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“YSAYE? ARE YOU UP THERE?” Elizabeth Mackintosh poked her head cautiously into the shaft that held the computer core. She was a small, slight woman, not exactly pretty, but with a gentle yet intense liveliness about her that made “prettiness” inconsequential. She had thick, dark hair and blue eyes, lovely and clear, and a voice that sounded, as it echoed the length of the shaft, as if she were singing. She didn’t much care for the computers at the best of times, and the narrow shaft that held their working components made her positively claustrophobic. Once she had told Ysaye that the warm gloom, dotted with tiny red working-lights, made her feel as if she were surrounded by a sphere of red-eyed demons. Ysaye had chuckled, thinking she was joking, but it was true. 

“I’ll be done in a minute,” Ysaye Barnett called down. “Just let me get this last board back in.” She replaced the board she had been working on and pushed her fingertips lightly against the panel to start her tall body moving down the tube. In the low gravity of the core, it didn’t take much of a push. The gravity, and her speed, increased as she neared the end of the shaft, and she landed carefully on bent knees next to Elizabeth at the base. Gravity in the main computer room was 0.8 standard, and, as usual, Elizabeth had a death grip on the rail that ran down the center of the room. Variations in gravity made Elizabeth nervous; she lived for the day when the ship found a planet she could settle on. Sometimes she wondered why she had ever gone to space—but then she remembered what overpopulated, noisy, techno-addicted Terra was like and knew she could never go back. Only the very wealthy could afford room and privacy on Terra. Back there, light-years behind them, she’d never even be able to afford the privacy of a tiny cubicle like her shipboard quarters on the miniscule salary of a cultural anthropologist.

Ysaye, on the other hand, seemed made for life on shipboard. Changing gravity zones was a game to her—rather like a grown-up version of hopscotch. Her black, wiry hair was braided in cornrows, which kept it out of her face, the equipment she worked with, and the ventilation ducts. She kept her quarters so tidy that the room could pull negative Gs and nothing would fall out of place; she knew the ship’s schedules, procedures, and emergency drills forward and backward. The junior ensigns claimed that every piece of data in the computer was duplicated in Ysaye’s head and could be retrieved just as quickly from either place.

One ensign who worked third watch even insisted that the computer woke up at night and cried for her. Ysaye had informed him with a twinkle in her bright brown eyes that he needed to be careful of his tendency to anthropomorphize. Not that she didn’t talk to the computer herself, of course; but she did try never to do so when anyone might overhear her. After all, she had a reputation as a scientist to maintain.

“Well, that should take care of our little glitch,” Ysaye said happily. Nothing pleased her more than finding the answer to a puzzle, and this one had plagued the techs for days, an intermittent Loss-Of-Signal from the robot probe that preceded the ship by about a day. “I told them it was in our hardware and not the probe’s. And I’m going to have someone’s hide for not running regular tests to check for that sort of thing.”

“Any more news on our new planet?” David Lorne, Elizabeth’s fiancé, entered the computer room and walked carefully along the rail to join the women. Elizabeth automatically held out her hand; he took it just as automatically. Like a phototropic response, Ysaye thought. David was like Elizabeth’s sun, and sometimes it seemed that without him she might wilt and fade.

“No name,” Ysaye replied, slipping automatically into reference librarian mode, and keying commands into the console. “Even the star’s only in the unabridged. Cottman’s Star. Six planets, the record says, but,” she pulled up a diagram on the console screen, “our latest scan data makes it seven. Four little rockies, three big fuzzies. The fourth out from the sun is habitable or at least on the edge of being habitable. It’s low on dense metals, but it wouldn’t be the first planet settled that’s short on metals. Plenty of oxygen, though.”

“Is that the one with the four moons? Sounds so exotic—like there would be a lot of material for a ballad there,” Elizabeth said.

“Well, everything sounds to you like there would be material for a ballad,” Ysaye pointed out affectionately.

“And why not?” Elizabeth replied with complete seriousness. Ysaye shook her head. Elizabeth had a habit of relating everything to some ballad or other. Granted, folk music was her hobby, and anthropology her specialty; and granted that an awful lot of primitive history was contained in songs and ballads, but still... There was a limit, at least as far as Ysaye was concerned. The time Elizabeth had tried to compare Ysaye’s tendency to disappear for days when tracing a computer glitch to the abduction of Thomas the Rhymer by the Queen of Elfland...well, it had taken Ysaye weeks to quell all the nonsense about elves and fairies living in the core.

“Any people?” David asked. “Or rather, any signs of sentients?” For both Elizabeth and David that was the big question. It didn’t matter much to Ysaye one way or the other; she was ship’s crew. But David and Elizabeth wanted to marry and raise a family, and they couldn’t do that on shipboard. Children couldn’t even travel on a ship—not if they wanted to grow up with anything resembling a human skeleton. Immature bodies were much more delicate and fragile than the planet-bound could imagine. They still had time; all three of them had joined the Service right out of the university and were only in their late twenties. Theoretically, sooner or later there would be a planet suitable for either colonization or Empire Contact where the contact and explorations teams could set up shop and stay put for twenty years or more. But after three years of nothing but rockballs, Elizabeth, at least, was getting anxious.

“You’re both telepaths,” Ysaye teased; “you tell me.” It was how they had originally met, as experimental subjects in the parapsychology lab in the university. Unfortunately, the instruments hadn’t been set up to measure love at first sight, or they might have had some very interesting data. Ysaye had been the technician working that day, and had dutifully noted down everything else the machines measured. She had never told anyone about the other effects that she saw—or thought she saw. After all, “seeing auras” was such a subjective experience.

Elizabeth was not at all reticent about her “gift”—even if she was a little defensive about it. David just shrugged it off; if people didn’t believe him, that was their problem, not his. If really pressed, Ysaye would admit to having some intuition, or the occasional hunch. Other than that, she preferred not to talk about it. “Things invisible to see” and the knowledge she had from no discernible source were something she used but didn’t bandy about.

She had always been something of a loner, and her “talent” had made her lean even farther in that direction. She had learned as a child how to convey the things that she “knew” in the form of questions to the people around her; a child wasn’t supposed to correct adults in her family, probably because any child was presumed to know less than any adult. But it was very hard for Ysaye to hide what she knew, and so she had chosen solitude instead, as a better sort of “hiding place.”

She had carefully concealed her intelligence as well behind a mask of childish innocence and spent every possible moment with her computer. This had not been as difficult for her as it might have been for another child; her parents had enrolled her in computer instruction—“home schooling,” it was called—instead of sending her to public school. They considered the values taught in Earth’s schools irreligious—and sadly lacking in ethics, morals—any differentiation of right from wrong, a subject Ysaye’s mother felt particularly strongly about. Ysaye could still hear her mother in the back of her mind sometimes, whenever someone around her indulged in sliding ethics and fuzzy logic.

“I’m not that strong a telepath,” Elizabeth replied, quite seriously, although Ysaye had been joking. “And besides I want there to be people, so I’m too biased. You don’t have any emotional stake in this; what do you think, Ysaye? Are there people there?”

Neither her parents nor the computers Ysaye worked with had ever considered “I don’t know” to be an acceptable answer. If you didn’t know off the top of your head, you got more data. Almost as a reflex, Ysaye cast her mind toward the planet and got an answer, all without conscious volition or words.

The planet was inhabited; suddenly she knew that. But she couldn’t explain how she knew, or prove it, so she temporized. “We’ll find out soon enough,” she said. “I hope for your sake that it is—though I’d miss you if you left the ship. We need something besides a ball of stone and dust; people are starting to get a little bit stir-crazy.”

Little behavioral quirks had threatened to turn into full-blown neuroses in the past couple of months. Ysaye had been somewhat insulated from it all, living as much with her beloved computers as she did—but she’d certainly noticed it. Everyone was looking for some kind of an escape from the other members of the two crews. Even lifelong friends—or lovers—were beginning to get on each others’ nerves.

“Anyhow, it probably means a few months down,” David said cheerfully, “even if it doesn’t turn out to be inhabited. Plenty of work for us both, Elizabeth, in our secondaries, if not our specialties.” David Lorne was a linguist and xenocartographer, Elizabeth an anthropologist and meteorologist. Everyone aboard the ship had two or three jobs—except for Ysaye and the computer, who did quite a bit of almost everything.

“I’m ready for that,” Elizabeth said. “I’m ready for some room. A place where I’m not always bumping into someone. All this travel isn’t getting us anywhere.”

“That sounds kind of funny,” David said, teasingly, “especially when you consider all the light-years we’ve put on this ship.”

“I don’t mean literally,” she replied, making a face at him, “and you know it as well as I do. Metaphorically speaking, we’re standing still, however many light-years we’ve traveled. I mean, as far as we’re concerned, we might just as well have been confined to a single building in Dallas or San Francisco for the past three years. I’m tired of studying textbooks and computer simulations. I want to study something real again.”

“Well, I could stand to be employed again,” he admitted, with a lopsided grin. “All this space travel makes me feel like I might as well be supercargo. It’ll be good to get back to work.”

There was nothing unusual about David Lorne except his astonishingly clear eyes and a way he had of looking very straight at anyone he spoke to. He was a remarkably serious young man, already balding and looking somewhat older than his twenty-seven years, but with a subtle and unique sense of humor which he shared with Elizabeth more than anyone else.

“What do you really want to find down there, David?” she asked, feeling suddenly very sober.

“A planet I can make my life’s work, some interesting stuff I can really get my teeth into,” he answered, with equal seriousness. “A place you and I can make our own; isn’t that what we both want? So we can settle down, have a couple of kids who’ll grow up to be natives of this world—whatever it turns out to be.”

“I’ll certainly be glad enough to get down to a planetary surface, any surface,” she agreed. “I’m so tired of feeling superfluous. Nothing much for you and me to do in space except give concerts for the crew.” Elizabeth didn’t just collect and study ballads, she performed them as well. She had an extensive repertoire and played and sang beautifully, so she was much in demand for impromptu recitals in the Rec Room as well as the regularly scheduled concerts.

“Well, there are certainly enough people to appreciate them,” Ysaye laughed. “And we do have our reputation to maintain; they say we’re the only ship in the fleet where the Captain chose his chief engineer because he could play the oboe.”

Elizabeth chuckled. Captain Enoch Gibbons’ eccentricities were known throughout the Empire’s fleet. Anyone on his crew, ship’s personnel or otherwise, was, of course, chosen for his skills, but Captain Gibbons always seemed to find skilled crewmembers who just happened to have a passion for music. When challenged over the matter of the engineer, he had allegedly argued that good starship engineers were turned out wholesale by the military colleges; good oboe players, on the contrary, were rather rare—the oboe having been characterized popularly as “the ill woodwind nobody blows good.” Captain Gibbons was also an opera buff, and if anyone on board did not have a fair knowledge of the Italian, German, and French languages, it was not from lack of exposure to at least some of their vocabulary. Not a bad thing, really, Ysaye reflected, when month followed month without planetfall. Not like having a ship full of amateur athletes going crazy trying to keep fit—or one full of inveterate games players who might turn competition into quarreling. At least on Gibbons’ crew, the personnel could find a harmony in music that they might otherwise lack as the strain increased with the length of the voyage.

“Nothing wrong with giving concerts, either,” David told her. “You’re a fine singer, and you’re doing your part to keep us all from chewing our nails from boredom.”

“Good enough,” Elizabeth agreed diffidently. “No opera singer though.”

“Since I don’t really care for opera that much, I don’t mind,” he said. “And I doubt if there are many of the crew who do, except for the Captain. Although I admit that anyone who actually hates it won’t last long on this ship.”

“Like your friend Lieutenant Evans?” Elizabeth inquired, with a wrinkle of her nose. She didn’t like Evans; his manner put her off, although David liked him well enough.

There was something vaguely disturbing about the Lieutenant, although Ysaye had once said dismissively, “Oh, don’t worry about Evans; he has a great career as a used aircar salesman ahead of him.” Somehow Elizabeth could not see him that cavalierly.

“I don’t know about that,” David protested. “Yes, he makes rude comments about opera, certainly, but that’s just his style. He talks like that about nearly everything.” He shook his head. “Anyhow, what on earth are we talking about music for, with a new planet to explore in a few days?”

“Because your new planet is a maybe, and it’s days away from us, and the crew concert is a certainty, I suppose,” Elizabeth answered with a sigh. “It’s hard to think of anything but the routine we’ve had when it’ll be days before we can even get close enough to get some decent pictures of the place. I promised my department I’d give them the low-down on the new planet as soon as there was anything to tell, but if there isn’t, I’d better go. I’m due on duty.”

“All right, then, love,” he agreed, kissing her quickly. “See you later.”

David and Elizabeth left for their respective posts, and Ysaye turned back to her console. But instead of keying in anything which could only be answered by “insufficient data,” she sat quietly, pondering the puzzle of the inhabited planet.

Who, or what, could those inhabitants be? Perhaps indigenous pre-space peoples, in which case there would probably be no sign of civilization visible from orbit, at least not without a lot of clear sky for their optical telescopes to peer down through.

It could even be a lost colony, one of those founded from one of the pre-Empire Lost Ships. That would be fascinating, although Ysaye hadn’t heard of any of them out this far.

Yet, she told herself. Just because no one had found one—well, that could be because no one had been looking in the right place.

One had been found only last year, and some of the really old Lost Ships seemed to have gone amazingly far, the ones launched a couple of thousand years ago, before the Terrans had learned how to set up a ship for tracking. Ships lost after that were picked up within a couple of years. So if there was a Lost Ship colony here, it would certainly be one of the very early ones, on its own since long before the Empire.

On the other hand, even if her hunch was wrong and the place was uninhabited—not that she really thought it was, but until she had hard evidence it was a good idea to consider all possibilities—it was a good location for a transfer point spaceport, right near where the spiral arms of the galaxy joined, give or take a billion miles or so. So as long as it was habitable, if David and Elizabeth were willing to exercise their secondary specialties instead of their primaries, there would be work enough here for them for a lifetime, provided the Powers That Were decreed that such a spaceport should be built here.

The chime for shift change sounded just as the chief technician for the next watch came in, striding easily across the gravity-gradient to the console terminal. Ysaye logged out, he logged in, and she left the computer room.

As she went down the corridor she found herself stretching aching muscles, and realized that her shoulders, arms, and hands were cramped and stiff. Obviously she had spent more time curled up over finicky little adjustments in the core than she had realized. She decided to wander around for a bit before going to her quarters.

As she passed the door marked “Port Viewer” she decided to stop in. “Come to have a look at our new system?” the young man there inquired as she entered. He was one of the ship’s scientific crew, Ysaye knew, so he wouldn’t stay on the planet unless they decided to set up a spaceport here. His current job was to survey the planet as much as possible before they landed on it—and right now all their information was coming from the probe. “Thanks for finding the glitch, Ysaye, it was driving us all crazy,” he continued. “Or rather, crazier.”

She shook her head dismissively. “Nothing special,” she said diffidently. “If I hadn’t found it, someone else would have.”

The young man gave her a skeptical look, but didn’t comment. “I suppose you know there’s at least one habitable,” he continued, “the fourth. The fifth maybe, but that’s stretching it a bit—the fifth is mostly frozen: ice caps all year, and the year’s five Standard years long. Four is just barely habitable though: pretty rough climate, but carbon-based life-forms could live there. No major unfrozen seas, one continent. I wouldn’t want to live there, and I doubt you would either; it’s cold as Dante’s hell. But it’s definitely within limits.”

“Not bad, Haldane,” Ysaye said—then grinned. “Rehearsing for your report to the captain?”

“You guessed it,” John Haldane replied cheerfully. “Oh—did I mention that it has four moons, each a different color?”

She shook her head at him, and made a tsk-ing sound. “No, you forgot them; you need to organize your material better. Isn’t four moons a record for a planet this small?”

He nodded, half of his attention on his console. “You may be right; if a planet has more than that, it’s usually a big fuzzy, and the moons are planet-like. Like Jupiter in the old solar system. I forget how many moons they finally decided it had; seemed to capture every bit of flotsam that came anywhere near it. But there were at least eleven major ones.”

Ysaye peered down at the screen. The object of all their perusal was singularly unprepossessing at this range. “Four moons. Hmm. Wonder how it managed that?”

Haldane shrugged. “Who knows? That’s not my specialty. I think Bettmar’s World has five, but there is a limit: mass of the combined moons must be less than that of the planet for a habitable. Usually less than a fifth its combined weight. Also there is a limit to size; too small and they escape the primary and become asteroids.” He gestured at the view. “The white one there is just about at the lower limit for size.”

“Elizabeth was saying something about how much material there would be for ballads on a world with four moons,” Ysaye told him.

Haldane adjusted the focus, and the white moon all but leapt out of the screen at them. “At a guess, I’d say they must do strange things to the natives’ mythology, if there are any natives, that is. With four moons, I’d say the concept of monotheism wouldn’t have much chance of occurring! They must look like something from the surface of the planet—all different colors. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Definitely anomalous.”

Ysaye narrowed her eyes and tried to make out more details of the planet itself, but it was a cloud-sheathed enigma. “Are they really different colors, or is it just some effect of the sun that makes them look that way?”

Haldane shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine; I never saw anything like—oh, I said that. I know one thing though,” he added. “I’ll bet that no matter how advanced the natives are, they still play a substantial part in whatever religion there may be down there. Moons always do.”

“Do you know if we’re going to land on any of them?” Ysaye asked.

“Probably we’ll want a weather station on one of them,” he said. “That would be the first step in any case. And if it’s a pre-space aboriginal culture, that’s about all we can do, observe the weather. We wouldn’t be allowed to affect anything they do; primitive people have to be left to evolve in their own way.”

“If there’s any kind of culture down there, just landing on the planet would affect them,” Ysaye pointed out.

“True,” Haldane said blithely, “but anything we do before we make an official evaluation of them doesn’t count. My God! Look at that!” He broke off suddenly, fussing with his instruments. “No, I can’t focus any closer, damn it—the clouds down there are something awful.”

“What is it?” Ysaye leaned over his shoulder for a closer look. “Signs of life? A beacon saying ‘We’re here, come and get us’?” When he didn’t answer, she added, flippantly, “A giant alien advertisement sign?”

“Nothing so definite,” Haldane replied, “Great Wall of China effect—but that was a deliberately created structure. I suspect this one is a natural formation.”

“Like what?” she asked. “What kind of formation would be big enough to see from this far away? The probe isn’t even in orbit yet!”

“A glacier,” he said. “Something bigger than any glacier in any of Terra’s ice ages. One which goes halfway round the world. A wall around the world.”

A wall around the world? That certainly caught her imagination. “Who could have built it?”

“No one; it’s a natural phenomenon,” he said positively.

“A natural formation?” she replied skeptically.

“Why not?” he retorted. “Earth’s Great Wall can be seen, under proper magnification, from the moon. There was even some debate about whether the Great Wall of China was made that way on purpose, and then the society that built it dwindled down to pre-technical—or do I mean post-technical?”

“Whichever you mean,” Ysaye said repressively, “I wouldn’t advise you to run that particular theory past the Captain. Haven’t you heard his standard speech about ‘the pseudoscience of psychoceramics’?”

“Several times,” Haldane admitted, wincing. “All right, then: while I am assuming this glacier is natural, given the hideous climate down there, I can’t be certain whether this glacier is natural, made by resident Intelligent Beings, or left over from a previous or visiting society of IBs. For all I know, it could be the equivalent of a school science project for the proverbial bug-eyed monster. Or even an art project.”

“All right, enough theories,” Ysaye laughed. “Any signs of travel on any of the moons?”

He shook his head. “Nothing obvious. Nothing the probe can pinpoint, anyway. We left footprints and assorted garbage on ours, but it’s too soon to tell about this one. If we really search, we might find a stray beer can or so, and that’s proof of a sort. Ah, look! The clouds are clearing!”

He fussed with the instruments until the glacier was neatly centered in the viewer. “At least this will serve for a landing marker, although the terrain there might be fairly rough and mountainous. There’s a higher oxygen content than normal, so the hyper-Himalayas there would still be climbable, believe it or not. If you like that sort of thing. Personally, I think if God had wanted us to climb mountains, He’d have given us hooves and pitons instead of hands and feet.”

“Climbable by what?” Ysaye asked dubiously. “Do you think the planet’s inhabited?”

Haldane shrugged. “Can’t tell from here. Unless it’s heavily industrialized, we couldn’t see anything from out here anyway, and it doesn’t seem to be industrialized. If we find it’s inhabited, we may have to set up a weather station on one of the moons and go home without disturbing them.”

“And if they’re a Lost Colony?” Why did I ask that? she wondered. She had already dismissed the idea once, yet here it was again, cropping up and making her feel vaguely disturbed.

“I don’t know,” he said, uncertainly. “There are no real rules for dealing with Lost Colonies. Every time we’ve run into one, the situation has been different. They’re us—and yet, they’re not us, if you get my meaning.”

“Not really,” Ysaye replied. “What are the odds, though?”

Haldane shook his head. “It’s really unlikely; but I understand there are a couple of ships that are still unaccounted for. It’s funny to think if it is, we’ll only be legends to them. Or maybe a religion—my, I wonder how that would mix in with four moons! Would we be gods returning, I wonder, or something horrible out of the Utter Night?”

“Probably gods. If against all odds, this were a Lost Colony, it would make Elizabeth happy,” Ysaye pointed out. “Legends are her business, and in a sense religion is, too.”

John Haldane laughed. “I can see it now: you and Elizabeth can be the goddesses, one black and one white.” He bowed to her, clasping his hands across his chest. “Oh, great Sky-Goddess of Night, hear the prayers of your humble servant! You’d never want to come back to the ship, you’d have hundreds of nubile young men literally worshiping at your feet!”

Ysaye laughed, too, shaking her head. “You’re incorrigible, Haldane. I assure you; the only divinity I care for is the kind made with sugar and covered with lots of chocolate.”
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THE BANNER-BEARER SAW the Tower first, where it reared isolated and lonely, a structure of brown unfinished stone. It rose high above the plain and the little village that huddled at its feet, as if seeking protection beneath the Tower’s skirts. It was nearing evening and the great red sun hung low on the horizon, sinking visibly. Already three of the four moons hung in the sky, nearly invisible behind the clouds of a late spring rain that had just begun to mist down upon the riders, nothing more than pale blurs of slightly brighter cloud amid the gloom. The clouds were heavy, but at this season the rain did not turn to snow, at least.

There were eight guardsmen including the banner-bearer, all mounted on the finest of riding animals, and the Hastur banner went before them, noble blue and silver with its device of the silver tree and its motto. Permanedal—“I shall remain.” Behind them rode Lorill Hastur, his sister, the lady Leonie Hastur, and Melissa Di Asturien, the lady’s companion and chaperone—although at the advanced age of sixteen, Melissa was hardly much of a chaperone, and since she bored Leonie entirely, she wasn’t much of a companion either. Both women were swathed in long riding-veils. Fine though the riding-beasts were, they moved slowly, wearily, for the caravan had been on the road since sunrise.

Lorill signaled them to halt. With the Tower already in sight, it was hard to stop, even though they all knew that their goal was still several hours’ journey away. Distances here on the plain were often deceptive.

From long habit, Lorill Hastur left the decision of whether to camp or go on to his sister.

“We could camp here,” he said, waving at a clearing sheltered by budding trees beside the roadside and ignoring the mist that beaded up on his eyelashes. “If it begins to rain hard, we would have to stop anyway; I can’t see any reason to try to push ahead in a rainstorm and risk laming our beasts.”

“I could ride all night,” Leonie protested, “and I hate to stop in sight of the Tower. But—”

She paused for a moment, thinking. If they continued to ride in the rain, they would arrive at the Tower sodden, chilled, and exhausted. It was a night of four moons—and her last night of freedom. Perhaps it would not be such a bad thing, to spend it in the open...

“And where will we stay?” Melissa asked, with a frown that betokened immediate rejection of Leonie’s idea. “In tents?”

“Derik tells me that there is a good inn in the next village,” Lorill said. “I suppose he is thinking of their beer, though, and not the accommodations.”

Leonie chuckled, for Derik’s capacity had become a standing joke with them all on this journey.

“He drinks like a monk at Midwinter,” she laughed. “But he is sober enough on the road. I suppose we should not grudge him his beer—”

“I don’t wish to ride all through the night, at least,” Melissa put in querulously, with an odd combination of whine and her usual simper.

Leonie tensed with irritation and held back a snappish reply; Lorill only said good-naturedly, “Well, I don’t suppose you are thinking of the beer.”

“Not at all,” Melissa replied, with a pout, “only of a warm fire. There is no reason to suffer in a tent when we may have that warm fire with a little more riding.”

Suffer in a tent? In the style of tents a Hastur entourage carried with them, Leonie thought a night in a tent was hardly suffering, although it might be a bit chillier than Melissa preferred—but Melissa was given to complaints and delicate allusions to her fragile health. And, without a doubt, once Melissa was warmed through, there would be complaints about the food, the smoke-filled room, and squeals of fear at the sight of any pests. Leonie much preferred a night in a tent, though it might be a trifle cold and damp, to a night spent in a vermin-infested inn. The tent, at least, was a known quantity; the quality of the inn ahead a matter of speculation.

And there was that one other consideration...

Leonie’s beast stirred restlessly, as she said, with a wistful sigh, calculated to coax her brother into indulging her, “It will be a night of four moons—”

“But you will not be able to see them,” Lorill pointed out with inescapable logic. “They are hidden by clouds; you might as well enjoy the fireside. The inn will at least be heated and dry.”

“The inn may well be as leaky as a Dry Towner’s promises, and with a legion of mice and fleas. But I will have the rest of my life for firesides,” Leonie protested. “I will have the rest of my life for seeing only the world within four walls! And a night of four moons does not come so often that I care to miss it!”

She glanced scornfully at Melissa, wishing the young woman anywhere except riding as her chaperone. For that matter, she could quite readily have done without the guardsmen and banner-bearer as well. If truth were known, she would rather have ridden alone with Lorill. The Hastur twins had always been close, and she could see no danger in such a brief journey together—he was her twin, after all, he was hardly going to offer her any insult!

But both her high rank and the present fashion in manners did not approve of young ladies riding even in the company of their brothers without ladylike escort and chaperonage, guards and the proper entourage. According to Darkovan custom, Lorill had been formally declared a man on their fifteenth birthday, and Leonie was now considered a young woman, not a child. She was rather hoydenish still and very strong-willed, but of absolutely unblemished reputation—

Which a long ride with no chaperones could conceivably damage.

Bother custom, she thought rebelliously. If Lorill could not be thought to provide enough protection, she was not above protecting herself, after all! Lorill was medium height for a man, but Leonie, at almost the same height, was unusually tall for a woman. That very height should give no few men pause to think.

She was striking in other ways as well. Like all the Hastur women, and most of the men, she was fair of face with brilliant copper-colored hair, hair that was currently bound into a crown of braids over her forehead. Even more than Lorill, she bore the strong stamp of the Hastur kindred. Comyn: that was branded into every inch of her. Comyn and Hastur—the combination should make even the boldest outlaw think twice about interfering with her. Should she come to any harm, the search for her attackers would be unrelenting, and the vengeance exacted terrible.

Leonie was also remarkably beautiful—a fact of which she was very much aware—and had for the last three years been the toast of the court. Between the courtiers and her would-be suitors, Leonie had been very much the petted and spoiled darling of her set. Their father was one of King Stefan’s major advisers, and it was well-known that at one point even the widowed King Stefan Elhalyn himself had sought Leonie’s hand in marriage. That had made her more popular yet if such a thing were possible, as even those outside her age-group sought her attention, with an eye to the day when she might be Queen.

But Leonie had shown no mind to marry. She had another goal in mind entirely, and not even the prospect of a crown could distract her from it, for a queen’s power was limited to what her lord and king granted her. Leonie wanted no such limitations on herself. Lorill did not have to suffer them, so why should she? Were they not twins, and born equal, except for sex?

From early girlhood Leonie had wanted to seek a place in one of the Towers, where she would devote herself lifelong to the calling of a leronis. This would give her a place substantially above, both politically and socially, that of any female aristocrat, and power equal to Lorill’s.

And if she achieved her secret goal and became the Keeper of Arilinn Tower, she would have power greater than her twin’s, at least as long as their father lived. For the Keeper of Arilinn held a Council seat in her own right, and took the orders of no man except the King himself.

There was no difficulty in finding a Tower that would accept her. It was widely known that the lady Leonie was richly endowed with the Hastur laran. Yet now that the moment was at hand, Leonie had become acutely and painfully aware that this chosen path of hers would separate her from her family and loved ones, for Leonie would be isolated from her kindred during the period of her training in the Tower. At this moment, whatever she might become, she was only a young girl facing separation from her brother and all her kinfolk. It was a daunting prospect, even for Leonie.

“I will have the rest of my life to sit by the fire,” she repeated, staring vaguely up at the darkening sky. “On a night of four moons—”

“Which, unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, you cannot see,” Lorill teased. “You know what they say about things that happen under the four moons.”

She ignored him. “I do not want to be locked away inside a building tonight!” she said stubbornly. “Do you think a chieri might come and ravish me in my tent without you and the guardsmen noticing? Or would Dry Towners suddenly spring up from the Plain and carry me away?”

“Oh! Scandalous, Leonie! For shame!” Lady Melissa remonstrated, covering her mouth with her hand, as if she had been hideously shocked by such a silly idea.

Perhaps she was simply shocked by the notion that Leonie had dared to joke about such things as abduction and ravishment.

Leonie had gotten quite enough of Melissa’s crotchets and vapors, and she was heartily weary of them. “Oh, do be quiet Melissa,” she snapped. “Already at sixteen you are an old maid! And a fussy one at that!”

Lorill just grinned. “I take it that means you don’t want to go to the inn? Well, Derik can do without his beer for once!” He shook his head. “At least we can set up the tents before the real rain begins. But you are the most unnatural girl I ever knew,” he teased, “wanting to camp out instead of going to a good inn!”

“I want to be under the stars,” she repeated. “It is my last night outside the Tower, and I want to spend it under the stars.”

“What, in this rain?” he asked, laughing. “Stars? You might just as well have a wooden roof over you, for all that you’ll see them.”

“It won’t rain all night,” she said positively.

“It doesn’t look to me as though it will stop before morning.” Lorill shrugged, giving in. “But we shall do as you wish, Leonie. It is your last night before entering the Tower, after all.”

Leonie sat her saddle easily, her reins loose, her beast calm, waiting for Lorill to arrange the camp. She was a good rider—and at any rate, her chervine was far too weary to bolt.

He gave the order for the tents to be pitched, and Leonie ignored the faint grumbles and occasional resentful glances that were cast her way as well. The guardsmen should be glad enough to stop, and a night spent in a stable—which was all the shelter a retainer would likely get in a tiny inn—was no better than one in a tent. It might well be colder, in fact—in a stable they would not be permitted a fire. Once they settled into their own tents, they might well recall this.

While the guardsmen were unfurling the canvas structures, Lorill dismounted, helping Leonie down from her riding-beast, and into the dubious shelter beneath a tree. Melissa followed, sniffing loudly, pretending to a chill Leonie doubted she truly felt. Melissa just wanted someone to feel sorry for her—as always. Why her father had chosen Melissa as her companion, Leonie had no notion. Perhaps it was that Melissa was so very prim, there was no chance whatsoever that Leonie could be tempted into mischief, as she might have been with a livelier friend.

The rain grew heavier as the guardsmen struggled with the bulky canvas, and Leonie’s riding mantle was less protection by the moment. She felt a touch of dampness along her shoulders, and more than dampness at the hem—and Melissa’s sniffles had gone from theatrical to genuine. For a moment she regretted her stubborn decision—but only for a moment. This was her last night in relative freedom; not until she wore the crimson robes of a Keeper would she ever have this much liberty again. She was resolved to savor it.

The moment the tents were erected, the young Hastur lord gave orders for a fire to be lighted, and for braziers to be carried into the tents to warm them. He guided Leonie through the thickening darkness to hers, holding her hand to keep her from falling when the sodden hem of her cloak wrapped around her ankles and threatened to trip her.

“Here we are, then. I still think you’d be more comfortable in the inn in the village, and I know perfectly well Melissa would be,” he sighed patiently, “but here is your bed under the stars—not that you’ll see much of either stars or moons this night. I can’t imagine where you get these notions, Leonie. Do they spring from some logic that only you can see, or simply from a desire to see us all bend to your will?”

Leonie divested herself of her wet cloak, flung herself into a nest of pillows, and lay gazing up at her brother. Candlelight from the lantern hanging on the center pole of the tent revealed his handsome face clearly. It gave Leonie the unsettling feeling of seeing herself looking back down at her. “I think often upon the moons,” she said without preamble. “What do you think they might be?”

If the abrupt change of subject startled him, he gave no sign. “My tutor tells me that, regardless of the old legends about chieri marrying into the Domains, the moons are no more than immense pieces of rock circling our world,” Lorill said. “Dead, deserted, airless, cold, and lifeless.”

She thought that over for a moment. This did not match with the recent uneasy feeling she had been experiencing. “And do you believe this, Lorill?”

“I do not know.” Lorill shrugged, as if the matter were of no importance. Perhaps, to him, it was not. “I am not a romantic like you, chiya. I see no reason to doubt it; I don’t really care much what they are. They cannot affect us, after all, nor can we affect them.”

“I do care about them.” Leonie frowned suddenly. This was the only time she might have to talk with her brother in person about her premonitions. It might not be the best time—but there would be no opportunity once she was inside Dalereuth. “I feel that something is coming upon us from the moons—that our lives may never be the same.” She turned on her back and stared at the tent ceiling, as if she could look through it and the clouds above to see the moons. “Truly, Lorill, don’t you feel that something very important is about to happen?”

“Not really,” he said, yawning. “Nothing but sleep. You are a woman, Leonie; you feel the influence of moons, perhaps it is no more than that. Even though it is raining and you can’t see it, Liriel still pulls at you. Everyone knows how sensitive women are to the moons—and how dramatic their influence can be.”

Leonie knew the truth of Lorill’s words. “With the present conjunction,” she pointed out, “they all pull at me. I wish the sky were clear tonight. But quite apart from that, I feel—”

“Come, Leonie, don’t go all mystical on me.” Lorill interrupted, seeming somewhat worried. “Next I’ll think you’ve turned into Melissa, all vapors and nonsense, and you will be having visions of Evanda and Avarra!”

“No,” she said. “You may tease, Lorill, and you may doubt as you like. But I say something is coming to us—some great change in our lives—and nothing will ever be the same again. I mean that for all of us, not just you and me.”

She spoke with such conviction that Lorill looked sharply at her, and stopped his teasing. He nodded, quite soberly. “You are a leronis, sister, Tower-trained or no. If you say something is going to happen, well, it may be that you are gifted with foreknowledge. Do you have any notion what this great event will be?”

The vagueness of her feeling gave her a headache. “I wish I did, Lorill,” she replied, uncertain and unhappy. “I know only that it has to do with the moons, nothing more than that. I feel it; I could swear to it. Sometimes I do not even know if I want to go to Dalereuth anymore in view of the days which are coming now.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, startled—as well he might be. Leonie had never let any consideration stand in the way of her desire to go to a Tower before this. She had ridden roughshod over anyone who had suggested she might choose some other course for her future. She had refused even the hand of the King, all in her quest to become a leronis.

“I wish that I could tell you,” she said, knitting her brows, trying to concentrate. “If I were a fully-trained leronis, not just a novice...” her voice trailed off, as if the words which could describe what she knew eluded her. But it was not the words that she lacked, it was the ability to narrow her foreboding down to anything more than feelings, something as evanescent as the morning fog, and as hard to catch.

Lorill stood for a moment, looking pensive. “Whatever it may be, I wish I could share your foreknowledge. But you know what they told me when I received my matrix,” his left hand absentmindedly fingered the silk bag at his throat, “that with twins, one has rather more, and the other rather less than the usual share of laran. I need not tell you how it is divided between the two of us. No doubt you will use yours better than I do mine.”

Leonie knew what he meant. It was just as well that Lorill had the weaker laran, for in these days, even though there was peace in the countryside, no profession so withdrawn from life as that of matrix worker would be allowed to any Hastur male unless he were something as redundant as a seventh son. It was inevitable that Lorill would take his place at court beside their father, and whether or not he cared for that notion was of little matter. In her way, Leonie would experience far more freedom than he would, once she was fully-trained. She would have her choice of where she went, and only the strength of her laran would limit her in her quest for the ultimate prize—the post of Keeper.

“What is it that you see, sister?” he asked in a low voice, dark with apprehension.

“No more than I told you.” Leonie sighed, turning back to face him. “Danger, and change, and opportunity coming to us—from the moons. Isn’t that enough?”

“I could hardly take that to our father, or to the Council,” Lorill shook his head. “If I go to them with nothing more than a vague premonition, and talk about the moons, they will think I have been drinking like—what was it you said about Derik?—like a monk at Midwinter.”

“True enough,” she sighed. “But what can I do?”

“If you had more information for me—” he suggested delicately. He should not have hinted that an untrained girl go seeking further enlightenment, with no supervision. Especially not a Hastur, with the Hastur gift being what it was—the power of the living matrix. If Leonie had that in full measure, she would not need a matrix crystal to find herself in trouble from which only a Keeper could extract her. But Leonie was accustomed to doing things her own way—and Lorill was used to her remarkable ability to do just about anything she set her mind to.

Leonie frowned, but in distress rather than disapproval. “I will try,” she said, after a moment. “I’ll do the best I can. Maybe I can yet see something more definite—something that we can use to convince Father.”

As Lorill left her to her solitary meditations, Leonie extinguished her lantern, but did not undress, listening instead to the sounds of the camp about her, patiently waiting for the last guardsman to settle into his bedroll.

She did not have long to wait. Virtually everyone was so weary from the chill and rain that they were glad to seek the warmth of blankets. As soon as it seemed as though all had retired for the night, save the one guard prowling the perimeter of the camp in his soggy cape, Leonie got up and went to the entrance of her tent.

She peered out cautiously, turning her attention to the sky. The clouds lay heavy and dripping above, showing little inclination to move until they had dropped all of the rain they carried. But Leonie knew from years of experience that clouds were always moving, it was merely a matter of which way and how fast. It had only been within the last year or so that she had been able to put her observations to actual use.

She watched carefully until she could tell the direction of movement, the direction that would tell her which way the wind was blowing at the height of the clouds. Past experience had shown her that it was not always the same direction as the wind on the ground. Once she knew the right path, she reached out with her mind and nudged the heavy clouds in that direction, pushing them along like a shepherd with a flock of fat, lazy sheep, until they were out of her way and she could see the sky. The four moons floated high above the tents, all at the full, each a different color. They were beautiful—but they were silent and enigmatic as ever.

Leonie tied the entrance flaps open and sat on one of her pillows, trying to touch something within her that would give her vague premonitions some form or substance.

All that earned her was a growing sleeplessness.

She sat at the entrance to her tent and stared up at them for several hours, trying to focus her laran on what she could see with her physical eyes, the round shapes of the four moons—trying to focus her mind on what she knew was coming, trying to focus on the terrible apprehension she felt.

Trying to find the answers she sensed that she would need—and soon.
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A RING OF LITTLE DOMES, like an untidy nest of mushrooms, had sprouted on the surface of the largest of the moons. Around the domes, space-suited personnel and machines worked to make the installation self-supporting and self-maintaining.

Inside the largest of the domes, Ysaye sat before a computer terminal, watching on the screen as the brightly painted, toy-like satellite fired a last retro and slid elegantly into orbit.

“Well, that’s number one—the first mapping and weather satellite,” David commented happily, looking over her shoulder. “Now Elizabeth and I can really go to work. That’s a remarkably sophisticated piece of machinery, according to her.”

“Sophisticated in what way?” Ysaye asked. “The onboard computers aren’t all that special.”

She wanted to keep him talking; she was aware of the hiss of air in the ventilation system in a way she had never been on the ship. She just didn’t feel entirely confident with nothing between herself and vacuum but a thin skin of flexible membrane.

David seemed willing to oblige her. “It’s the observational equipment, the optics, that are special. I hear that this Terra Mark XXIV has high enough resolution to see a lighted match on the night side. At fifty thousand meters, I’ve been told the ones in geosynch orbit over Terra would let you read the license plate on a car parked in the Ambassadorial Parking Lot in Nigeria. I assume this one can do the same.”

“That’s if they have cars and parking lots,” commented Elizabeth, coming up behind him. “And embassies. Of course if they don’t, I suppose we can help them to build some—”

He turned with a smile and answered, “Well, to see the numbers on a street sign. Or whatever they use down there for streets and signs. Hello, love! Are you here to start the weather observations?”

“You guessed it,” she replied. “If you’ve got first watch for Mapping and Exploring, we’re going to be able to work together.” She looked around her at the bank of monitors showing the ship’s crew working outside. “Do you think the people here ever reached their moons?”

“If they did, they didn’t leave as much as a stray film wrapping or food tube,” he said, “at least not that we’ve seen so far. Personally, I tend to doubt it; there’re no real signs of technology that we’d recognize as such—no big lighted areas at night that might be a city, and no radio signals at all.”

Ysaye shook her head. “As the techs keep reminding me, we don’t even know yet if there’s sentient life down there at all, and we won’t till the cameras on the satellite get working.”

Elizabeth frowned at the blank monitors that represented incoming pictures from the satellite. “I’m not sure we’d know even then, Ysaye. There is heavy cloud cover down there. If there are sentients, and they aren’t too advanced, we could easily miss them.”

“I can’t see how,” David replied. “With that kind of resolution, all we need to have is a break in the clouds and we should be able to see a monkey—or whatever else they have that fills that particular ecological niche,” he added quickly, “moving through the branches of that forest down there.”

“Only the top branches,” Elizabeth argued. “And only if the cloud cover does break and the camera is pointed in the right direction!”

“Surely sooner or later it will be,” David said, with a dismissive shrug. “And sooner or later the clouds have to break. But even if there are IBs down there, we’re not going to pick up anything much smaller than a lighted city until we get most of the weather satellite network going. Any idea how long that will take, Ysaye?”

“Hours,” Ysaye said tiredly. “Good thing it’s mostly automated. All I have to do is baby-sit it.”

“You look awfully tired, Ysaye,” said Elizabeth, with concern in her blue eyes. “How long have you been working, anyway? Or should I say—overworking?”

Ysaye shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. I’ve lost track again.”

“Does that translate to ‘I hooked my brain up to the computer three days ago and I haven’t taken a break since’?” David teased.

“Something like that,” Ysaye admitted with a weary chuckle. “That, and—well, you two know I don’t like sleeping in a strange bed. I couldn’t get any sleep, so I just kept working.”

“Why don’t you lie down over there for a bit and try again?” Elizabeth suggested, indicating the pile of padded computer blankets in the corner. “Even you admit this whole process is automatic, and David and I will be here to let you know if anything goes wrong. Nobody else is likely to come in here for hours; everyone but us and the construction crew is still on the ship. It should be nice and quiet.”

“That won’t last long,” David warned. “There’s nothing to equal the stampede off-ship, as soon as security passes the air and gives the all-clear. That’ll happen here, too, as soon as security is happy about the domes being stabilized. Not that there’s any fresh air here, but at least the domes are a change from the ship.”

“Yes,” Ysaye murmured, “the gravity’s lower.” She walked over to the blankets and flopped loosely down onto them. “I think I’ll take your suggestion, Elizabeth; right now I probably could sleep anywhere—and possibly right through nearly anything. Nudge me if anything interesting happens.”

“Will do,” Elizabeth said cheerfully. “You definitely need a break before they put you to work in the library, looking up obscure papers on moon formations for the Captain. One of the techs told me that this four-moon system was driving him to distraction!”

David, who had been watching the monitors showing the work going on outside the dome said suddenly, “Hey, looks like they’re setting up the Recreational Dome—unless it’s the Living Quarters. It’s a big one, anyway.”

“No, I’m sure it’s not the Living Quarters. I heard the First Officer say we’ll wait for the first party checking out the planet to come back with a report before they do that,” Elizabeth said. “We might be able to just set up down there, especially if there aren’t any IBs. Why put up another full-size dome and make air for it when there’s plenty of perfectly good natural air down on the surface there—”

“Good point—though I still wouldn’t bet against IBs,” he agreed. Ysaye, lying quietly with her eyes closed, heard the scratch of a chair across the floor. She didn’t need to look to know that David had appropriated both her chair and the terminal. Her guess was confirmed when his voice continued from there, a little to the right of her. “One thing the planet won’t be short on is fresh air—and even if there are IBs, no planet yet has figured out a way to sell the air. You may get that on orbital colonies, or colonies on airless worlds, but natural air is still the one thing that’s free, everywhere.”

“Don’t let the authorities hear you say that,” Elizabeth teased, “or they’ll figure out a way to meter it, and charge us for breathing.”

“What do you think a head tax is?” he asked, laughing.

She joined in the laughter. There was silence for a long while, as Ysaye half-dozed, then Elizabeth, noticing a change on the screen, asked, “What’s happening now?”

“The system’s setting up the satellite’s instrument package,” he replied. “It ought to be just about ready, and then we’ll start getting some initial meteorological data. Ysaye was right about one thing; there’s a lot of cloud cover down there. I’m going to have to really work to get some decent maps done.”

“Well, at least I’ll have plenty to do for a while,” she exclaimed, laughing. “Good! I admit it; I’m a weather junkie.”

“Probably just as well, since it’s your assigned job,” he teased. “And we’ve been in space so damn long—”

“Nothing but simulations to keep me from going stir-crazy,” she sighed. “I am so tired of computer models—”

“Well, I suppose they keep us in practice, but they sure aren’t the real thing” he agreed. “Look, the computer’s finished the remote tests. Looks like everything is ready to set up.” He keyed in the “go” entry. The screen started scrolling through the incoming data too fast to read, but neither of them were worried, since it was all being stored for later perusal. The printer slurped in a piece of paper and delivered the first of the weather maps, as a second monitor built up a detailed view of the planet below them, with Dopplered radar showing wind-flows and cloud-density.

He scanned the map, which showed essentially the same thing, translated into numbers. “Looks like you’ve got a storm building in the mountains,” he said. “We can watch it; it ought to hit later tonight. Looks like it will be a big one. The next couple of orbit swings will pick it up.”

“Give.” Elizabeth tweaked the paper out of his hand. “Goodness, those are complex patterns down there! Lots of storms. I pity the natives; probably the people on the surface don’t know half as much about their weather as we already do, and wish they did.”

“Then we’ll have something to give them,” said David, turning away from the screen. “Weren’t you supposed to give a concert to celebrate getting the domes set up or something?”

“With Captain Gibbons in charge?” Elizabeth laughed. “It’s a certainty. He’s ordered one to celebrate just about everything else. Folk songs this time, I think, which means the burden of performance will fall on me, but not until I get the local weather patterns established. Now that I finally have some real work to do, celebrations will just have to wait! Though Ysaye was talking about some new instrument sounds she’s got out of the orchestra synthesizer that she wants to show off; she told me she’s hooked up a flute to it and transposed the wave forms so they come out in the bass register. Maybe she can give her own concert.”

“Hmm.” He was studying the monitor intently. “Well, there’s no hope for it; I’m going to need the full net in place to get any level of detail at all. There’s just too much cloud cover, and so much snow on the ground that I’m not sure my topographical reads are going to be even close to correct.”

Elizabeth patted his shoulder sympathetically. “I wish I could help,” she replied.
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