve no way of finding out,” Montrose replied. “No

boswells, and the console’s useless.”




“Anaris’s Bori secretary’s been in here every hour for the

past eight or so.” Lokri’s mouth twitched in a half-smile. “Anaris is getting

impatient, it appears.”




“Morrighon smells scared,” Ivard said. “Like he’s never not

afraid.” He paused. “So did Barrodagh, in the landing bay.”




Vi’ya nodded. She had tried to prepare them in her briefings

for the reality of Dol’jhar, but experience was the best teacher. Memory thrust

its way past her mental guard: telling Markham they needed better plans, more

drills, that Hreem was coming for them; Markham’s laughing assurance that that

was just her Dol’jharian upbringing seeing vengeance seekers in every jacker

they bested . . . Markham dying in jac-fire, with Hreem grinning behind the

weapon.




Brandon Arkad’s sharp grief when she told him Markham was

dead.




She shook her head violently and almost lost her balance.

Once again, Jaim’s strong hand gripped her arm, steadying her. Then she made it

to the fresher.




When she returned, feeling slightly better, something made a

loud sucking noise and a puckered section of one wall dilated, admitting a

short, misshapen Bori. Vi’ya winced. She didn’t need her tempathy to read him;

indeed, as Ivard had said, the man reeked of exhausted fear.




She spoke first, to take the initiative away from him. “Is

there not an annunciator?”




Morrighon merely looked at her. His reply—in Uni, not

Dol’jharian—was measured, his speech devoid of emotional tone. “Privacy, as you

must know, is a scarce commodity on Dol’jhar, and a reward for service.”




She sensed no hostility in his mind. It was as Sedry had

said. This Bori, with his stilted Uni, only said what was necessary. It made

him all the more dangerous, for unlike his masters, he was subtle, as was

evidenced in his choice of Uni, by which he let the whole crew hear what he

said.




She caught a flicker of a look from Sedry, whose emotions

revealed a guarded warmth and pity for the Bori. The noderunner was learning

very fast how to serve a tempathic captain. Vi’ya decided to test Sedry’s

opinion of Morrighon. “Perhaps if the Tarkans had been a little less

trigger-happy, we’d be further along in our efforts,” she replied.




He hesitated, then said, “It may be so. If you are now able,

the heir requires your attendance.”If this was Anaris’s secretary, then there’d

be no love lost between him and Barrodagh. That gave her more leverage.




Standing had cleared her head to a remarkable degree. All

that remained of the tranks was a bone-deep ache and the slowing heaviness. “I

am able, but I must see the Eya’a first.”




Morrighon dipped his head in a short nod. She turned toward

the puckered depression near her bed and stepped around a pancake-like thing

with a flat cable coming out of it; more snaked over the walls and ceiling. The

cables all ran to a gray, rough-edged hole in the wall. There were no right

angles in the room.




Vi’ya reached toward what she guessed was the door control,

mounted on a dyplast scaffold around the pucker. When no one warned her away,

she tabbed it, and a dart of energy lanced into a small hole above the door.

She winced again as the pucker dilated with an unpleasant organic slurp.




A waft of frigid air bathed her face. Within the small,

ovoid chamber the two small forms lay curled together in a nest of moss and

their micro-filament weavings. Only now could she sense them. They were deeper

into hibernation than she’d ever seen them. Fear pulsed: what if they didn’t—or

couldn’t—come out of it?




Vi’ya shook her head firmly. Time enough to deal with that

when, and if, it happened. Right now she faced an interview that would

determine her degree of freedom, and that of her crew, on the Suneater.




She returned to Morrighon. “We will go now.”




Morrighon stopped Jaim with a gesture when he tried to

follow. “The Lord Anaris summoned only your captain.” He smiled, a strangely

painful expression. “I will return her to you as promptly as may be.”




Morrighon led Vi’ya through a maze of corridors, flattened

ovoids in cross section, glowing red with the disconcerting, directionless

illumination of Urian material. Marim’s comment about digestion was an apt one,

she decided.




Morrighon was careful to point out the mind-blurs, currently

set very low, at every nexus. “When your assistance is not required, they will

be radiating at their highest intensity.”




“You intend to confine me to my quarters, then?” The answer

was obvious, but she was concentrating on the dark aura of the station, which

pressed harder on her psyche as they proceeded. She was careful to show nothing

of this. Although the direction of Morrighon’s gaze was hard to discern, she

sensed how closely he was listening to her.




“It would be best. The Tarkans and grays will see you as one

of the Chorei. You will find no companionship outside your crew.”




The reactions of the people they encountered had already

demonstrated this convincingly. None of them met her eyes or stood in her path.

The short Bori underlings appeared to ignore her, but she felt their unease,

and the tall Dol’jharian ordinaries in their anonymous gray clothing reacted

with stomach-twisting fear. Vi’ya saw no Tarkans.




“No other Rifters here?” Was this why Marim was so angry?




“None.” A flicker of avoidance in his thoughts, but now was

not the time to probe it.




Then they reached a long, curving corridor without

branchings, no one else in sight. Morrighon said, “We are almost to the Chamber

of Kronos, to which the device you lost on Rifthaven has been returned.”




Vi’ya looked down at him. Why did he bring that up?




“This and Lysanter’s examination room are the only other

parts of the Suneater you will see.” He stopped and faced her. “It is important

that you clearly understand your position. Anaris and the Avatar have begun

their duel for the succession. You, your crew, myself, this station, are but

counters in it. You are only important to the heir if you can advance his

interests. And do not think to ally yourself with his father. He is of the old

beliefs. You are Chorei. It would not take much to make him order your death.”




Vi’ya pondered Morrighon’s surprising outburst. The emotions

behind it hinted at a situation of even greater complexity than the words

implied. Ah. Of course. He was dueling with Barrodagh; among Dol’jharians,

place was not earned by merit so much as taken by strength.




To provoke further revelations, she said with heavy irony,

“Then if I have a patron on this station, it is your master?”




Once again Morrighon gave that painful smile. “You well know

you could not even ask that question in Dol’jharian. That should be answer

enough.” He shook his head and began walking again. “But he is your only

possible ally.”




Ally. An odd word to use under these circumstances.

And he’d used it twice, implying that she had more power here than she knew.

Very odd. Vi’ya could not imagine that Anaris would have directed Morrighon to

reveal this, and decided that Morrighon was even more dangerous than she had

first assumed.




The tunnel ended in a broad surface with a large pucker in

it. To either side stood Tarkans, a man and a woman. They were bigger than

Vi’ya, but when their black eyes encountered hers, the impact of their fear was

almost nauseating. They did not move as the door blurped open.




Vi’ya was surprised to see light in the chamber beyond, so

heavy was the dark emanation of the Suneater. It pressed on her, accentuating

her fatigue.




Her eyes at first refused to comprehend the room; it felt

larger than it looked, a dichotomy that only intensified as she entered. A

dyplast shield blocked direct entry, with ranks of instruments along it, from

which heavy bundles of cables ran out of the chamber through a gray-edged,

ragged hole. She noticed imagers placed to cover every portion of the room.




A man of middle height and mouse-brown hair stood in front

of the instruments, his back to her, the tension in those bony shoulders under

the lab coat underscored by the tang of sour sweat in the heavy air. Barrodagh stood

beside him; he turned as Vi’ya and Morrighon entered, his eyes sliding away

from hers and lingering on Morrighon, evincing a wave of hatred and anxiety

that radiated through the emotional veil of the station.




Vi’ya walked around the shield, toward the tall, powerfully

built man she’d seen in dreams but only briefly in the waking world. He stood

with his back to her, on a section of floor that seemed to reach out over

nothingness—she could not see where the walls connected. To one side of Anaris,

the floor humped up into a tall, complex mound, like a broad, stepped organic

stalagmite.




It peaked in a semicircular lump, vaguely like a high seat.

She could not see the Heart of Kronos, hidden as it was by the slightly raised

back of the throne-like construct, but she sensed clearly its distinctive aura,

here stained by the same darkness that had pressed on her mind in the landing

bay. Warily she widened her perception, sensing a reassuring flicker from the

Kelly and a pulse of trust and respect from Ivard. Nothing from the Eya’a.




“We call it the Throne of Kronos,” Anaris said.




He spoke Uni as well as she did, with exactly the same

Dol’jharian intonations. That and the reference to Kronos, which formed no part

of Dol’jhar’s mythology, made her wonder who was represented in this ‘we.’




It was unsettling, which of course was the purpose. In the

second it took to comprehend these things, she perceived that Morrighon, the

most dangerous person she’d met so far, was not nearly as dangerous as his

master, who in so few words conveyed a distinctive and perilous blend of

Dol’jharian brutality and Panarchist subtlety.




He went on, his tone informative, “It was flat on top when

the Heart was first brought here, but it’s changing slowly. The last attempt

changed it even more.”




Vi’ya didn’t reply. In rapid succession she gained further

perceptions: Anaris’s emotional spectrum, a strange inversion of many of the

themes she associated with Brandon; his unusual gambit opening their

conversation; the fact that he was standing well back from the edge of the

floor.




She ventured a few paces farther in and halted. Here the

Chamber of Kronos opened onto a kind of immense well, the floor forming an

elliptical balcony with no rail, with the Throne at the focus closest to the

edge, facing out. The featureless glow of the encircling walls rendered the

dimensions of the well impossible to guess, while the vertical dimensions

assailed her with an impossible perspective. There was no narrowing with

distance as she gazed down and then up; the well became indistinct with

distance, and somehow distorted, in both directions.




She turned her back on the infinite fall, noting with

amusement a pulse of discomfort—of vertigo—from Anaris. Good. That would help

balance their discussion, as long as she kept her mind off the uncanny depths

behind her.




“An interesting view,” she replied, and sensed an

appreciative spurt of ironic amusement from him. He knew she had correctly

identified his reaction, but it didn’t seem to disturb him. Indeed, he stepped

toward her, accepting her own gambit and forcing her to look up.




“I wonder how the Ur saw it,” she added, aware of

Barrodagh’s narrow eyes watching from the other side of the Throne’s hump.




Anaris said, “If they were as perverse as humans, I’d say

they were probably vermiform.”




“Snakes?” Vi’ya’s own mental image of winged beings

vanished. Anaris twitched a shoulder, watching her with sardonic amusement.

Perverse—vermiform—psychological compensation for male inadequacy.




It surprised a laugh from her; it was just the sort of jest

Brandon might have essayed. Anaris did not laugh, nor did his emotions follow

the quicksilver paths Brandon’s might have, but the quirk to his mouth

deepened. His glance sharpened into an assessment that reminded her of their

meeting in the landing bay.




She said, “Is the . . . seismic activity frequent?” She

avoided the organic term.




“That will depend on you,” Anaris said. “The convulsions

seem to attend almost any tempathic probe of the Heart of Kronos.” She sensed

his watchfulness, and perceived his deliberate emphasis of the organic simile

she had refused. A pulse of vertigo accompanied the realization that the

subtleties of this conversation were typical of the Douloi—but there was no

time to consider that now. The stake for this verbal duel was her life.




“The display we experienced while in the landing bay was the

most intense yet,” he continued, “and it seems to have accompanied your

predecessor’s death, here in this chamber.”




There was at least one threat, and one warning, in Anaris’s

remark. Wishing she had the Eya’a at hand to enable her to probe more deeply

into all of them, she said nothing, instead straining to see more clearly into

his emotions through the pressure of the station’s darkness.




“But no doubt your tempathic sense has already warned you of

the danger here.” Humor again, on several levels. With a mild shock, Vi’ya

recognized that, like Brandon, Anaris accepted her ability to read his emotions;

here he also seemed to accept it as one of the terms of their duel. Not only

that, he was also using her tempathic perception to send her messages that his

father’s secretary could not hear. The layering of intent was utterly Douloi.




“It is quite apparent.” Remembering Morrighon’s words, she

added, “Nor is it confined to this chamber.”




His mouth quirked again. Under the amusement she read

satisfaction and a heightened sense of danger that was not directed at her.

Their common danger was his father.




“I see you understand very well.” Anaris gestured at the

throne-like mass. “So, let us endeavor.”




The phrase arrowed straight to her limbic awareness,

bringing vivid memory of images she could not suppress: saying just those

words, Brandon Arkad had led the crew of the Telvarna

out of the looted anteroom in the Palace, fleeing just ahead of Eusabian’s

Tarkans. So too had Anaris used them in the Suneater’s landing bay. Had that

been just a coincidence?




Yes. No? She’d asked Brandon about that phrase during that

long night before leaving Ares, when they spoke together more freely than they

ever had. “My father always said that, before venturing out. Not just

physically, but before tackling a new line of thought. He took intense pleasure

in learning,” Brandon had said.




How much time had Anaris spent with the Panarch of the

Thousand Suns? It was an interesting question that she doubted would ever be

voiced, much less answered.




She held herself rigidly in control, but something must have

slipped through her growing haziness, for she read sharpened attention from

Anaris and, worse, from Barrodagh.




After a long pause, Anaris indicated the tech beyond the

shield. “Lysanter is in charge of the experiments. If you have any

communications or requests to make, you will do so through Morrighon, who will

shortly assign someone to you.”




A hot stab of anger panged through her skull, and she

suppressed the urge to face Barrodagh, from whom it emanated. It was strong

enough to overcome the psychic weight of the station. Yet the anger was not

directed at her. Anaris was the target, whose amusement had not diminished.




“Lysanter will begin the experiments as soon as possible,”

Anaris said, and exited.




Vi’ya was relieved to feel the haziness diminish slightly,

and resolved to keep a tighter control on thoughts and emotions. She must put

Brandon and Ares as far from conscious thought as she could, for his sake and

her own. They wereas the dead. The enemy she had escaped.




Morrighon appeared from behind the shield. “We will go to

Lysanter’s laboratory now. Follow me.”




Vi’ya matched pace with Morrighon’s strange scuttle and

Lysanter’s quick step. As they exited she felt, poised like lightning about to

strike, Barrodagh’s hatred.
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Larghior Alac-lu-Ombric fell silent along with the other

Bori techs while the one on duty moved to the console, which was blinking an

urgent summons code.




Lar sat back on his heels. His back ached, and his eyes

burned. Barrodagh had forced them all into double shifts in order to get

Lysanter’s extra compute arrays installed. Gossip was, Barrodagh would do

anything in order to get his priority on stasis clamps upgraded again.




Lar looked upward anxiously, rubbing his lip with a probe

tool. Was it just fear, or did Barrodagh know something about this

demon-haunted station that he wasn’t telling?




Despite how they all reviled the Last Generation Bori who

were in charge of them, Lar doubted that anyone who had endured as long as

Barrodagh the lethally competitive service called the Catennach would indulge

fears for no reason.




“You, Larghior,” the on-duty tech said as she tapped the

acknowledge key. “Morrighon. At once.”




Lar laid his tools down, and as another Bori moved to take

his place, the others gave him that look, comprised of pity and distrust, that

such a summons always inspired.




He trotted down the neat rows, past stasis clamps, cool

breeze-blowing tianqi vents, and compute equipment—all the well-regulated

technical biznai that imposed a semblance of order on the weirdness of the

station.




Outside the door, the unmoving Tarkan guards radiated

menace.




“Summons from Morrighon,” Lar said in careful Dol’jharian.




The Tarkans looked away, which was all the permission Lar

would get, and he trotted past them and down the hall. Which was rounder. He

sent an apprehensive glance upward. Ever since the day the last tempath had

died in his attempt to start the station, things really did seem to have become

stranger. Even his dreams.




He jogged down the very center of the corridor, pausing only

to give way to Catennach Bori, or high-level Dol’jharian servants, or other

Bori techs who carried loads or who flashed the urgent

hand sign. Only the menials gave way for him; once, a squad of Tarkans in

servo-armor clattered around a corner, and he hastily backed against a wall,

eyes lowered, until they passed.




When they were gone, he made a rude sign at the Tarkans’

backs. He knew it might get him into trouble, but he had to do something to

maintain his identity. He was by upbringing and choice a Rifter, not one of the

Bori trained to service to the Dol’jharian overlords. He spoke only the most

rudimentary Dol’jharian—a handicap that Morrighon had said he had better repair

as soon as possible, if he expected to live much longer.




With almost as much resentment as he had donned the

requisition gray overalls of Bori technicians, he had begun studying

Dol’jharian vids with his cousin Tat, who knew nothing at all of the language.

His brother, having been demoted to menial status, was exempt, which was lucky,

as Dem wasn’t capable of learning anything anymore. He seemed content to spend

his shifts cleaning, his mind lost in some world far from this one. Lar envied

him more each day.




He reached the obscene pucker that was Morrighon’s office

door, noting the wounds where Ur-fruit had recently been harvested. At least

the station had stopped sprouting body parts; Lar shuddered at the memory of

the ghastly tangle of hands and fingers he’d seen growing out of a wall near

the computer chamber.




He tabbed the annunciator and when the door scroinched open,

hastened in lest it close on him and suck him into a wall. Supposedly only the

walls in the heavily guarded recycling chamber absorbed anything, including

corpses. That was the official line. But one thing Lar had learned by the end

of his very first day in Dol’jharian service: the overlords only told their

servants what they wanted them to know, not necessarily the truth. The fact

that even one wall on the station had proved capable of absorbing humans meant

only a nullwit would linger in one of those weird dilating doors or too near any

wall.




Farniol, Morrighon’s secretary, glanced toward the inner

office. Her fingers, busy with a stack of data chips, sketched the signal for

spy-eyes.




Narks. Lar fiercely rejected his mind’s accommodation to

service-Bori language. But he knew better than to let his resentment show; Tat

had said on their arrival, “These service Bori might resent us for our

freedom as Rifters as much as we despise them for serving the stone-bones.

Let’s be extra polite, as if we’re on Rifthaven caught between the Draco and

the Kug.” Lar tapped his forefinger once against his leg in the sign for

thanks.




Tat’s . . . relationship (not friendship, because the

Catennach had no friends) with Morrighon had saved all three of them. Her

skills as a noderunner had assured her survival, but Lar and Dem could have

been left aboard the Samedi to be killed in its

battle with the nicks. Lar’s nightmares frequently distorted his memory of the

heir, Anaris, whose indifference at the nicks’ obliteration of the Samedi had been matched by his smile of irony when he

ordered the destruction of the shuttle containing the Panarch of the Thousand

Suns.




Lar paused at the door to Morrighon’s inner office to make

sure none of his thoughts showed, then he tabbed the annunciator and was

instantly bade enter. Morrighon’s twisted fingers keyed with amazing rapidity

on a compad. He looked up as Lar entered, his squinty expression impossible to

interpret.




“The heir wants someone assigned to the Rifters,” he said in

Uni, his whiny voice reminding Lar of an engine in super-crit. “That will be

you. Your duties are simple. You will relay directly to me any messages or

requests they have, and you will conduct the tempath to and from the experiment

site or to Lysanter’s lab when she is required. You will be issued a compad

interface for this purpose, coded to this office. Are there any questions?”




Mindful of the fact that either Barrodagh or one of his

narks was observing, Lar said carefully, “Yes. Am I relieved from my other

duties, or do I stay with these Rifters?”




“You will not stay with the Rifters unless instructed to do

so. Your hours will be readjusted. Any more questions?”




“No.”




“Begin immediately. Farniol has the compad. Go to the

Rifters and introduce yourself. They’ve been told to expect someone.”




Lar gave the short bow of respect that Bori servants made to

those in the Catennach. Morrighon turned back to his work without

acknowledgement.




Farniol was waiting. In a voice devoid of any emotion, she

explained quickly how the interface worked: an optical link to the computer

system, which had simple data sensors almost everywhere there were cables. She

touched it twice, first in the spy-eye signal, then in the one indicating

possible removal.




Lar gave no sign that he understood, but he was grateful.

Data sensors were harmless; they didn’t sense anything but light-borne data

packets. The problem was, no one knew how many of them were also acoustic

sensors or even imagers. The cables that supported them ran everywhere, a maze

of redundant systems with overlapping functions like communications, life

support, and stasis clamping. Everyone suspected that Barrodagh’s private cadre

of Bori techs—the ones who never spoke to anyone else, ever, even in rec

time—had piggybacked spy equipment on these everywhere they could get away with

it.




After clipping the compad to his belt, Lar checked his

chrono, then ran down the corridor, slowing only when he heard footsteps coming

from the other direction. He had a mere ten minutes before Tat was to report

for duty; if she went to the hyperwave chamber, there would be no way to

consult her until she was done. Security was as tight there as around the

Throne area and the Lords’ section.




She emerged from the shower, her spacer-short hair ruffling

up in drying curls all over her head, and her skin glowing. “Lar!” she

exclaimed, then frowned quickly “Problem?”




At least there were no narks in their own chambers: Tat had

seen to that herself. “Morrighon just assigned me to the tempath. Know

anything?”




Tat pursed her lips as she pulled on her coveralls. “They

were imprisoned on Ares, all I know.” She gave a humorless laugh. “Imprisoned

here, now, with the rest of us.” She paused in the act of tabbing her shoulder

strap as she frowned down at her bare toes. Then she looked up at Lar. “Why

you? Anything that gets too much attention on us is bad.”




“Know that,” Lar said, grimacing. “Been quiet, cooperative,

word ‘Rifter’ never out of my mouth.”




“Maybe it’s good.” She sank onto the bed and reached for her

boots. “Morrighon twisty here.” She touched her body. ”But Barrodagh here.” She

tapped her forehead. “New tempath is Dol’jharian in birth, but she’s a Rifter.

Maybe Morrighon doing us right. Look. Listen.” Her mouth soured. “Everyone

thinks Bori be furniture.” When Lar opened his mouth to deny that, Tat’s sour

smile deepened. “We’re as good as anyone crewed any ship. Better. And we know

others of our kind same thing. But have you ever seen a Bori captain?”




Lar shook his head.




“Been thinking about it, ever since we got here,” Tat said,

pulling on her boots. “Not just that no one would crew for us, but none of us

ever try to run our own ships. Never mind. Go.”




Lar hugged her. His cousin fitted his arms comfortingly, her

smell nice, her hair tickling his nose. He wished fiercely they had time for a

good cuddle, and sensed the same reaction in her, but a beep from her chrono

made them pull apart, and soon they were hastening in opposite directions.




Though he had to run, he was glad he’d let her know right

off, for she was a better planner than he was, and maybe she’d see some way to

exploit this new development. Until then, she’d be on the lookout for data that

would help him.




The guards outside the Rifter chamber checked his ID, then

permitted him to pass. Again he skipped quickly through the dilating door. He

didn’t care who saw him do it.




His first reaction to the room with its tangle of beds and

storage modules was amusement. Bori would like this arrangement, but he knew at

a glance that these people didn’t.




The Rifters stopped whatever they were doing and turned his

way. He could tell by the stiffness in a couple of them that they were annoyed

that he had not employed an annunciator. Why had Norio had one, and these

people did not? More of Barrodagh’s twisty games, no doubt; they probably had

to earn it first, with a semi-successful test. Lar did not look forward to the

seismic ruction.




Drawing in a deep breath, he scanned them. The Dol’jharian

was easy: the tallest, with tilted black eyes and long blue-black hair. She

looked strong and capable. Behind her stood a lean man whose braided hair had

chimes in it. Lar met his somber assessment and danger curled inside him,

though there was nothing overtly threatening in the man’s face or stance.




A thin handsome man dressed in a silvery silk shirt edged

with gold and loose black and gray trousers made Lar feel a tug of longing for

Rifthaven; near him yawned a short woman with yellow hair. Behind them sat a

huge, bulky, bearded man and a squat, gray-haired woman, and from one side an

adolescent with long red hair regarded him with grave interest. He was a little

too thin to be really beautiful, but his expression, like that of the

gray-haired woman, reminded him of Tat, a little. A band of green had been

inked into one of his wrists. Lar wondered what that signified. He thought he

knew all the ink sigils for Rifter rat gangs.




“I’m . . . Larghior,” he said, hating it. He wanted to tell

them he was Lar Ombric—a Rifter. “The heir assigned me to you. Your console

will summon me.” He pointed to his compad. “Is there anything you need?”




The small woman—no taller than he, if that—propped her chin

on her hand, her curly yellow hair falling in her face. She had a merry,

challenging grin. “First question. Who was the sick-brained chatzer had these

rooms before us? There’s some ba-ad vids still in the console. One real rasty

one with Hreem the Faithless and his mindsnake bunnyin’ with some poor blit

tied to a chair right next to ’em. Wonder what that cost on Rifthaven?”




Lar shook his head. “That was Norio Danali’s private

collection. He died during an experiment just as you arrived.”




Glances passed between some of the Rifters. They knew Norio,

obviously.




“Died, you say?” The man with the braids spoke quietly.




“Yes.” Lar glanced at the console, then said as neutrally as

he could, “Norio’s belongings were distributed. I guess no one bothered to

flush the local node.”




“No, I just did that,” the squat woman said dryly. “Although

I suspect the chips themselves are still around somewhere.” Lar noticed the

little blonde looking her way. “And to replace that data, may I request some

chips on the Dol’jharian language? And sufficient dataspace for them.”




Lar nodded, relieved. They seemed to have picked up his hint

about the spy-wired console. “I think I can get some for you. Any other

requests?”




“The food.” The ugly, bearded one spoke, his voice a deep

rumble. “I am a Golgol chef. The food here offends me. If I may request a few

basic ingredients and be permitted to visit my ship to retrieve some supplies,

I can prepare meals that will maintain Vi’ya’s health, which will be to your

masters’ benefit.”




Lar was on the verge of saying They

aren’t my masters but caught himself just in time. Seeing Rifters again

made his desire to proclaim his own loyalties almost overwhelming, but that

would be a deadly mistake. Instead, he nodded. “I’ll see what I can do about

the food, but I ought to warn you that what you get is what we all get. Unless

you want to eat Ur-fruit?”




The ugly man looked puzzled, while the blonde laughed and

pounced to tweak at the handsome man’s crotch.




Lar blushed, realizing that the phrase was not as innocuous

in Uni as it was in Bori. “It grows out of the walls. We have to buy it with

extra labor, but some of the flavors are worth it.” He couldn’t tell them about

the addictive ones, not with narks in the walls.




“Sounds rather repellent,” said the big man, and nodded at

the adolescent. “Ivard? You have a question?”




“How does the station get the raw materials?” Ivard asked—he

was eyeing the pipes running out of the disposer chamber through the usual

grayed-out hole in the wall. He smiled suddenly, a smile as full of discovery

and sweetness as Tat’s and Dem’s, when they were all young. “That’s nacky. Just

like a ship.” Then he winced. “But I wouldn’t eat it, anyway. Can’t we use the Telvarna’s supplies, like Montrose wants?”




Ivard. Montrose. That was two names. He wished Morrighon had

told him more. Then he noticed Vi’ya looking at him. Had she read that pulse of

fear at the thought of the recycling chamber?




He looked away. “I can only ask,” he replied carefully.




The middle-aged woman spoke, and Lar pivoted in surprise.

She was speaking Bori. “I Sedry be, Larghior. We grateful future-be for thing

you conditionally attempt.”




He smiled at her: she had used the written-discourse mode

and mangled the future tense, but the result was intelligible. He noticed the

big man look at her in surprise as he gave into impulse, and said, “Call me

Lar.”




The rest of the crew introduced themselves then, each with a

question or complaint, ending with the Dol’jharian.




“I am Vi’ya.” Her smile was slight, barely there. “My

request is that the mind-blur nearest us be turned down. Its presence disturbs

me.”




He nodded again. She was different from the station

Dol’jharians—she’d at least made an attempt at a polite smile—but he was still

afraid of her. “I’ll find out about all your requests. And I’ll be back to tell

you.”




“Thank you, Lar,” the squat woman said. Her grateful smile

was real.




Lar made a polite smile back and tabbed the door open. As he

toiled back along the corridor again, he thought over the interview. Tat’s

words returned to him: “Imprisoned on Ares. And now here.”

The only other Rifters on the Suneater. Lar began to feel that he and his

cousin and brother were a bit less alone, and for a Bori, that was a very good

feeling.











FOUR




ARES




Ten years ago, Sebastian Omilov had believed all the

meaning leached from Panarchic ritual when he was unable to prevent a terrible

injustice. Until very recently, he’d done his best to avoid considering how

deep that sense of betrayal had reached.




Recent months had taught him that synecdoche could be a

dangerous thing: perception of a part of a situation was not always a

trustworthy gauge of the whole.




The restoration of his faith in his old friend, Panarch

Gelasaar hai-Arkad, now deceased, in turn had re-imbued Panarchic ritual with

all its old significance. His breath caught in his throat as the new Panarch,

Gelasaar’s third son Brandon, placed the Blason de Guerre around Admiral Ng’s

neck.




The admiral rose with an athlete’s neat grace and bowed to

Brandon in the correct degree; his deference in return was a degree deeper than

strict protocol required. Then the other Privy Councilors came forward to

receive her into their number.




As Omilov approached, the blue gaze of the new Panarch,

Brandon hai-Arkad, swept across him, polite but remote.




Omilov’s joy cooled to regret; he could not suppress a

memory flash of those same blue eyes, neither remote, or polite, or bland

during that harrowing interview in this very same location after the Rifters

had left for the Suneater. At the end the mask had returned, and the light voice

had regained its relentless control, but in the resumption of protocol—the

outward forms of respect—it became agonizingly clear to Omilov that he had lost

Brandon’s confidence, just as Gelasaar had once lost his. He was still a Privy

Councilor, still a valued adviser, but no longer a trusted friend.




Omilov shut his eyes and indulged in a daydream of escape

and flight on the heels of the Rifters. What was it like? What might he

discover at the Suneater? Too quickly memory intruded yet again: his brief

interview with Eusabian, then the horrifying experience with the torturer. He tried

to suppress unwanted memory. Little as the Panarchist military experts valued

the Suneater as an artifact, the Dol’jharians would care even less.




The ceremony ended, and the appearance of gloved stewards

bearing trays turned it into a reception for the new high admiral. All around

him the strict ranks broke into informal circles, the silence of ceremony

giving way to the hum of polite chat. Omilov was surrounded by people, but

rarely had he felt so alone.




With practiced indirection he excused himself and left.




The transtubes grew steadily more crowded as he moved

towards the axis of the Cap, toward the nexus with the oneill. The pod jolted

into motion, with Omilov squeezed among a group of workers returning from a

shift. Most of the faces around him seemed to reflect his own mood: tired,

pensive, tense.




Omilov put back his head, scanning the destination screens

for something to do. Two stops before his he saw “Jehan Gardens” and impulse

made him say, “Leaving!”




When the tube ground to a halt, he emerged onto a pleasant

pathway lined by chime trees and aromatic shrubbery. Some of his depression

lifted. To his right lay the ordered gardens, which sloped away toward the

lake. And to the left—the Whispering Gallery.




As he trod down the path toward the ivy-covered building, he

tried to examine his impulse. Gossip had always left him cold, whether social

or political. He had been to Montecielo frequently during his days in Court,

but he had never had the slightest interest in threading his way through the

Whispering Gallery in the capital there.




Omilov had no intention of talking. What he wanted to hear

was if anyone, anywhere, discussed the Suneater—if anyone felt the way he did.

He’d been too isolated, by his own choice. Now he wanted to evaluate his

actions in others’ eyes.




Smiling with self-mockery, he entered, finding himself

surrounded by light and air and soft greenery bracketed by mirrors and glass in

complicated patterns—like facets on a crystal. As expected, he heard snatches

of private conversation, but when he heard personal names instead of references

to the Suneater or Ur, he energetically set out in opposite directions to carry

himself out of earshot.




Four, five times he did that, and then he came face-to-face

with a large, stylish old woman poised even in surprise.




“Sebastian Omilov,” she exclaimed with sardonic amusement.




Omilov bowed. “Your Grace—”




Uncompromisingly elegant, Lady Britt Vakianos, Archonei of

Kemal, had been a byword in a previous generation. She touched Omilov’s wrist.

“I prefer ‘Aunt Britt,’ dear boy. Or is a Praerogate Overt beyond familiarity?”




Ten minutes ago Sebastian Omilov had felt old and tired. Now

he was reduced to schoolboy blushes.




The matriarch’s eyes narrowed, and she pulled him toward a

bench screened off by ferns. The soft plash of a waterfall over glass muted

their voices. “Your mother is well, though she remained at Chernakov,” she said

low-voiced. “I think she has finally forgiven you for withdrawing from Court.”




Omilov laughed, feeling equal parts amusement and pain.




“You know why we did not leave after Tared L’Ranja’s

suicide,” she went on, hands folded and voice as direct as her gaze.




“I thought—” Omilov stopped, shook his head.




“You thought we concurred. No, it was just the opposite. Why

do you think Semion avoided Court so assiduously? He was afraid to face those

of us who understood very well what he was about. And when Gelasaar finally

discovered what Tared L’Ranja had done, he needed us there around him.”




Omilov breathed out, facing the last of the grim truths. “I

was not the only one who lost faith.”




Her face reflected his pain, looking old and worn. “Tared

did, at the last, lose faith in his boy. In his defense, you know what a storm

that adoption caused, his passing over several promising youth in the family

connections. But to believe that Markham, perhaps led by the Krysarch, had not

just broken those sacred Academy rules that everyone else seemed to wink at,

but cheated on tests on material that he found simple when he was twelve . . .”

She shook her head. “And when the decree ex gratia regis

came through in Gelasaar’s name, Tared did not wait for either Markham or

Gelasaar to explain themselves. You probably did not know that Ujio was there

when young Markham arrived just barely ahead of Semion’s ‘safety net,’ in order

to tell his father what truly had happened, only to discover that he was too

late?”




“No. I did not,” Omilov said, the regret back in full force.

But it seemed necessary to admit obliquely that he had refused communication

from her, from his Uncle Ujio, from everyone. Just like Tared shutting everyone

out.




“That, Sebastian, was the worst tragedy of all.” She daubed

her eyes with a handkerchief, then gave it a snap. The moisture wicked away in

sparks, restoring the square to pure white as she tucked it back into her

pocket. “No one could help Markham. He wouldn’t risk anyone else, he insisted,

but Ujio said it was as if he’d died along with Tared. Then he slipped away,

and Semion’s Marines arrived in force and tore the entire estate apart looking

for him. No one ever saw Markham again, but Ujio later received a message that

he’d made the Riftskip, and who could blame him?”




“Not I,” Omilov said, wincing. “I was not there for Gelasaar

nor Tared.”




“But it seems you have paid, twice over, my dear.” She

smiled. “Old politics can wait for another time. There’s enough to discuss in

the new. But first, what brings Sebastian of the Steadfast Heart here at this

hour?”




Omilov hesitated, then said, “I don’t understand.”




“It’s just past nineteen hundred—late afternoon in

Highdwellings and planets with days close enough to Standard. Socially the

deadest hour, until recently.” She laughed. “This is more like you. Did you not

know about the latest fashion? The Cartano girl has decreed that the hour of

five in the Whispering Gallery is to be given entirely to discourse on themes.

The current one is love.”




It was so unexpected—so much the opposite of what he had

expected—that Omilov had to laugh.




The Archonei’s eyes quirked with irony. “After war, death,

and destruction, it appears people still have a taste for the purely frivolous.

Young Vannis has reestablished my faith in human nature.”




Omilov also smiled, but he did not know what to say to that,

so he changed the subject. “You know that the Prophetae Anton Ramanujan is

here? Though he goes by ‘Tate Kaga’ now.”




“It is he who summoned me,” the Archonei said. “And the

difficulties in getting here would require another long hour in the telling.”

She chuckled under her breath. “Skipping in and out with Rifters on our

radiants . . . suddenly it seems eighty days ago, and not eighty years, when we

scrambled over the rocks at Petrov, a jac in each hand, trying desperately to

fend off the Shiidra.” She shook her head. “It really does seem a short time

ago. But so does your youth, when you and Ilara and Gelasaar staged operas at

the Palace Minor, and Brandon and Galen were scrubby brats running about

teasing the life out of that black-browed little bully Dol’jhar had sent us as

hostage. And now we are old, and they—the two who remain—are the main players

in the game.” She slapped her hands on her lap. “Though we still have a few

tricks left. I’m here to help Gelasaar’s boy pull together a fleet. We’ve

called in all our ships: if we win it, we rebuild, and if we lose, we’re ruined

anyway.”




Omilov said quickly, “Kemal—”




“The Clouds are occupied by Dol’jhar, and the planet is

fine, though no one is permitted to land or leave. Dol’jhar won’t trust Rifters

there after our sabotage was blamed on them, but he won’t get anything out of our

shipyards for a long time.” She stood up and took Omilov’s arm. “If you’ve

changed your mind about the Gallery, then let’s stroll among the roses, and you

tell me a little about this Telos-damned Suneater.”




It was two hours later when he finally reached the

Cloisters. Though he was not a religious man, he liked the Cloisters for its

sense of peace and timeless otherness. A trace of fragrant incense wove itself

among the scents of rare blooms. In the distance he heard the rise and fall of

voices in a plaintive chant that evoked millennia of human experience.




When he stepped onto the terrace around which the residence

portion of the Cloisters was built, he found the High Phanist waiting. Although

Omilov had begun their association by distrusting her, he now looked forward to

their daily talks. On some days she was the only human being he communicated

with outside the requirements of his research.




She sat quietly, the Digrammaton on its chain glinting

against the plain black of her soutane.




“I went to the Jehan Gardens,” he said. “There I met someone

I’ve known all my life, and in the course of conversation she observed how

swiftly time passes. Yet her lifetime is less than a blink of an eye against

the unimagined eons the Suneater has existed. The potential for learning, were

we able to establish an observation post there, is tremendous. Yet no one here

can see past immediate circumstances. They see the Suneater only as a target in

this war.” He rubbed his cheek absently; the remembered pain would perhaps

never go away. “I acknowledge the necessity for action, but I cannot get them

to see past its destruction.”




“Is not the Panarch’s goal contiguous with yours?”




Omilov looked from Eloatri to the bees bumbling among the

stirring blossoms. “Only as far as guaranteeing the safety of the Rifters is

concerned.” He shook his head. “My original impulse was to walk through the

Whispering Gallery. I have never been in it, but my understanding was that one

can hear converse on every subject if one stays long enough.”




Eloatri smiled. “I have been through it. The experience

reminds me of the function that cards of divination must have served for our

ancestors.”




“Well, there was to be nothing, divination or otherwise, for

me,” Omilov said. “At least at that hour, which is restricted to a theme. The

Archonei of Kemal dismissed as mere frivolity Vannis Scefi-Cartano’s

introduction of love as the current theme.”




Eloatri drew an audible breath.




Omilov glanced up. “You have an observation to make, Numen?”




“Not yet,” she murmured, rubbing one thumb over the scarred

palm of her other hand. “Not yet. Go on.”




“There’s little else to tell you except I thought of

Brandon, who, despite his new position as ruler of trillions, wants to follow Captain

Vi’ya to the Suneater. Love may blind one to wise action, but it is not always

frivolous.”




“No.”




“If he does go, then perforce the Navy will have to preserve

the station,” Omilov said. “But ought I to hope he gambles his life this way?”




The High Phanist said nothing.




“That is my dilemma.” Omilov sat back, sighing. “Then, just

as I was leaving, another one of those accursed novosti tried to corner me. A

lot of impertinent questions about the Suneater, the attack, and the Telvarna Rifters, who are still officially listed simply as

‘not here.’”




Eloatri nodded. “The novosti wish to pose one other

question, I assume.”




Omilov looked up in an unguarded movement of protest. Then

he saw the pain narrowing the High Phanist’s eyes. Pain that matched, he

supposed, that in his. They were both in disgrace with the Panarch, both guilty

of conniving the escape of the woman the Panarch loved.




“They pursue me as well. ‘Let those with eyes to see,’” she

quoted, letting her voice trail off.




“Well, eyes they may have,” Omilov said, “and I suppose our

positions are evident from the shifting of preference and deference, but I gave

their ears nothing. If the novosti find out where the Rifters went, and what

their captain means to him, then Brandon loses all freedom. As head of state

taking his forces to war he might go, but to chase a Rifter lover? We would

revert right back to chaos. A political reality.”




The High Phanist rubbed her palm.




“You disagree? Ought I to have told the truth?”




“I cannot direct you on that,” Eloatri said. “But I admit I

was thinking along a different track.”




“Which is?”




“Those cards of divination, I mentioned,” she said, smiling

sadly. “And Vannis Scefi-Cartano’s new fashion.” She rose to her feet, turned,

then turned back. “Love is not frivolous,” she said. “Danger, inspiration,

catalyst, wise, blind, but never frivolous. Never frivolous,” she repeated.
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The new High Admiral of the Panarchy of the Thousand Suns

could not sleep.




Margo Ng’s face ached from so much smiling, and her head

throbbed, even though she had managed to make her glass of celebratory

champagne last for hours. She had lost count of the times she had nodded,

smiled, lifted it in return to someone’s toast, and pressed it to her lips

without letting any liquid actually pass them.




At last the after-party was over, and she was able to retire

to rest.




But exhausted as she was, she still could not sleep.




Finally Ng tabbed on a light and rose, padding across

toe-soft carpet down the few stairs to one of the anterooms, and through that

to the study that was now hers.




The change in quarters had been accomplished neatly by

unknown stewards earlier in the day. Not that they’d had much work. What little

Ng owned she had ordered left on Grozniy, now her

flagship. Here she kept only a couple of uniforms.




She traced her fingers over the inlaid keys of the console,

then tabbed it to life. Most of the hours between the brief reception after the

ceremony and the much-longer after-party had been spent in meetings—both

official and unofficial. One of the first official meetings had been with the

Panarch and Nyberg and Willsones, who had witnessed the transfer of databanks

coded to the high admiral. She had not yet had the time to peruse these.
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