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About the Book

THE ALEX BENEDICT COLLECTION brings together sci-fi master Jack McDevitt’s stellar first three novels in the award-winning Alex Benedict series.

In A TALENT FOR WAR, Alex Benedict unearths a piece of information with the power to rewrite history and expose interstellar hero Christopher Sim as a fraud. On his quest for the truth Alex will venture into an unknown alien galaxy and face something stranger than he could ever have imagined.

In POLARIS, Alex Benedict is determined to solve the mystery of the luxury space yacht that never returned from its interstellar journey sixty years ago. The search party found Polaris empty and adrift in space and now Alex must travel across the stars in a life-threatening mission to discover the truth.

In the Nebula award-winning SEEKER, Alex Benedict is convinced that he has stumbled across an artefact from the infamous transport ship that fled a religious dictatorship in twenty-seventh-century America. Alex and his pilot Chase are taken into the very heart of danger on the deadly trail to Seeker.
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Prologue

The air was heavy with incense and the sweet odor of hot wax.

Cam Chulohn loved the plain stone chapel. He knelt on the hard bench and watched the crystal water dribble across Father Curry’s fingers into the silver bowl held by the postulant. The timeless symbol of man’s effort to evade responsibility, it had always seemed to Chulohn the most significant of all the ancient rituals. There, he thought, is the essence of our nature, displayed endlessly throughout the ages for all who can see.

His gaze lingered in turn on the Virgin’s Alcove (illuminated by a few flickering candles) and the Stations of the Cross, on the simple altar, on the hewn pulpit with its ponderous Bible. It was modest by the opulent standards of Rimway and Rigel III and Taramingo. But somehow the magnificence of the architecture in those sprawling cathedrals, the exquisite quality of the stained glass windows, the satisfying bulk of marble columns, the sheer angelic power of the big organs, the sweeping choir lofts: it all got in the way. Here, halfway up a mountainside, he could look out over the river valley that the early fathers, in a burst of enthusiasm, had dedicated to St Anthony of Toxicon. There was only the river, and the ridges, and the Creator.

Chulohn’s visit to the Abbey was the first by a presiding bishop (so far as he could determine) during the entire existence of the community. Albacore, this snowbound, cold world at the farthest extreme of the Confederacy’s influence, was home to few other than the fathers. But it was not difficult – enjoying its massive silence, listening for the occasional distant rumble of a rockslide, taking the cold vigorous air into his lungs – to understand how it was that it had housed, at one time or another, the finest scholars the Order had known. Martin Brendois had written his great histories of the Time of Troubles in a cubicle just above the chapel. Albert Kale had completed his celebrated study of transgalactic strings, and Morgan Ki had composed the essays that would link his name irrevocably to classic economic theory.

Yes, there was something about this place that called forth greatness.

After mass, he walked along the parapet with Mark Thasangales, the Abbot. They were wrapped in coats, and their breath hung before them. Thasangales had much in common with St Anthony’s Valley: no one in the Order could remember when he had been young. His features were as uncompromising and lined as the limestone walls and snowswept crags. He was a tower of faith: Chulohn could not imagine those dark blue eyes beset by the doubts that harried ordinary men.

They were reminiscing about better times – as middle-aged men who have not seen each other for a long time will – when the Abbot shook off the past. ‘Cam,’ he said, raising his voice slightly to get above the wind, ‘you’ve done well.’

Chulohn smiled. Thasangales was talented: his capability for raising and managing funds in no way diminished his certifiable aura of sanctity. He was a superb administrator and a persuasive speaker, precisely the sort of man to represent the Church and the Order. But he had always lacked ambition. And so he had returned to St Anthony’s when the opportunity offered. And he had stayed a lifetime. ‘The Church has been good to me, Mark. As it has been to you.’ They looked down from the mountaintop on which the Abbey stood. The floor of the valley was brown with approaching winter. ‘I’ve always thought I would have liked to come here for a couple of years. Maybe teach theology. Maybe just put my life in order.’

‘The Church needed you for more important things.’

‘Perhaps.’ Chulohn studied his ring, the emblem of his office, and sighed. ‘I traded a great deal for this. Maybe the price has been too high.’

The Abbot neither agreed nor disagreed, but merely stood his ground, awaiting his bishop’s pleasure. Chulohn sighed. ‘You don’t really approve of the path I’ve taken.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Your eyes did.’ Chulohn smiled.

A sudden burst of wind raked the trees, and snowflakes flew. ‘First of the year,’ Thasangales announced.

St Anthony’s Valley is located in the high country of the smaller of Albacore’s two continents. (There are those who say the small, compact world consists almost exclusively of high country.) But, in Chulohn’s eyes, it was one of God’s special places, a corrugated land of forest and limestone and snowcap. The Bishop had grown up in this kind of country, on rugged Dellaconda, whose sun was too distant to be seen from St Anthony’s.

Standing in that ancient wilderness, he felt emotions he had not known for thirty years. The thoughts of youth. Why was it they were so much more real than anything that would follow after? How had it happened that he’d fulfilled his earliest ambitions, had in fact far exceeded them, and found it all so unsatisfying?

He drew his coat around him, fending off a sudden icy gust.

It was disquieting here, among the cold still peaks. Somehow, in a way he couldn’t grasp, they challenged the warm comfort of the tiny chapel. There was a movement back home, a group of zealots who pretended to speak for Christ, who wanted him to sell off the churches, and give the proceeds to the poor. But Chulohn, who loved the bleak places of the worlds because they were fearful, understood that churches are shelters against the intimidating majesty of the Almighty.

He watched the snow gathering force.

Several seminarians boiled out of the refectory and hurried noisily toward the gym. The sudden activity shook Chulohn from his reverie. He glanced at Thasangeles. ‘Are you cold?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Then let’s see the rest of the grounds.’

Little had changed since the Bishop had been ordained here: stone grottos and sweeping lawns and gray somber church buildings compressed the decades. Had the midnight beer raids on the refectory really been half a lifetime ago? Was it really so long since the forays into Blasinwell and the innocent flirtations with the young women there? Since those naked dips into mountain pools? (My God, how did it happen he could still feel the delicious bite of cool currents along his flanks?)

It had all seemed deliciously sinful then.

The stone chip walkways, which were covered lightly by snow, crunched pleasantly underfoot. Chulohn and Thasangales circled the library. Its antenna, mounted at the peak of the sharply sloping roof, turned slowly, tracking one or another of the orbiters. The flakes were wet in Chulohn’s eyes, and his feet were getting cold.

The Fathers’ quarters were located in the rear of the complex of buildings, safely away from the distractions of visitors and novices. They paused at the entrance, a simple bilious green metal door that had been built to withstand the ages, and threatened to do so. But Chulohn was looking away, up the gently rising slope that dominated the ground behind the abbey. At its crest, almost invisible against the gathering storm, were an arch, an iron fence, and several long rows of white crosses.

The place of honor for those who had persevered.

Thasangales had pulled open the door and waited patiently for the Bishop to enter.

‘A moment,’ said Chulohn, brushing the snow from his shoulders, drawing his collar about his neck, and continuing to stare thoughtfully at the ridge.

‘Cam, it’s cold.’ There was a hint of irritation in Thasangales’ voice.

Chulohn gave no appearance of having heard. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes,’ he said presently. And, without another word, he set off at a brisk pace up the slope.

The Abbot let go of the door, and fell in behind with a suggestion of resignation that a casual observer might have missed.

The walkway to the cemetery had vanished beneath the snow, but Chulohn paid no attention and, bent against the incline, he made directly uphill. A pair of stone angels, heads bowed, wings spread, guarded the approach. He passed between them and paused to read the legend carved into the face of the arch: He that would teach men to die must know how to live.

The crosses were arranged in precise rows, the oldest in front and to the left, proceeding in somber sequence through the years across the top of the ridge and down the opposite slope. Each displayed a name, the proud designation of the Order, O. D. J., and the date of death stated in standard years of the Christian Era.

Toward the rear, he discovered Father Brenner. Brenner had been redheaded, robust, overweight. But he was young in the days when Chulohn had been young. His class was History of the Church during the Great Migration.

‘Surely, you knew . . .’ said the Abbot, noting the Bishop’s reaction.

‘Yes. But hearing that a man is dead is not quite the same as standing at his grave.’

There was a painful number of familiar names along that back row. They were, at first, his instructors: Philips and Mushallah and Otikapa. Mushallah had been a silent moody man with quick eyes and relentless conviction who loved to duel with any student who dared question the sophisticated reasoning that demonstrated God’s existence through logic.

Further on, he found John Pannell and Crag Hover and others. Dust now. All the theology in the world didn’t change that.

He looked curiously at Thasangales, standing patiently in the falling snow, hands pushed deep into his pockets, apparently untouched by it all. Did he understand anything of what it meant to walk through such a place? The Abbot’s expression showed no trace of pain. Chulohn was uncertain whether he would really wish his own faith so strong . . .

Uncomfortable notion: the sinner clasping the sin.

There were numerous stones, dating back several centuries. And there were many here to whom he should pay his respects; but he wished ardently to turn back, perhaps because of the deteriorating weather, perhaps because he wished to see no more. And it happened that as he turned, intending to retreat, his gaze fell across one of the stones, and he saw that something was wrong, though he was not immediately sure what it might be. He walked toward the marker, and peered at its inscription:

Jerome Courtney

Died 11,108 A.D.

The grave was a hundred sixty standard years old. Relatively recent by St Anthony standards. But the inscription was incomplete. The sign of the Order was missing.

The Bishop squinted at the marker, and brushed at the stone, to clear away a few flakes that might have obscured the designation.

‘Don’t bother, Cam,’ said the Abbot. ‘It’s not there.’

‘Why not?’ He straightened, his obvious perplexity giving way to displeasure. ‘Who is he?’

‘He is not one of us. In any narrow sense.’

‘He is not a Disciple?’

‘He’s not even a Catholic, Cam. I don’t think he was a believer at all.’

Chulohn took a step forward, crowding his subordinate. ‘Then what in God’s name is he doing here? Among the Fathers?’ It was not a place for shouting, but the Bishop’s effort to control his voice produced a modulated rasp that embarrassed him.

Thasangeles’ eyes were round and blue. ‘He’s been here a long time, Cam. He came to us for refuge, and lived with the Community for almost forty years.’

‘That doesn’t explain why he lies here.’

‘He lies here,’ the Abbot said, ‘because the men among whom he lived and died loved him, and decreed that he should remain among them.’
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She passed Awinspoor in the dead of night, lights blazing. The cloud of relay shuttles which had raced through the system with her fell rapidly behind. Many persons later claimed to have picked up broadcasts from the onboard radio station, featuring a popular nightclub comic of the period. She approached jump status near the outermost rocky world shortly after breakfast, and entered Armstrong space precisely on schedule. She carried twenty-six hundred souls, passengers and crew, with her.

—Machias,
Chronicles, XXII

On the night we heard that the Capella had slipped into oblivion, I was haggling with a wealthy client over a collection of four-thousand-year-old ceramic pots. We stopped to watch the reports. There was little to say, really, other than that the Capella had not re-entered linear space as expected, that the delay was now considerable, and an announcement declaring the ship officially lost was expected momentarily.

The names of prominent passengers followed: a few diplomats were on board, some sports figures, a musician who had clearly lost his mind years before but whose work seemed only to have prospered by the experience, a group of students who had won some sort of competition, and a well-heeled mystic with her male retinue.

The loss of the Capella entered almost immediately into the rarefied atmosphere of legend. Certainly there have been far worse disasters. But the twenty-six hundred people riding with the big interstellar had not died in any ordinary sense. They might, in fact, not have died at all. No one knows. And therein lies the fascination of the event.

The client, whose name I no longer recall, shook his head sadly at the hazards of life, and returned quickly to the artifacts at hand. We compromised nearer his end than mine.

The Capella had been the flagship of the newest class of interstellars, equipped with every conceivable sort of safety device, piloted by a captain of documented ingenuity. It was painful to think of it reduced quietly to the stature of a ghost.

It’s happened before. But never to anything so big. And with so many people. Almost immediately, we had a hit song. And theories.

The vessel had struck a time node, some said, and would emerge at a future date, with the passengers and crew unaware that anything unusual had happened. Of course, we’d been losing ships for a hell of a long time now, and none has ever reappeared. So if they’re going uptime, it must be a considerable distance.

The idea most widely held was that the Armstrongs had simultaneously failed, leaving the ship to wander forever, unseen, unheard. (That, it struck me, was a wonderful thing to tell the families of the travelers.)

There was a host of other ideas. The Capella had emerged in another universe. Or there’d been a glitch that had propelled her to another galaxy (or more likely, into the gulfs between the galaxies). The one that seemed most likely to me was the boulder theory: Armstrong space is not a perfect vacuum, and the Capella had struck something too big for its deflectors.

Of course I have no more idea than anyone else. But it was unnerving all the same. And it was just one more reason why I didn’t ride the damned things unless I absolutely had to.

During the days that followed, the net was filled with the usual human interest stories. The man who had overslept, missed the shuttle, and thereby missed the flight, mentioned his appreciation to an Almighty who, apparently, was less indulgent to the twenty-six hundred others. The captain was on her last cruise, and was to have retired when the ship reached Saraglia Station, the final port of call. A woman on Rimway claimed to have dreamt, on the night before the disaster, of the loss of the Capella. (She eventually parlayed that claim into a lucrative career, and became one of the leading seers of the age.)

And so on. We heard that an inquiry would be conducted, but of course that was likely to lead to nothing. There was, after all, little to examine, other than passenger and cargo manifests, shipping schedules, and the like.

The carriers released fresh statistics that demonstrated people were safer traveling between Rigel and Sol than tooling around the average city.

About ten days after the loss, I received a transmission from a cousin on Rimway with whom I’d had no communication in years. In case you haven’t heard, he said, Gabe was on the Capella. I’m sorry. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.

That brought it home.

In the morning, an electronic package containing two sponders arrived from the law firm of Brimbury & Conn, which, according to the routing information, was also located on Rimway. I fed it into the system, dropped into a chair, and put on the headband. The standing image of a woman formed, about a half-meter off the floor and angled at maybe thirty degrees. The tone wasn’t quite right either. I could have compensated easily enough, but I knew I wasn’t going to like this, so I didn’t bother. The woman was talking to the floor. A library tried to take shape around her. I screened it out.

The woman was attractive, in a bureaucratic, well-pressed sort of way. ‘Mr Benedict, please allow us to extend our condolences on the loss of your uncle.’ Pause. ‘He was a valued customer here at Brimbury & Conn, and a friend as well. We’ll miss him.’

‘As will we all,’ I said.

The image nodded. The woman’s lips trembled, and when she spoke again there was enough uncertainty in her voice to persuade me that, despite the canned speech, there had been some genuine feeling. ‘We wanted to inform you that you have been named sole heir of his estate. You will need to file the necessary documents as outlined in the appendix to this transmission.’ She seemed to flounder a little. ‘We have started procedures to have Gabriel declared officially dead. There will be some delay, of course. The courts are not anxious to move in the case of a missing person, even in this type of situation. However, we will want to be prepared to act on your behalf at the earliest opportunity. Consequently, you should forward the documents to us without delay.’ She sat down and arranged her skirt. ‘Your uncle also left in our custody a sealed communication for you, to be delivered in the event of his death. It will be activated at the conclusion of this message by your voice. Say anything. Please do not hesitate to inform us if we can be of further assistance. And, Mr Benedict—’ her voice fell to a whisper, ‘—I really will miss him.’


I stopped it, ran a test, and adjusted the picture. Then I went back to my chair, but I sat a long time before putting the headband back on.

‘Gabe.’

The lights dimmed, and I was in the old second-floor study back home, seated in a thickly cushioned chair that had once been my favorite. Nothing seemed to have changed: the paneled walls were familiar, and the ancient heavy furniture, and the mahogany-colored drapes. A fire crackled in the grate. And Gabriel stood at my side.

He was barely an arm’s length away, tall, thin, grayer than I remembered, his face partially in shadow. Without a word, he touched my shoulder, pressed down on it. ‘Hello, Alex.’

This was all simulation. But I knew in that moment how much I would miss the old bastard. I had mixed emotions about this. And it surprised me: I’d have expected Gabe to accept his misfortune without subjecting anyone to a maudlin farewell. It was unlike him.

I wanted to break the illusion, to just sit and watch, but you have to respond, or the image reacts to your silence by telling you to speak up, or by reassuring you everything’s okay. I didn’t need that. ‘Hello, Gabe.’

‘Since I’m here,’ he said ruefully, ‘I guess things must have gone wrong.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

He shrugged. ‘It happens. Timing could hardly have been worse, but you don’t always have control of everything. I assume you have the details. Though possibly not, now that I think of it. Where I’m going, there’s a chance we’ll just disappear and never be heard from again.’

Yes, I thought. But not in the way you expect. ‘Where are you going?’

‘Hunting. Into the Veiled Lady.’ He shook his head; and I could see he was full of regret. ‘It is a son of a bitch, Alex, the way things turn out sometimes. I hope that, whatever happened, it happened on the way back. I would not want to die before I find out about this.’

The plea – for that is what it was – hung there. ‘You never made it to Saraglia Station,’ I said.

‘Oh.’ His brow furrowed, and his frame seemed to collapse. He turned away from me, circled a coffee table that had been in the house for years, and eased himself stiffly into a chair opposite mine. ‘Pity.’

He’d slowed down: his movements were more deliberate now, and the quixotic face had sobered. It was difficult to judge whether he was showing the effects of age, or simply responding to the news of his death. In any case, there was a grayness about the conversation, a quivery uncertainty, and a sense of things undone.

‘You look good,’ I said, emptily. It was, under the circumstances, an eerie remark. He seemed not to notice.

‘I’m sorry we didn’t get a chance to talk together at least one more time. This is a poor substitute.’

‘Yes.’

‘I wish things had been better between us.’

There was no easy way to respond to that. He’d been the only parent I’d known, and we had suffered the usual strains. But there had been more: Gabe was an idealist. ‘You made it very difficult,’ he continued. What he meant was that I’d made a comfortable living selling rare artifacts to private collectors. An activity he considered immoral.

‘I broke no law,’ I said. Arguing was pointless: nothing I could say would be carried back to the sender. Gabe was beyond this sort of communication now. The illusion was all that remained.

‘You’d have broken a few here. No enlightened society allows the sort of thing you do to go unregulated.’ He took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. ‘Let it go. I paid a higher price for my principles than I would have wished, Alex. It’s been a long time.’

The figure before me was nothing more than software, knew only what my uncle had known at the moment of storage. It had no grasp of the principles of which it spoke, no real sense of the regret that I felt. But it allowed him to do something that I would have liked very much to have done: ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘If I had it to do over, I would have let it go.’

‘But you would still have disapproved.’

‘Of course.’

‘Good.’

He smiled, and repeated my comment with satisfaction. ‘There’s hope for you yet, Alex.’ He pushed himself to his feet, opened a liquor cabinet, and extracted a bottle and two glasses. ‘Mindinmist,’ he said. ‘Your favorite.’

It was good to be home.

I violated a personal rule with that sponder: I gave in to the images and allowed myself to accept the illusion as real. And I realized how much I’d missed the paneled, book-lined study at the back of the house. It had always been one of my two favorite rooms. (The other was in the attic, a magic place from which I’d watched the forest many times for the approach of dragons or enemy soldiers.) It smelled of pine and fresh cloth drapes and casselate book covers and scorched wood. It was filled with exotic photos: an abandoned vine-strangled temple guarded by an obscene idol that seemed to be mostly belly and teeth, a broken column in an otherwise empty desert, a small group gathered before a step pyramid under a pair of moons. A reproduction of Marcross’s portrait of the immortal warship Corsarius hung on one wall, with plyseal sketches of men and women with whom Gabe had worked. (Plyseal had been one of his hobbies. There was one of me, at about four years old, in my old bedroom.)

And there were always artifacts: toys, computers, lamps, statuary that Gabe had recovered from various field sites. Even now, I could see a cylindrical, studded object in a glass display.

I raised my drink to him. He lifted his own, and our eyes locked briefly. I could almost believe that Gabe and I were making it right, at long last. The liquor was warm, very smooth, and it tasted of other days.

‘There’s something you’ll have to do,’ he said.

He was standing before VanDyne’s depiction of the ruins at Point Edward. You know the one: blackened wreckage beneath red-gold rings and a cluster of silver moons. The way they found it after the attack.

The chair was comfortable. Supernaturally so, in fact, just as the Mindinmist was supremely good. You get that kind of effect with objects that don’t really exist. Some people say perfection spoils the illusion, and that sponders would work better if the physical sensations were muted, or flawed. Like the real thing.

‘What’s that?’ I asked, thinking he was going to ask me to administer the estate in some meaningful way. See that the money went to a good cause. Not spend it all on skimmers and women.

He poked at the fire. It popped, and a log fell heavily off the grate. A cloud of sparks swirled and died. I could feel the heat on my face. ‘How did it happen? Heart attack? Problem with the leased ship? Hell, was I run down by a taxi on my way to the spaceport?’

I couldn’t suppress a smile at the notion that the simulacrum was curious. ‘Gabe,’ I said, ‘the flight never came out of the jump.’

‘Isn’t that a son of a bitch?’ A chuckle forced its way out, and then he dissolved in gales of laughter. ‘I died on the goddam commercial leg.’ I started to laugh too. The Mindinmist was warm in my stomach, and I refilled our glasses.

‘Ridiculous,’ he said.

‘Safest form of travel per passenger-kilometer,’ I observed.

‘Well, I’m damned if I’ll make that mistake again.’ But the laughter died into a long silence. ‘Still, I’d have liked to see it.’

I expected him to say more. When he didn’t, I prompted him. ‘See what? What were you looking for?’

He waved the question away. ‘To be honest with you, I don’t feel very comfortable doing this. I mean, it seems only decent that people shouldn’t hang around after they’ve –’ he shook one hand idly, looking for the expression he wanted, ‘– gone to a happier world.’ He sounded uncertain. Lost. ‘But I had to guard against this possibility.’ His eyes fastened on mine and grew very round. ‘Do you remember Hugh Scott?’

I considered it. ‘No,’ I said at last.

‘No reason why you should, I suppose. How about Terra Nuela? Do you remember that?’

Sure. Terra Nuela was the first habitation built outside the solar system. It was constructed on a hot, rocky world circling Beta Centauri, and it was, of course, little more now than a hole in the desert. It was the first excavation Gabe had taken me to. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Hottest place I’ve ever seen.’

‘Scott was along on that trip. I thought you might have remembered him. He used to take you for walks after sundown.’

‘Okay,’ I said, calling up a vague recollection of a big, bearded, dark-skinned man. Of course, I was at an age when everyone was big.

‘If you had known Scott a few years ago, known him as I did, you wouldn’t recognize him now.’

‘Health?’ I asked. ‘Marital problems?’

‘No. Nothing like that. He came back from a mission with Survey about three years ago. He came back somber, preoccupied, disoriented. Not at all like his old self. In fact, I suspect a psychiatrist would conclude that he’s undergone a fundamental personality change. You would not have found him a desirable companion.’

‘And?’

‘He was on board the Tenandrome, one of the big new survey ships. They saw something very strange in the Veiled Lady.’

‘What?’

‘He wouldn’t tell me, Alex. Wouldn’t admit to anything.’

‘Then you’re guessing—?’

‘I know what they saw. Or at least I think I do. I was on my way out there when—’ He stopped, unable to continue, and waved one hand at the ceiling.

‘What do you think they saw?’

‘I’m not sure how much I can tell you,’ he said. ‘There’s always a security problem about these transmissions. And you won’t want this to get around.’

‘Why not?’ I asked.

‘Take my word for it.’ He was back in his chair again, kneading his forehead in the way that he did when he was trying to count something out. ‘You’ll have to come home. I’m sorry about that, but it can’t be helped. Jacob has everything you’ll need. It’s in the ‘Leisha Tanner’ file. The lawyers will provide the access code.’ He looked suddenly very tired. But he stayed on his feet. ‘Missing this one is a son of a bitch, Alex. I envy you.’

‘Gabe, I have a business here. I can’t just pick up and leave.’

‘I understand. It would have been easier for me, I suppose, to go elsewhere for help. I have several colleagues who would trade their souls for this. But I wanted to compensate us for lost years. My gift and your reward, Alex. Do as I ask: you’ll never regret it. At least, I don’t think you will.’

‘You can’t tell me anything now?’

‘No more than I have. It’s all waiting for you at home.’

‘Who’s Leisha Tanner?’

He disregarded the question. ‘You’ll want to keep this to yourself. At least until you know what it’s about. Alex, I should also tell you that time is of the essence. The offer will go elsewhere unless you present yourself at the offices of Brimbury and Conn within thirty standard days. I’m sorry about that, but I can’t risk having this get away from us.’

‘Gabe, you are still a son of a bitch.’ I said it lightly and he smiled.

‘I’ll tell you this much.’ He looked smug. ‘I’ve got the truth about Talino.’

‘Who the hell is Talino?’

He pursed his lips. ‘Ludik Talino.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘The traitor.’

He nodded. ‘Yes.’ He spoke the word dreamily. ‘Christopher Sim’s navigator. Perhaps one of the most unfortunate men who ever lived.’

‘Infamous would be a better word.’

‘Yes. Good. He still arouses passions after two centuries.’ He was moving swiftly around the room now, a fountain of energy. ‘Did you know that he always claimed to be innocent?’

I shrugged. ‘All that’s dead a long time, Gabe. I can understand your interest, but I can’t imagine why there’d be a security risk with anything concerning Ludik Talino. Would you want to explain a bit further?’

‘I’d rather not pursue the issue, Alex. You have no idea how much is at stake. Come as quickly as you can.’

‘Okay. I’ll do it.’ I was finding it increasingly hard to speak. I really didn’t give a damn about the collection of clay pots or whatever it was he thought he had hold of this time. In a sense, these were our last moments together, and that was all I could think about. ‘I’ll inform the lawyers I’m on my way. But I have a few things to clear up here. Will they hold me to the thirty days? I mean, whatever you’ve got has kept for two centuries. Surely a few more months won’t make any difference.’

‘No.’ He leaned toward me, bracing his chin on one fist. There was a hint of amusement in his eyes. ‘Perhaps not. I don’t suppose a little delay would matter much now. But you’ll have to ask Brimbury and Conn. I left them some discretion to act. I suppose it will come down to whether they feel you’re reliable.’ He winked. ‘After you’ve read the file, you may conclude that I have proceeded improperly. I have no sure way of judging your reaction. I must admit that I’m of several minds about my own conduct in this matter. But I leave everything to you, with confidence. I’m sorry I won’t be with you at the end.’

‘You’ll be there,’ I said.

He laughed. ‘Sentimental nonsense, Alex. I’m gone already, past caring about any of this, really. But if you want to do something for me: when everything’s over, send an appropriate souvenir to the Center for Accadian Studies.’ He beamed with pleasure at the prospect. ‘Those bastards have always called me an amateur.’

He held his hands out, palms wide. ‘I guess that’s all, Alex. I love you. And I’m glad you were along for the ride.’

We embraced. ‘Thanks, Gabe.’

‘It’s okay. I want this one in the family. One way or another.’ I was standing, but he still looked down into my eyes. ‘Handle this right, and they’ll be naming universities for us.’

‘I never knew you cared about stuff like that.’

His lips curled in amusement. ‘I’m dead now, Alex. I have to take the long view.’
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talinian (tal iń ē en), adj. 1. pertaining to withdrawal under pressure. 2. contemptibly timid. 3. characteristic of, or suggesting, a coward. (See cowardly.)

—SYN. craven, fainthearted, pusillanimous, fearful, unreliable, weak-kneed.

Ludik Talino: what a wealth of contempt and pity that name generated over two centuries. It had always lacked the power of a Judas or an Arnold, who had wantonly betrayed their trusts, who had actively engaged to ruin the men to whom they owed their loyalty. Talino was never a traitor in that sense. The universal view was that his courage rather than his moral sense had faltered. No one ever believed he would have sold his captain over to his enemies. But the act of which he stood accused, and for which his name became a synonym, was in its way even more despicable: at the critical moment he had fled.

I entered Talino into the library, and spent the evening reading accounts of the old story.

Contemporary records were fragmentary. None of the original Dellacondan ships were known to have survived the Resistance, whole data networks were wiped out, and few witnesses from the early years were still alive at the end.

Little is known about the man himself. He might have been a Dellacondan, but there’s evidence he was born in the City on the Crag, and at least one major historian claims he grew up on Rimway. What is known is that he was already a certified technician on one of Dellaconda’s dozen frigates at the outbreak of the war. He served almost two years as a weapons specialist and navigator on the Proctor before assuming the latter post on board Sim’s celebrated Corsarius.

Apparently, he fought with distinction. There’s a tradition that he was commended by Sim personally after Grand Salinas, though the records have been lost and confirmation has never been possible. In any case, he remained on that fabled vessel through the great days of the Resistance, when the Corsarius spearheaded the allied band of sixty-odd frigates and destroyers holding off the massive fleets of the Ashiyyur. Eventually, of course, Rimway and Toxicon and the other inner systems recognized the common danger, buried their old quarrels, and joined the war. But by then, Christopher Sim and the Corsarius were gone.

After Grand Salinas, when the Dellacondans and their allies were reduced to a desperate few and had given up hope, Sim withdrew the remnants of his fleet to Abonai for refitting and rearming. But the Ashiyyur, seizing the opportunity to destroy their old enemy, pressed him hard; and the Dellacondans prepared for an engagement that they were certain would be their last.

And then, on the eve of battle, something happened which provoked historical debate for two centuries.

Most accounts maintained that Talino and the other six crewmen of the Corsarius, discouraged, and seeing no escape, tried to persuade their captain to give up the suicidal struggle and to make terms with their relentless enemy; that, when he refused to do so, they abandoned him. They are said to have left a message damning him and the war, and fled to the surface of Abonai.

Others have it that Sim, himself convinced of the futility of further resistance, called his crew together and released them from their obligations. I’ve always felt less comfortable with this version than the others. I suppose it’s easy to sit in a warm room and condemn actions taken under extreme duress; but somehow the notion that Talino and his comrades would have taken advantage of his generosity, and left their captain at such a moment, seemed even more contemptible than the honest cowardice of slinking off into the dark.

However it may have occurred, this was the event that triggered a legend: Sim’s descent to Abonai; the trek through the bars and dives of that dismal place; the appeal for help to deserters, derelicts, and convicts who had escaped, or been driven, to that frontier world; and ultimately, of course, his immortal sally with them against an overwhelming enemy.

It was a time fashioned for greatness. Every child in the Confederacy knew the story of the seven nameless men and women from that grim world who agreed to join him, and who thereby rode into history. And of how they died with Sim a few hours later, during the final encounter with the Ashiyyur, wedding themselves irrevocably to his legend. Most researchers agreed that they must have had naval backgrounds, but some maintained that a few technicians would have done as well. However that might have been, they were a popular subject for doctoral theses, novels, the fine arts, and serious drama.

There was little of a factual nature concerning Talino. Birth and death. Engineering degree, Schenk University, Toxicon. Abandoned his captain. No charges filed, because the navy in which he served ceased to exist shortly after the offense.

I called up Barcroft’s impressionistic tragedy, Talinos. (He adds the final s to lend the name an aristocratic aura, and for dramatic effect.) I’d intended to scroll through, but I got hooked in the first act. That surprised me, because I’m not usually strong on classical theater.

Talino was played as a driven, melancholy figure by a rangy, bearded simulat of considerable physical presence. He is consumed with rage against the Ashiyyur, and against the powerful worlds that blindly stand by while the small force of allies are gradually reduced to impotence. His loyalty to Christopher Sim; and his passion for Inaissa, the young bride whose marriage has never known peace, fuel the action. The drama is set on the eve of the climactic engagement off Rigel.

Sim has given up hope of personal survival, but intends to save his crew. He will take Corsarius out alone, deliver what blows he can, and accept a death that may rally the human worlds. ‘If not,’ he tells Talino, ‘if still they do not come, then it will be up to you to salvage what you can. Disengage. Retreat to the Veiled Lady. In time, Earth and Rimway will be forced to fight. Then, perhaps, you can return and teach the damned fools how to beat the mutes . . .’

The gray, shadowy sets breathe gloom and despair. There is much of the medieval fortress about the orbiting station at Abonai: its ponderous weapons, the long curving walkways, the occasional guard, the hushed tones in which passersby converse, the heavy air. Over all, one senses transience and tragedy. The course of events has passed beyond the control of any human agency.

But Talino refuses his captain’s orders. ‘Send someone else to rally the survivors,’ he argues. ‘My place is with you.’

Sim, in a moment of weakness, is grateful. He hesitates. Talino presses the point: ‘Do not humiliate me in this way.’ And Sim reluctantly accedes. They will make the final assault together.

But Talino must break the news to Inaissa. She has been hoping for a general retreat, and she is outspoken about Sim’s determination to kill himself, ‘and take you along.’ She does not ask her husband to break faith, knowing that, to do so, and succeed, would destroy any future for them.

Consequently, she goes to Sim, arguing that his death would so demoralize the Dellacondans that the cause would be lost. When that effort fails, she asks to man one of the weapon’s consoles, to be with her husband at the end.

Sim is so moved by her appeal that he orders Talino off the ship. When the navigator objects, he is confined to the orbiting station, from which he is able to watch the technicians completing repairs on Corsarius, preparing her for battle. And he observes also the arrival of the crew, summoned at this unusual hour by their commander. He tries to link into the shipboard systems to follow the conversations there, but someone has cut the external feed. And a few minutes after boarding, they leave, heads lowered, faces hard.

Moments later, they come to release him. Sim has freed the crew from their obligations. Talino tries to persuade them to return to their ship, but they know what the next day will bring. ‘If by staying,’ says one, ‘we could save him, then we would stay. But there is no sense to it: he is determined to die.’

Free now, Talino goes to Inaissa, intending to take his farewell and return to his captain’s side. When she refuses to leave without him, he orders her put forcibly groundside. But his own resolve fails shortly thereafter, and he sends word to Sim that, ‘I accept my captain’s generous offer; I can do no other, God help me . . .’

But Inaissa, determined to accompany her husband, conceals herself in a cloak and succeeds in procuring a place among the Seven. Thus, Talino loses both his honor and his wife.

The notion that Inaissa was one of the volunteers was a part of the myth I’d not heard before. There are two beam sculptures by period artists showing her onboard the Corsarius. One places her at a console with Sim visible at her left; and the other depicts the moment of recognition between her and the captain.

There were a hundred variations of the story, and countless shadings of Talino’s character and motivation. Sometimes he is perceived as a man loaded down with gambling debts, who accepted money from mute agents; sometimes he is disgruntled at not having received his own command; sometimes he is Sim’s rival for an illicit love, deliberately arranging his commander’s death.

Where in all the enormous body of myth and literature was the truth? What had Gabe meant?

Other aspects of the event also received considerable attention. Arven Kimonides’ novel Marvill recounts the experience of a young man who is present at the gathering of the Seven, but who stands aside and lives guilt-ridden thereafter. Tradition holds that Mikal Killian, the great constitutional arbiter, who would have been about 18 at the time of the Rigel Action, tried to volunteer, and was refused. Wightbury placed his famous cynic Ed Barbar on the scene. (Ed not only did not volunteer, but held aside a willing young woman who was, he felt, destined for better things.) At least a dozen other novels and dramas which enjoyed some reputation in their times have featured characters who either witnessed Sim’s appeal, or who found themselves among the Seven.

There are also numerous lightcuts, photo constructs, and at least one major symphony. Three of the unknown heroes stand at the great captain’s side in Sanrigal’s masterpiece, Sim at the Hellgate. Talino’s wife is portrayed among the drug addicts and derelicts in Tchigorin’s Inaissa. And in Mommsen’s Finale, a ragged man helps Sim battle the controls of the stricken Corsarius, while a wounded crewman lies prostrate on the deck, and a woman who must have earned her living in the streets of Abonai squeezes the triggers in the weapons cradle.

I suspected that Sim would have cleaned up his new crew, and that the end, when it came, would have been sudden and total. But what the hell: it was good art, if unlikely history.

The deserters dropped out of sight, to become objects of scorn. Talino lived almost a half century after his captain’s death. It was said of him that his conscience gave him no rest, and that he was driven from world to world by an outraged public. He died on Rimway, apparently very close to madness.

I could find no record of Inaissa in the histories. Barcroft insists that she existed, but cites no source. (He claims to have spoken with Talino, but that assertion also stands unsupported.) Talino himself is not known to have mentioned her.

Historians entertained themselves for two centuries trying to put names to the volunteers, and even arguing over whether there were not really six, or eight, who took the final ride. Over the years, however, the Seven transcended their status as military heroes. They came eventually to symbolize the noblest sentiments of the Confederacy: the mutual commitment between government and its most desperate citizens.

I made arrangements to go home.

Fortunately, my connections with the world on which I’d been living for the preceding three years were tenuous. I had little trouble dissolving my business interests, after which I made arrangements to sell off most of my property, and packed the rest. I said good-bye to the couple of people who mattered to me (promising, as we always do, to exchange visits). That was a joke, considering how far Rambuckle was from Rimway, and how much I hated starships.

On the day that I was to leave, a second communication arrived from Brimbury & Conn. This one was hardcopy:

We regret to inform you there has been a break-in at Gabriel’s home. Thieves took some electronic equipment, silverware, a few other items. Nothing of substantial value. They missed the artifacts. We have initiated steps to see there is no recurrence.

That seemed a suspicious coincidence. I wondered about the security of the Tanner file, and considered asking the lawyers about it before committing myself to travel to Rimway. But owing to the distances involved, I couldn’t hope for an answer inside twenty days. So I dismissed the notion as overactive imagination, and headed home.

As I mentioned, I abhor starflight, and I avoided it when I could. A lot of people get nauseated during the transitions between Armstrong and linear space, but it seems to hit me especially hard. I also have trouble adjusting to changes in gravity, time, and climate.

Moreover, there was the sheer uncertainty and inconvenience of it all. In those days, you never knew when you’d arrive at a destination. Vessels traveling through Armstrong space could not determine their position with regard to the outside world. That made navigation a trifle uncertain. Everything was done on dead reckoning, which is to say that the computers measured onboard elapsed time, tried to compensate for the uncertainties of entry, and everyone hoped for the best. Occasionally, vectors got displaced and vessels materialized a thousand light years from their destinations.

The most unnerving possibility, though, was that of re-entering linear space inside a physical object. If the odds were heavily against such an occurrence, it was nevertheless something I always thought of when a vessel was preparing to make its return jump. You never really knew where you were going to come out.

There is, in fact, evidence that this is what happened to the Hampton almost a century ago. The Hampton was a small freighter which, like Capella, disappeared in nonlinear. She was carrying a cargo of manufactured goods to a mining colony in the Marmichon System. At about the time the vessel was to have made the jump from hyper, an outer planet – the gas giant Marmichon VI – blew up. No one has ever advanced an explanation of how a world can explode without help. Speculation at the time held that the vessel materialized inside the iron core, and that the antimatter fuel in the Armstrong drive unit initiated the explosion.

Armstrong generators were equipped with deflector units, which created a field strong enough to clear a few atoms and make room for the ship’s transition into linear. Anything bigger wandering into the area at that critical phase put the vessel at risk. There was little real danger, of course. Ships were required to materialize well outside star systems. That bought relative safety, but left the traveler with a long ride to his destination. Usually, you could expect that the voyage from the Armstrong emergence point to the place you wanted to go would take roughly twice as long as the actual travel time between stars. I’d never gone anywhere that I could guess within five days when I would be arriving.

My flight to Rimway was no exception. I got deathly ill making the jump both ways. The carriers pass out drugs to help people through all that, but none of it’s ever worked for me. I’ve learned to rely on alcohol.

All the same, it was good to see Rimway again. We approached from the dark side, so I could see the blazing splinters of light that marked the cities. The sun illuminated a gauzy arc of atmosphere along the rim. Through the opposite window, the moon was pale brown and turbulent. Storm-laden.

We slipped into orbit, crossed the terminator into daylight, and, a few hours later, rode down sun-washed skies toward Andiquar, the planetary capital. It was an exhilarating approach. But all the same, I promised myself that my interstellar days were over. I was home, and by God I was going to stay there.

We ran into snow over the city. The sun was low in the west, and it cast a thousand hues against frosted towers, and the peaks to the east. The capital’s extensive parks had all but vanished in the storm. In the Confederate Triangle, the monuments to the two great brothers were blue and timeless: Christopher Sim’s Doric pyramid, its illuminated apex glowing steadily against the encroaching dark; and, across the White Pool, Tarien Sim’s Omni, a ghostly globe, symbol of the statesman’s dream of a united human family.

I checked in at a hotel, logged onto the net in case anyone wanted to reach me, and took a shower. It was early evening, but I was tired. Nevertheless I couldn’t sleep. After an hour or so of staring at the ceiling, I wandered downstairs, had a sandwich, and contacted Brimbury & Conn. ‘I’m in town,’ I said.

‘Welcome home, Mr Benedict,’ said their AI. ‘Is there any way we can be of assistance?’

‘I need a skimmer.’

‘On the roof of your hotel, sir. I am clearing it for you now. Will you be communicating with us tomorrow?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Probably late morning. And thanks.’

I went up and collected my aircraft, punched in the location code of Gabe’s house, and five minutes later I was lifting out over the city, headed west.

The malls and avenues were crowded with sightseers, shielded from the falling snow by gantner light. Tennis courts were filled, and kids paddled in pools. Andiquar has always been lovely at night, its gardens, towers, and courtyards softly illuminated, the winding Narakobo silent and deep.

While I floated over that pacific scene, the newsnet reported a mute attack on a communications research ship which had wandered too close to the Perimeter. Five or six dead. No one was sure yet.

I flew out over the western fringes of Andiquar. Snow was falling heavily now, and I tilted the back of the seat and settled into the warmth of the cockpit. The landscape unrolled a few hundred meters below, leaving its trace on the thermals: the suburbs broke up into small towns, hills rose, forests appeared. Occasionally a road wandered through the display and, about twenty minutes out, I crossed the Melony, which had more or less marked the limits of human habitation when I was a boy.

You can see the Melony from the attic bedroom at Gabriel’s house. When I first went to live there, it twisted through mysterious, untamed country. A refuge for ghosts, robbers, and dragons.

The amber warning lamp signaled arrival. I banked and dropped lower. The dark forest was harmless now, curbed by athletic fields and pools and curving walkways. I’d watched the retreat of the wilderness over the years, counted the parks and homes and hardware stores. And on that snowy night, I flew above it and knew that Gabe was gone, and that much of what he loved was also gone.

I switched to manual and drifted in over the treetops, watching the house itself materialize out of the storm. There was already a skimmer on the pad (Gabe’s, I assumed), so I set down on the front lawn.

Home.

It was probably the only real home I’d known, and I was saddened to see it standing stark and empty against the pale, sagging sky. According to tradition, Jorge Shale and his crew had crashed nearby. Only an historian can tell you now who first set foot on Rimway, but everybody on the planet knows who died in the attempt. Finding the wreckage had been the first major project of my life. But, if it existed out there at all, it had eluded me.

The house had once been a country inn, catering to hunters and travelers. Most of the woodland had been replaced by large glass homes and square lawns. Gabe had done what he could to hold onto the wilderness area. It had been a losing fight, as struggles against progress always are. During my last years with him, he’d grown increasingly irascible with the unfortunates who moved into the neighborhood. And I doubt that many among his neighbors were sorry to see him go.

The attic bedroom was at the top of the house, on the fourth floor. The louvers on its twin windows were shut. A pair of idalia trees reached toward them: the branches of one twisted into a king’s seat which I’d loved to climb, thereby scaring the blazes out of Gabe. Or so at least he’d allowed me to think.

I opened the cockpit and stepped down from the skimmer. Snow continued to whisper out of the sky. Somewhere, out of sight, children were playing. Excited shrieks echoed from an illuminated avenue a few houses over, and I could hear the smooth hiss of runners across white lawns and streets.

A sodium postlight beneath an oak threw a soft glow over the skimmer, and against the melancholy front windows. A familiar voice said, ‘Hello, Alex. Welcome home.’

The lamp at the front door blinked on.

‘Hello, Jacob,’ I said. Jacob wasn’t really an AI. He was a sophisticated data response network, whose chief responsibility, at least in the old days, had been to maintain whatever conversational level Gabe felt up to, on whatever subject Gabe wished, at any given time. That would have been cruel and unusual treatment for a real AI. But it was sometimes hard to keep Jacob’s true nature in mind.

‘It’s good to see you again,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry about Gabe.’

The snow was ankle deep. I hadn’t dressed for it, and the stuff was already into my shoes. ‘Yes. I am too.’ The front door opened, and the living room filled with light. Somewhere in back, music stopped. Stopped. That was the sort of thing that gave life to Jacob. ‘It was unexpected. I’ll miss him.’

Jacob was silent. I stepped inside, past a scowling stone demon that had been in the house long before I came to it, removed my jacket, and went into the den, the same room from which Gabe had recorded his final message. There was a sharp crack, as of a branch snapping, and flames appeared in the fireplace. It had been a long time. Rambuckle had been a cylinder world, and there had never been wood for burning. Nor any need to. (How long had it been since I’d seen snow? Or experienced inclement weather?)

I was back, and it felt suddenly as though I’d never been away.

‘Alex?’ There was something almost plaintive in his tone.

‘Yes, Jacob. What is it?’

‘There is something you need to know.’ In the back of the house, a clock ticked.

‘Yes?’

‘I don’t remember you.’

I paused in the middle of lowering myself into the padded armchair I’d occupied in the sponder. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The lawyers informed you there was a robbery?’

‘Yes, they told me.’

‘Apparently the thief tried to copy my core unit. The basal memory. It must have been a possibility that concerned Gabriel. The system was programmed, in such an eventuality, to do a complete wipe. I have no recollection of anything prior to being reactivated by the authorities.’

‘Then how—’

‘Brimbury and Conn programmed me to recognize you. What I’m trying to tell you is that I know about us, but I have no direct recollection.’

‘Isn’t that the same thing?’

‘It leaves a few holes.’ I thought he was going to say something more, but he didn’t.

Jacob had been around for twenty years. He’d been there when I was a kid. We’d played chess, and refought the major campaigns of half a dozen wars, and talked about the future while rain had splattered down the big windows. We’d planned to sail together around the world, and later, when my ambitions grew, we’d talked of the stars.

‘How about Gabe? You remember him, right?’

‘I know I would have liked him. His house indicates that he had many interests, and I feel safe in concluding he was worth knowing. I console myself that I did know him. But, no: I don’t remember him.’

I sat for some minutes, listening to the fire, and the sound of the snow at the windows. Jacob was not alive. The only feelings involved here were my own. ‘How about the data files? I understand something was taken from them.’

‘I checked the index. It’s rather strange, really. They took a data crystal. But it could not have been of any use to the thief. He would need to know the security code to get access to it.’

‘The Tanner file,’ I said, with sudden certainty.

‘Yes. How did you know?’

‘I guessed.’

‘It seems very odd to steal something one cannot use.’

‘The rest of it, the silverware, and whatever else they took, was a blind,’ I said. ‘They knew precisely what they were after. How many of them were there? Did you recognize anyone?’

‘They knocked out the power before they came in, Alex. I wasn’t functioning.’

‘How did they do that?’ I asked.

‘It was easy. They simply broke a window, got into the utility area, and cut some cables. I do not have visuals down there.’

‘Damn. Wasn’t there some sort of burglar alarm? Something to prevent this?’

‘Oh, yes. But do you know how long it’s been since there was a felony in this area?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Decades. Literally decades. The police assumed it was only a malfunction. They were slow to respond. Even had they been more prompt, a single thief, if he was familiar with the premises and knew precisely what he was after, could have accomplished it all inside three minutes.’

‘Jacob, what was Gabe working on when he died?’

‘I don’t know whether I ever had that information, Alex. Certainly I don’t now.’

‘How good is the security on the Tanner file? Are you sure the thief can’t get at it?’

‘In maybe twenty years. It requires your voice, using a security code that is in the possession of Brimbury and Conn.’

‘It’ll be easy for the thief to get a recording of my voice to duplicate. We’d better notify the lawyers to take precautions with the code.’

‘That’s already been done, Alex.’

‘Maybe the lawyers are involved.’

‘They do not have access to the code. They can only turn it over to you.’

‘What kind was it?’

‘A sequence of digits, which have to be spoken by you, or a reasonable facsimile thereof, during a time period no shorter than a full minute. That prevents a high-speed computer attack. Any attempt to circumvent the precautions results in immediate destruction of the file.’

‘How many digits?’

‘The recommended standard is fourteen. I don’t know how many Gabe used.’

I sat quietly, watching the fire. The street lamps were yellow blobs, and the wind shook the trees. Snow was piling up against the skimmer. ‘Jacob, who’s Leisha Tanner?’

‘Just a moment.’ The roomlights dimmed.

Outside somewhere, a metal door rattled shut.

A holo formed near the window, a woman in evening dress, her face angled away from me, as though her attention were fixed on the storm. In the uncertain light of the fireplace and the sodium postlamp, she was achingly lovely. She appeared to be lost in thought, her eyes reflecting, but not seeing, the snowscape.

‘She’s in her mid-thirties here. When this was taken, she was an instructor at Tielhard University on Earth. It’s dated circa 1215, our time.’

Six years after the Resistance. ‘My God,’ I said, ‘I assumed she was someone I was going to be able to talk to.’

‘Oh, no, Alex. She’s been dead quite a long time. Over a century, in fact.’

‘What’s her connection with the project Gabe was working on?’

‘Impossible to say.’

‘Is there anyone else who might know?’

‘No one that I know of.’

I poured myself a drink, a real one, of the Mindinmist. ‘Tell me about Tanner. Who was she?’

‘Scholar. Teacher. She’s best known for her translations of the Ashiyyurean philosopher Tulisofala. They are still available, and some authorities consider them to be definitive. She’s produced other works, but most are no longer in circulation. She was an instructor in Ashiyyurean philosophy and literature for forty standard years at several universities. Born on Khaja Luan, 1179. Married. Possibly one child.’

‘That it?’

‘She was a star pilot, certified for small craft. A peace activist during the war. The records also show that she served as an intelligence officer and a diplomat for the Dellacondans.’

‘A peace activist and an intelligence officer.’

‘That is what the records say. I don’t understand it either.’

Jacob rotated the image. Her eyes brushed past mine. The jawline had a tilt that almost implied arrogance. Her lips were slightly parted, revealing even white teeth (but no smile); and a forehead possibly a shade too broad concealed by thick auburn hair.

‘During the war, was she on the Corsarius?’

Pause. ‘There’s not much information in the general files, Alex. But I don’t think so. She seems to have been attached to Mercuriel, the Dellacondan flagship.’

‘I thought Corsarius was the flagship?’

‘No. Corsarius was only a frigate. Sim used it to lead his units into combat, but it wasn’t really adequate for staffing and planning functions. The Dellacondans used two different vessels for that purpose. The Mercuriel was donated to them by rebels on Toxicon midway through the war. It was especially adapted for command and control, and it was named for a Toxi volunteer who died in the Slot.’

‘Do you know any more about her?’

‘I believe I can give you rank, date of discharge, and so on.’

‘That it?’

‘There may be something else of interest.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Just a moment. You understand that I’m scanning all this myself while we’re talking?’

‘Okay.’

‘Yes. Well, you should also be aware that she’s an obscure figure, and there’s not much on her.’

‘Okay. What are you leading up to?’

‘She apparently returned from the war in a deep state of depression.’

‘Nothing unusual about that.’

‘No. I would react that way myself. But she did not improve for a long time. Years, in fact. There is also an indication that she visited Maurina Sim about 1208, the year after Christopher Sim died at Rigel. No record that I can find on what they talked about. Now the odd thing is that Tanner tended to drop from sight for long periods of time. On one occasion, for almost two years. No one knows why.

‘This went on until about 1217, after which there are no more reports of unusual behavior. Which of course is not to say there was none.’

I gave up for the night. I had a snack, and picked out a room on the second floor. Gabe’s bedroom was on the same floor, at the front of the building. I went in there, perhaps out of curiosity, but ostensibly because I was looking for comfortable pillows.

There were photos everywhere: mostly from the excavations, but there were also a couple of me as a child, and one of a woman he had once, apparently, loved. Her name was Ria, and she had died in an accident twenty years before I’d come to live with him. I’d forgotten about her during my long years away, but she still held her honored place on a table between two exquisite vases that were probably middle-European. I took a moment to study the image as I had not done since I was a child, and had never done with mature eyes. She was almost boyish in aspect: her frame was slim, her brown hair was cut short, and she sat with her hands hugging her knees to her breast in a pose that implied uninhibited exuberance. But her glance suggested deeper waters, and caused me to linger a long time. To my knowledge, Gabe had never been emotionally involved with another woman.

There was a book on the side table: a volume of poetry by Walford Candles. The title was Rumors of Earth, and though I’d never heard of it, I knew Candles’s reputation. He was one of the people that no one really reads, but that you were supposed to if you were going to call yourself educated.

The book aroused my curiosity though, for several reasons: Gabe had never shown much inclination toward poetry; Candles had been a contemporary of Christopher Sim and Leisha Tanner; and, when I picked it up, the book fell open to a poem titled ‘Leisha’!

Lost pilot,

She rides her solitary orbit

Far from Rigel,

Seeking by night

The starry wheel.

Adrift in ancient seas,

It marks the long year round,

Nine on the rim,

Two at the hub.

And she,

Wandering,

Knows neither port,

Nor rest,

nor me.

 

Footnotes dated it 1213, two years before Candles’s death, and four years after the war’s end. There was some discussion of style, and the editors commented that the subject was ‘believed to be Leisha Tanner, who alarmed her friends by periodically dropping out of sight between 1208 and 1216. No explanation was ever advanced.’
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They sent a single ship across the rooftops of the world. And when they saw that the Ilyandans had fled, a terrible anger came over them. And they burned everything: the empty houses and the deserted parks and the silent lakes. They burned it all.

—Akron Garrity,
Armageddon

I spent the night at the house, enjoyed a leisurely breakfast, and retired afterward to the big armchair in the study. Sunlight streamed through the windows, and Jacob announced that he was pleased to see me up and about so early. ‘Would you like to talk politics this morning?’ he asked.

‘Later.’ I was looking around for a headband.

‘In the table drawer,’ offered Jacob. ‘Where are you going?’

‘The offices of Brimbury and Conn.’ I tried the unit on, and it slid down over my ears.

‘When you’re ready,’ he said drily, ‘I have a channel.’

The light shifted, and the study was gone, replaced by a modern crystalline conference room. There was a background of soft music, and I was able to look through one wall at Andiquar from a height that far exceeded the altitude of any structure in the city. The woman from the transmission, tall, dark and now of oppressive appearance, materialized near the door. She smiled, approached with aggressive cordiality, and extended her hand.

‘Mr Benedict,’ she said. ‘I’m Capra Brimbury, the junior partner.’ That provided my first inclination that Gabe’s estate was worth considerably more than I had imagined. I was beginning to feel it was going to be a pretty good day.

Her tone was hushed and confidential. An attitude one adopts with a person who is temporarily an equal. Her manner throughout the interview was one of studied enthusiasm, of welcoming a new member to an exclusive club. ‘We’ll never be able to replace him,’ she observed. ‘I wish there were something I could say.’

I thanked her, and she continued: ‘We will do everything we can to make the transition easier for you. I believe we can get a very good price on the estate. Assuming, of course, that you wish to sell.’

Sell the house? ‘I hadn’t considered it,’ I said.

‘It would bring quite a lot of money, Alex. Whatever you choose to do, let us know, and we will be happy to handle it for you.’

‘Thank you.’

‘We have not yet been able to set a precise value to the estate. There are, you understand, a number of intangibles, artwork, antiques, artifacts and whatnot, which complicate the equation. Not to mention fairly extensive commodity holdings, whose worth fluctuates from hour to hour. I assume you will wish to retain your uncle’s investment broker?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course.’

‘Good.’ She made a note, as though the decision were a matter of little consequence.

‘What about the burglary?’ I asked. ‘Have we learned anything?’

‘No, Alex.’ Her voice trailed off. ‘Strange thing that was. I mean, you don’t really expect that sort of behavior, people breaking into someone else’s home. They actually used a torch to cut a hole in the back door. We were outraged.’

‘I have no doubt.’

‘So were the police. But they are looking into it.’

‘What exactly was stolen?’ I asked.

‘Difficult to say. If your uncle kept an inventory, it was lost when the central memory banks were erased. We know they took a holo projector and some silverware. They may also have got some rare books. We’ve had a few of his friends look at the property and try to make a determination. And maybe jewelry. There’s simply no way to check his jewelry.’

‘I doubt if he had much,’ I said. ‘But there are some extremely valuable artifacts in there.’

‘Yes, we know. We compared them with the insurance listings. They are all accounted for.’

She steered the conversation back to financial matters, and in the end I complied with her wishes pretty much down the line. When I asked for the security code, she produced a lockbox, of the sort that destroys the lock when it is opened. ‘It’s voice-operated,’ she said. ‘But you need to tell it your birthday.’

I did, lifted the lid, and extracted an envelope. It was signed by Gabe across the flap. Inside, I found the security code. It was thirty-one digits long.

He was taking no chances.

‘I leave everything to you, with confidence.’

It was a hell of a way to treat a worthless nephew.

Gabe had been disappointed in me. He’d never said anything. But his early satisfaction at my interest in antiquities had given way to reluctant tolerance when I failed to pursue a career in field work. He’d shown up at the graduations, had dutifully encouraged me, and had been openly enthusiastic about my academic ‘achievements.’ But beneath all that, I knew what he thought: the child who’d camped with him by the shattered walls of half a hundred civilizations was, in the end, more at home in a commodities exchange. Worse yet, the commodities were relics of a past which, he argued, grew constantly more vulnerable to our heat sensors and laser drills.

He had damned me for a philistine. Not in so many words, but I’d seen it in his eyes, heard it in the things he had not said, felt it in his gradual withdrawal. And yet, despite the existence of a small horde of professionals with whom he’d dug his way through countless sites, he’d turned to me with the Tenandrome discovery. I felt good about that. I even felt a vague sense of satisfaction that he’d played fast and loose with security, and allowed the Tanner file to be taken. Gabe was no less fallible than the rest of us.

I went next to the police station, and talked to an officer who said they were hard at work on the case, but that there was no progress to report as yet. She assured me they’d be in touch as soon as they had something. I thanked her, feeling no confidence that there would be any movement by the authorities, and was reaching for my headband, about to break the link, when a plump short man in uniform hurried through a double door, and waved in my direction. ‘Mr Benedict?’ He nodded, as though he understood I was in severe difficulty. ‘My name’s Fenn Redfield. I’m an old friend of your uncle’s.’ He took my hand, and pumped it vigorously. ‘Delighted to meet you. You look like Gabe, you know.’

‘So I’ve been told.’

‘Terrible loss, that was. Please come inside. Back to my office.’

He turned away, and retreated through the double doors. I waited for the data exchange. The light shifted again, brightened. Heavy sunshine fell through grimy windows. I was seated in a small office, riddled with the smell of alcohol.

Redfield dropped into a stiff, uncomfortable-looking couch. His desk was surrounded by a battery of terminals, monitors, and consoles. The walls were covered with certificates, awards, and official seals of various sorts. There were some trophies, and numerous photographs: Redfield standing beside a sleek police skimmer; Redfield shaking hands with an important-looking woman; Redfield standing oil-streaked at a disaster site, with a child in his arms. That last one held center stage. The trophies were all grouped off to one side. And I decided I liked Fenn Redfield. ‘I’m sorry we haven’t been able to do more,’ he said. ‘There really hasn’t been much to work with.’

‘I understand,’ I said.

He waved me to a chair, and seated himself in front of the desk. ‘It’s like a fortress,’ he chuckled. ‘Puts people off. I’ve been meaning to get rid of it, but it’s been with me a long time. We did find the silver, by the way. Or at least some of it. We can’t be certain, but I have a feeling we’ve got it all. Just this morning. It’s not in the system yet, so the officer you spoke with had no way of knowing.’

‘Where was it?’

‘In a creek about a kilometer from the house. It was in a plastic bag, pushed back out of sight in a place where the watercourse goes under a gravel footpath. Some kids found it.’

‘Strange,’ I said.

‘I thought so too. It’s not extremely valuable, but it would have been worthwhile holding on to. It suggests that the thief had no way to dispose of it, and no easy way to hold onto it.’

‘The silver was a blind,’ I said.

‘Oh?’ Redfield’s eyes flashed interest. ‘What makes you say so?’

‘You said you were a friend of Gabe’s.’

‘Yes. I was. We used to go out together when our schedules permitted. And we played a lot of chess.’

‘Did he ever talk to you about his work?’

Redfield regarded me shrewdly. ‘Now and then. May I ask where we’re headed, Mr Benedict?’

‘The thieves made off with a data file. Just took one, which happened to be a project that Gabe was working on when he died.’

‘And I take it you don’t know much about it?’

‘That’s right. I was hoping you might have some information.’

‘I see.’ He pushed back in his chair, draped one arm over the desk, and drummed his fingers nervously against its surface. ‘You’re saying that the silver, and whatever else they took, was intended to distract attention from the file.’

‘Yes.’

He raised himself from the chair, circled the desk, and went to the window. ‘I can tell you that your uncle’s been preoccupied during the last three months or so. His game went to hell, by the way.’

‘But you don’t know why?’

‘No. No, I don’t. I didn’t see much of him recently. He did tell me he was engaged in a project, but he never said what it was. We used to get together regularly once a week, but that stopped a few months back. After that, he just didn’t seem to be around much.’

‘When was the last time you saw him?’

Redfield thought about it. ‘Maybe six weeks before we heard that he’d died. We got an evening of chess in. But I knew something was bothering him.’

‘He looked worried?’

‘His game was off. I hammered him that night. Five or six times, which was unusual. But I could see his mind wasn’t on what he was doing. He told me to enjoy myself while I could. He’d get me next time.’ Redfield stared at the floor. ‘That was it.’

He produced a glass of lime-colored punch from somewhere behind the desk. ‘Part of my regimen,’ he said. ‘Would you like some?’

‘Sure.’

‘I wish I could help you, uh, Alex. But I just don’t know what he was doing. I can tell you what he talked about all the time though.’

‘What was that?’

‘The Resistance. Christopher Sim. He was a nut on the subject, the chronology of the naval actions, who was there, with what, how things turned out. I mean, I’m as interested as anybody, but he’d go on and on. It’s tough in the middle of a game. You know what I mean?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘He wasn’t always like that.’ He filled a second glass and handed it to me. ‘You play chess, Alex?’

‘No. I learned the moves once, a long time ago. But I was never any good at the game.’

Redfield’s features softened, as though he had recognized the presence of a social disability.

At home, I caught up on the news. There were reports of another clash with the mutes. A ship had been damaged, and there’d been some casualties. A statement was expected from the government any time.

On Earth, they were conducting a referendum on the matter of secession. The voting was still a few days away, at last word, but apparently several political heavyweights had thrown their support behind the movement, and analysts now concluded that approval was likely.

I scanned the other items to see if there was much of interest, while Jacob commented that the real question was what the central government would do if Earth actually tried to secede. ‘They couldn’t simply stand by and let them go,’ he observed, gloomily.

‘It’ll never happen,’ I said. ‘All that stuff is for home consumption. Local politicians looking tough by attacking the Director.’ I opened a beer. ‘Let’s get to business.’

‘Okay.’

‘Query the main banks. What do they have on Leisha Tanner?’

‘I’ve already looked, Alex. There’s apparently relatively little on Rimway. There are three monographs, all dealing with her achievements in translating and commenting on Ashiyyurean literature. All three are available for your inspection. I should observe that I’ve reviewed them, and found nothing that would seem to be helpful, although there is much of general interest.

‘You’re aware that Ashiyyurean civilization is older than our own by almost sixty thousand years? In all that time, they have produced no thinker to surpass Tulisofala, or at least none who possesses her reputation. She appeared quite early in their development, and formulated many of their ethical and political attitudes. Tanner was inclined to assign her the place that Plato holds for us. She has, by the way, drawn some fascinating conclusions from this parallel—’

‘Later, Jacob. What else is there?’

‘Two other monographs are known, but they are no longer indexed. Consequently, they will be difficult to locate, if indeed they exist at all. One apparently concerns her ability as a translator. The other, however, is titled “Diplomatic Initiatives of the Resistance.”’

‘When was it published?’

‘1330. Eighty-four years ago. It went off-line in 1342, and the last copy I can trace disappeared about 1381. The owner died; the estate went up for auction; and there’s no record of general disposition. I’ll keep trying.

‘There may be other off-line materials available locally. Esoteric collector’s items, obscure treatises, and so on, frequently never make the index. Unfortunately, our record-keeping procedures are not what they could be.

‘Some journals and memorabilia have been maintained on Khaja Luan, where she was an instructor before and after the war. The Confederate Archives have her notebooks, and the Hrinwhar Naval Museum owns a fragmentary memoir. They’re both located on Dellaconda, by the way. And the memoir, according to my sources, is exceedingly fragmentary.’

‘Named after the battle,’ I said.

‘Hrinwhar? Yes. Wonderful tactic, that was. Sim was brilliant. Absolutely brilliant.’

Next day, I visited half a dozen universities, the Quelling Institute, the Benjamin Maynard Historical Association, and the meeting rooms of the Sons of the Dellacondans. I was naturally interested in anything connecting Tanner with Talino or, more broadly, the Resistance. There wasn’t much. I found a few references to her in private documents, old histories, and so on. I copied everything, and settled in for a long evening.

Little of the material seemed to have much to do with Tanner herself. She appears peripherally in discussions of Sim’s staff, and of his intelligence gathering methods. I found only one document in which she could be said to be prominent: an obscure doctoral thesis, written forty years before, discussing the destruction of Point Edward.

‘Jacob?’

‘Yes. I’ve been reading it. It has always been a mystery, you know.’

‘What has?’

‘Point Edward. Why the Ashiyyur destroyed it. I mean, it was empty at the time.’

I remembered the story: during the first year of the war, both sides had discovered that population centers could not be protected. Consequently, a tacit agreement came into being, in which tactical targets would not be located near populated areas, and cities became immune to attack. The Ashiyyur violated that understanding at Point Edward. No one knew why.

‘But Sim found out what was coming,’ continued Jacob. ‘And he evacuated twenty thousand people.’

‘There were only twenty thousand people?’ I asked. I’d always assumed there’d been a lot more.

‘Ilyanda was settled by the Cortai. A religious group that never cared much for outsiders. Controlled immigration rigidly, so much so that they’d stagnated, culturally and economically. That’s all changed now. But during the Resistance, the city was a theocracy, and virtually everyone on the planet lived there. Communal life was very important to them.’

According to the document, Sim compromised his entire intelligence network by reacting the way he did. The Ashiyyur immediately understood that their communications were being intercepted and read, and they changed everything: hardware, cryptosystems, transmission schedules, and routes. Not until the advent of Leisha Tanner eight months later did the Dellacondans begin to recover what had been lost. ‘Is that possible?’ I asked.

‘She was evidently a highly intelligent young lady. And you will note that the Ashiyyur responded to their own crisis without imagination. The changes in their cryptosystems were inadequate, and they knew it. So they tried to compensate by using an ancient form of their base language. You haven’t got to that yet, but it’s in there.’

‘I thought they had no language. They’re telepaths.’

‘No spoken language, Alex. But they require a system for the permanent storage of data and concepts. A written language. The one they used was of classical origin. It was one every educated Ashiyyurean knew.’

‘And Leisha.’

‘And Leisha.’

‘Now we know, at least, why Sim would have tried to recruit her.’

‘It’s curious, though,’ said Jacob.

‘What’s that?’

‘Not about Tanner. But Point Edward. The mutes destroyed the city even though it was empty when they arrived. They must have known no one was there. Why would they bother?’

‘Military target of some kind,’ I suggested.

‘Maybe so. But if it was, nothing ever came out. And another strange thing is that there was no retaliation. Sim could have appeared off one of the Ashiyyurean worlds and smashed flat any city he chose. Why didn’t he do so?’

‘Maybe because they got everybody out at Point Edward, and he didn’t want to start a series of reprisals.’

We found a holo of Tanner tucked away with those of a group of staff officers in Rohrien’s Sword of the Confederacy. She was about twenty-seven at the time, and lovely even in the dark and light blue Dellacondan uniform. But her amiable expression was clearly out of place among the glowering, hostile males gathered round her.

I tried to read meaning into her eyes: had she known something that sent Gabe tracking off into the Veiled Lady two centuries later? I was sprawled on the downstairs sofa, her image soft and close. Pity that the sponder technique had not been in existence then: how much easier it would be to simply link with her and ask a few questions.

I was still staring at it when Jacob quietly informed me we had a visitor.

A skimmer was descending onto the back ramp. Tanner’s image vanished, and the aircraft appeared on the overhead monitor. It was late by then, and dark. Jacob turned on the outside lamps, illuminating the walkway. I watched the pilot lift the canopy, and drop lightly to the ground.

‘Jacob, who is she?’

‘I don’t know.’

She knew where the cameras were. She looked directly into one as she strolled past, pulled off her hat, and shook out long black hair. Then she strode purposefully around to the front porch, and mounted the steps.

I was waiting for her. ‘Good evening,’ I said.

She was tall, gray-eyed, long-legged, wrapped in an olive cloak which fell almost to her knees. Her features were partially concealed by shadows. The wind had picked up, and the snow swirled round her. ‘You must be the nephew,’ she said, in a tone that suggested vague disapproval. ‘I assume he was on the Capella?’ Her voice was husky, and the fluttering light from the streetlamp caught in her eyes.

‘Please come in,’ I said.

She stepped inside, glanced quickly around, her eyes gliding over the stone demon. ‘I thought he must have been.’ She removed her cloak, and hung it by the door in a gesture that implied familiarity. She was not unattractive. But there was no discernible softness in those features. The eyes were penetrating, and the thrust of the jaw was aggressive. Her diction and tone stopped just short of arrogance. ‘My name’s Chase Kolpath.’

She said it in a way that suggested I should recognize it. ‘I’m Alex Benedict,’ I said.

She appraised me quite frankly, canted her head slightly, and shrugged. I could see she was disappointed. ‘I was in your uncle’s employment,’ she said. ‘He owes me a considerable amount of money.’ She shifted her weight uncomfortably. ‘I’m sorry to bring up this sort of subject at a difficult time, but I think you should know.’

She turned away, terminating further discussion of the matter, and led the way into the study. She took a chair near the fire, and said hello to Jacob, who replied smoothly and without hesitation that she looked well. He produced warm fruit drinks, laced with rum. She sipped hers, put it down, and held her hands out to the blaze. ‘Feels strange here without him.’

‘Yes. I thought that too.’

‘What was it about?’ she asked suddenly. ‘What was he looking for?’

The question startled me. It wasn’t an encouraging beginning. ‘Were you working with him on the project?’

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Let me ask you the same question. What was he looking for?’

She laughed. It was a clean, liquid sound. ‘He didn’t tell you either, I take it?’

‘No.’

‘And he didn’t tell anybody else?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘Jacob would know at least some of it.’

‘Jacob has been lobotomized.’

She glanced with amusement at the monitor, which still carried the image of her skimmer. ‘You mean no one has any idea what he’s been up to these last few months?’

‘Not as far as I can tell,’ I said, with growing irritation.

‘Records,’ she said, in the way one explains things to a child. ‘There’ll be some records.’

‘They’ve got lost.’

That broke her up. She laughed like a young Viking, throwing shoulders and throat into it, shaking her head, and trying to talk all at the same time. ‘Well,’ she got out between spasms, ‘I’ll be damned. But it’s just like him.’

‘Do you know anything? Anything at all?’

‘It had something to do with the Tenandrome. He told me I’d get rich. And he said that everything else he’d done during his life was trivial by contrast. ‘It’ll shake the Confederacy,’ he said.’ She pressed her palms to her jaws and shook her head. ‘Well, that is the dumbest thing I’ve ever been involved in.’

‘But you were a part of it. What were you supposed to do to earn your share?’

‘I’m a class III pilot. Small craft, interstellar. He hired me to do some research, and to take him somewhere. I don’t know where. Listen, I’m a little uncomfortable with all this. But the truth is that he left me sitting out on Saraglia after I’d spent a considerable amount of my own money.’

‘Saraglia. That’s where the Capella was headed when it vanished.’

‘That’s right. I was supposed to meet him there.’

‘And you don’t know where he wanted to go afterward?’

‘He didn’t say.’

‘Seems odd.’ I didn’t make much effort to mask the suspicion that she might be trying to take personal advantage of Gabe’s death. ‘He had a license himself. He’s had it for forty years, and I’ve never known him to let anybody else do his piloting.’

She shrugged. ‘I can’t answer that. I don’t know. But that was our understanding. Counting travel time, minus an advance, he owed me two months pay plus expenses. I have it all documented.’

‘Is there a contract somewhere?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘We had an agreement.’

‘But nothing in writing?’

‘Listen, Mr Benedict.’ Her voice tightened. ‘Try to understand. Your uncle and I have done a substantial amount of business over the past few years. We trusted each other. And we got along fine. We had no reason to resort to formal contracts.’

‘What sort of research?’ I asked. ‘Having to do with the Tenandrome?’

‘Yes.’ One of the logs gave way and fell into the fire. ‘It’s a Survey ship. It was out in the Veiled Lady a few years ago, and apparently they saw something.’ She allowed her head to fall back on the chair. Her eyes slid shut. ‘Gabe wanted to know what, but I never could find out.’

Saraglia is on the edge of the Veiled Lady, a remote, modular world of enormous dimensions, and varying gravities, last point of departure for the big Survey ships that continue to map and probe the vast Trantic Arm. ‘And you were going to take him somewhere from there?’

‘Yes. Somewhere.’ She shrugged.

‘What did you know about your destination? You must have had some information. Range. How long you’d be gone. Something. Were you leasing a ship?’

She glanced down at the statement she’d written out for me. ‘Is there going to be any quarrel about money?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Okay.’ She smiled roguishly. ‘I’d already arranged for a ship. I asked where we were going, but he said he’d tell me when he got there. To Saraglia, that is.’

‘Did he expect to leave Saraglia immediately on arrival?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I think so. I had instructions to have the ship ready to go. It was an old patrol boat, by the way. Hell of a ship.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘He also told me we’d be out five to seven months.’

‘How far does that put the target?’

‘It’s hard to say. If he’s going to abide by the regulations, less than half that time would actually be spent in stardrive. Say three months, going both ways, the destination is about eight hundred light years. But if he’s going to ignore the regs – which aren’t really applicable anyhow out there – and make the jump as close as he can get to his target, then we’re talking, say five months in hyper, a maximum of fifteen hundred light years.’

‘What did you find out about the Tenandrome?’

‘Not much. Other than that it’s a spooky business.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘The Survey ships, the big ones, usually go out for four- or five-year missions. The Tenandrome came back after a year and a half. And nobody got off.’

‘Is Saraglia the first stop on the return flight?’

‘For that sector, yes. They traditionally stop there, and the captain files a report personally with the port director. They tend to logistical details, submit to Hazard Control inspections, and then turn everyone loose for a few days. It’s a carnival atmosphere. But when the Tenandrome came in, things were different.

‘The official report, according to the one or two port officials who would talk to me, was beamed in. Nobody got off; nobody got on. Crowds came down, the way they always do, and stood off the exit ramp. I don’t know whether you know anything about Saraglia or not, but the ships come right into downtown bays. The walls are transparent, so the people who’d brought their kids for the holiday could stand in the street and see the Tenandrome, floating on its cables. The ship’s interior lights were on, and it was possible to see the crew moving around inside. But nobody ever came down the tubes. That had never happened before.

‘Everyone was upset, especially the business community. They felt they’d been snubbed. It’s a big part of local income, when the ships come in.’

‘But not that time,’ I said.

‘Not that time.’ She shivered a little. ‘Eventually, rumors started.’

‘Like what?’

‘That it was a plague ship. But if that were the case, they wouldn’t have let them off at Fishbowl, which is the second stop.’

‘And they did disembark at Fishbowl?’

‘According to Gabe. He said they cleared the ship routinely.’

‘That was the final destination?’

‘Survey maintains its regional headquarters there. Yes: that’s where they go for general refitting, debriefing, and mounting new expeditions.’

‘How many were on board?’

‘Crew of six. Eighteen on the research teams.’ Chase’s expression grew thoughtful. ‘The Westover came in while I was on Saraglia, and they all had a pretty good time. Stayed a little over a week, which I understand is about average. Lot of women and alcohol running loose: it’s a wonder to me anyone ever goes home. The Tenandrome was gone within a day.’

‘Did Survey explain why the mission was aborted?’

‘They said there was a flaw in the Armstrong drive, that the problem was beyond the repair capabilities on Saraglia – not an unreasonable assertion, by the way – and that nobody got off because time was of the essence.’

‘Maybe they were telling the truth.’

‘Maybe. The ship went into maintenance at Fishbowl, and Gabe told me the records indicate that the drive did require an extensive overhaul.’

‘Then where’s the problem?’

‘Gabe couldn’t find anyone who’d actually worked on the Armstrong units. And Survey got upset when they found out he was asking questions. He was formally denied access to their facilities.’

‘How the hell could they do that?’

‘Easy. They declared him a safety hazard. I’d have liked to have seen that.’ She smiled. ‘I was on Saraglia when that happened. Judging from the tone of his messages, he was having apoplexy. But then he told me that Machesney had come through, and that he was on his way out to meet me. And for me to get a ship.’

‘Machesney?’

‘That’s what he said.’

‘Who the hell is Machesney?’

‘I don’t know. All this stuff about Christopher Sim. Maybe he meant Rashim Machesney.’

I shook my head. ‘Is there anyone at all involved with this who hasn’t been dead over a hundred years?’ Rashim Machesney: the grand old man of the Resistance. Genial, fat, brilliant, expert in gravity wave theory, touring the planetary legislatures with Tarien Sim and throwing his enormous influence behind the Confederate cause. How could he have ‘come through’?

‘I don’t know any other Machesneys,’ said Chase. ‘Incidentally, once repairs were completed, Survey wasted no time shipping the Tenandrome out again. They had a mission set up and ready to go. The captain and most of the original crew went with her.’

‘Could it have been a return flight? Were they going back?’

‘No,’ said Chase. ‘At least I don’t think so. Their destination was an area eighteen hundred light years out. Too far. If we can assume that Gabe did know where they’d been, and that was where he was headed.’

‘What about the ship’s logs? Don’t they routinely become part of the public record? I’m sure I’ve seen them published.’

‘Not this time. Everything was classified.’

‘On what grounds?’

‘I don’t know. Do they have to tell you? I just know that Gabe couldn’t get access to them.’

‘Jacob? Are you there?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Please comment.’

‘It’s not all that unusual to withhold information if, in someone’s judgment, its release would damage the public interest. For example, if someone gets eaten, the details would not be made available. A recent example of nondisclosure occurred on the Borlanget flight, when a symbolist was seized and carried off by some sort of flying carnivore. But even then, only that part of the record dealing with the specific incident was held back. With the Tenandrome, it’s almost as if the mission never happened.’

‘Do you have any idea,’ I asked Chase, ‘what they might have seen?’

She shrugged. ‘I think Gabe knew. But he never told me. And if anybody on Saraglia knew what it was about, they weren’t saying.’

‘It might have been a biological problem,’ I suggested. ‘Something they were worried about, but had settled by the time they got to Fishbowl.’

‘I suppose it’s possible. But if they’d put their minds at ease, why are they still hiding information?’

‘You said there were rumors.’

She nodded. ‘I told you about the plague. The most interesting one was that there’d been a contact. I heard probably two dozen variations on that, the most common being that they’d barely got away, that the central government was afraid the Tenandrome had been followed home, and that the Navy had been called in. Some people said the Tenandrome that came home was not the same as the one that went out.’

That was a chilling notion.

‘Another story was that there’d been a time displacement, that more than forty years of ship time had passed, and that the crew members had aged severely.’ She considered the depths of human gullibility. ‘Gabe was able to talk to one of the members of the research team, and he was perfectly all right. I don’t know who that was.’

‘Hugh Scott,’ I breathed. ‘Did he say why they aborted the mission?’

‘Whoever it was delivered the party line: the ship had problems with its Armstrong units, which they couldn’t repair without heavy facilities.’

I sighed. ‘Then that was probably the reason. The fact that Gabe couldn’t find anyone who’d actually done the work hardly seems significant. And maybe the captain was anxious to get home for personal reasons. I suspect that this whole business has a series of simple explanations.’

‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But whoever Gabe talked to – Scott, whoever – refused to tell him who else was on the flight.’ She pressed her fist against her lower lip. ‘That’s strange.’

The conversation wandered a bit, and we went over old ground, as though there might be something there that had been missed. When Machesney’s name came up again, she sat up straight. ‘Gabe had somebody with him on the Capella,’ she said. ‘Maybe that was Machesney.’

‘Maybe,’ I said. I listened to the sound of the fire, and the creaking of the old house. ‘Chase?’

‘Yes?’

Jacob had provided some cheese and a fresh round of drinks.

‘What do you think?’

‘About what they saw?’

‘Yes.’

She exhaled. ‘If they weren’t still sitting on information, I’d be inclined to dismiss the whole business. As, it is – they’re hiding something. But that’s the only real evidence there is. That they won’t release the logs.

‘Despite that, if I were pinned down, I’d have to think that Gabe’s imagination ran away with him.’ She bit off a piece of cheese, and chewed it slowly. ‘The romantic thing, of course, is to conclude that there’s some sort of threat out there, something rather terrifying. But what could it be? What could possibly scare people at a distance of several hundred light years?’

‘How about the Ashiyyur? Maybe they’ve broken through into the Veiled Lady.’

‘So what? I suppose that would cost the military some sleep, but it’s not going to bother me. And anyhow they’re no more dangerous out there than they are along the Perimeter.’

Later, when Chase was gone, I called up the passenger list for Capella. Gabe’s name was there, of course. Gabriel Benedict of Andiquar. There was no Machesney on the flight.

And I wondered, far into the night, why Gabe, who had navigated all kinds of ships among the stars, would want to hire a pilot.
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That’s a hell of a pile of real estate.

—Chief Counsellor Wrightman Toomey, on hearing that there was an estimated 200 million habitable worlds in the Veiled Lady.

The Department of Planetary Survey and Astronomical Research was a semi-autonomous agency, funded by the central treasury and an army of private foundations. It was controlled by a board of directors representing the associated interests and the academic community. The chairman was a political appointee, responsible to the foundations, but ultimately answerable to the Director herself. All of which is to say that, though Survey was officially a scientific body, it was very sensitive to political pressures.

It maintained administrative offices in Andiquar, for the purposes of recruiting technical personnel to man the big ships, and processing applications from specialists who wanted to join the research teams. There was also a public information branch.

Survey shared its office building with several other agencies. They were all on the upper levels of an old stone structure that had once housed the planetary government in the years before Confederation. The west wall was discolored where an interventionist’s bomb had gone off during the early days of the Resistance.

The reception room was depressing: washed-out yellow walls, hard flat furniture, group photos of the crews of a couple of starships, and a portrait of a black hole. Not much of a public relations operation.

I got up from the straight-backed chair into which I’d arrived, as a holo strode efficiently out of an adjoining room. The image was that of a cheerful young man, slender, coolly efficient. A stock character, actually, whom I’d seen before in other situations. The door closed behind him. ‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘Can I be of assistance?’

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I hope so. My name’s Hugh Scott, and I flew with the Tenandrome on its last mission. Research team. A couple of us would like to put together a reunion. But we’ve lost touch with most of the others. I was wondering if you could supply a roster, or let me know where I could obtain one.’

‘The last Tenandrome flight? Let’s see, that would be XVII?’

‘Yes,’ I said, after hesitating just long enough to suggest I was thinking about it.

The image, in turn, looked thoughtful. He had thick brown hair, a pleasant smile, and a face with a nose that was a trifle too long. Management undoubtedly wanted to project intelligence and congeniality. In some types of businesses, like antique merchandising, it would work well. There, in that bland unimaginative setting, these qualities just clashed with the furniture.

‘Checking,’ he said. He crossed the room and stood inspecting the black hole while he waited for the computers to complete their run. I crossed one leg over the other, and picked up a brochure that invited me to consider a career with the Agency of the Future. Good pay, it said, and adventure in exotic places.

The holo turned abruptly, and pursed his lips, reflecting the imminence of an unpleasant duty. ‘I’m sorry, Dr Scott,’ he said. ‘That information has been classified. You, of course, should have no difficulty obtaining it. I can provide you with a form to complete, if you wish to apply for a waiver. You may do that here, if you desire, and I will see that it gets to the right place.’ He indicated one of the terminals. ‘You may use that position. You’ll need identification, of course.’

‘Naturally.’ I was beginning to feel uncomfortable. Was the interview being recorded? ‘Why would it be classified?’

‘I’m afraid the reason is also classified, Doctor.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It would be. Okay.’ I sat tentatively at the terminal, and then glanced at an overhead clock as if suddenly remembering a late appointment. ‘I’m a little pressed just now,’ I said, reaching toward the headband.

‘Fine,’ he replied amiably, giving me the document code number. ‘You can call it up anytime. Just follow the instructions.’

I gathered from Gabe’s comments that he wasn’t on the best of terms with the Center for Accadian Studies. Still, most of the archeological work originating out of Andiquar was coordinated from that venerable institution. So I arranged an interview, and linked in to a brisk young woman who smiled tolerantly when I mentioned his name. ‘You have to understand, Mr Benedict,’ she said, pressing her index finger pointedly into her cheek, ‘that we really had no connection whatever with your father. The Center restricts itself to professionally mounted operations, supported by approved institutions.’

‘He was my uncle,’ I said.

‘I’m sorry. In any case, we really had no contacts with him.’

‘You’re implying,’ I remarked casually, ‘that the level of my uncle’s activities does not quite measure up to your standards.’

‘Not to my standards, Mr Benedict. We’re talking about the Center’s standards. Please understand that your uncle was an amateur. No one will deny he was talented. But still and all, an amateur.’

‘Schleimann and Champollion were amateurs,’ I said, growing somewhat testy. ‘So were Towerman and Crane. And several hundred others. It’s a tradition in archeology. Always has been.’

‘Of course it is,’ she said smoothly. ‘And we understand that. We encourage people like Gabriel Benedict in whatever informal ways we can. And we are gratified by their successes.’

That evening, I was sitting lost in thought, listening to the fire, when the lights dimmed and went out. A dazzling white object, about the size of a hand, appeared in the center of the room near the coffee table. It was roughly spherical, I thought, though its exact outline was difficult to perceive. Brilliant jets spouted from either side, fell back toward the object, and enshrouded it. Clouds of blazing light expanded, swirled, reformed. The object lengthened, and took a familiar shape.

The Veiled Lady.

‘I thought it seemed appropriate for the occasion, Alex.’ Jacob’s voice sounded curiously distant.

It filled half the room now, turning slowly about its own axis, in a movement that, in real time, would have taken millions of years. Only the most imaginative could make out a female form. Still, there were suggestions of shoulder and eye and trailing folds of gossamer in the vast star-clouds.

It was thought to contain a half-billion suns, mostly young and hot. Habitable worlds appeared to be common, and most planners viewed it as the natural home for the burgeoning population of the near future. The proximity of the stars to each other also suggested that the severity of problems arising from the terrible distances separating the worlds of the Confederacy might be alleviated. Eventually, we suspected, the old capitals would be abandoned, and the centers of power transferred into the nebula.

It was the brightest nighttime object in Rimway’s southern skies, brighter even than the giant moon. Although never visible from Andiquar, few winter stars within twenty degrees of the horizon had sufficient magnitude to resist its light.

‘That’s where we’re headed, Jacob,’ I said. ‘Eventually.’

‘I agree,’ he said, misunderstanding. ‘It only remains for you to uncover your destination.’

That was a startling notion. But it suggested it was time to get back to work. I directed him to collect all the news files he could find relating to the Tenandrome.

‘I’ve already been looking,’ he said. ‘There’s not much.’ The Veiled Lady vanished, and a few lines of hardcopy appeared on the monitor. ‘This is the earliest.’

Saraglia Station, Mmb 3 (ACS): The CSS Tenandrome, currently involved in exploration of regions deep in the Veiled Lady, more than a thousand light years from Rimway, was reported to have suffered structural damage to its Armstrong units, according to a Survey spokesman. Although the extent of the damage is as yet unknown, the spokesman indicated that no one had been injured, and there was no immediate danger to the vessel. The Navy released a statement that rescue units are standing by to assist if needed.

Jacob flashed a few more items: the official announcement that the ship was returning home, a notice in the Commercial and Shipping Registry of its arrival at Saraglia, and another recording its formal entry on Fishbowl a few weeks later.

‘Is there anything at the other end of the trip? Any details on departure?’ I asked.

‘Just the standard announcement in the Registry,’ he said. ‘No itinerary given.’

‘How about crew names? Or passengers?’

‘Only the captain: Sajemon McIras. That’s not unusual, by the way. They never publish anything much in the way of details. Sometimes there’s feature coverage, but that’s rare.’

‘Maybe there’s some off-line material available.’

‘If so, I have no easy way to find it. And it appears that, if anything unusual was going on, the news services never found out about it.’

‘Okay. Maybe McIras would be willing to tell us something. Can we get an address?’

‘Yes. The Moira Deeps, with her ship. I’ve been checking the house records. Gabe sent her two sponders. She ignored the first.’

‘And the second?’

‘Just a tachline:’

Dr Benedict: The voyage of the Tenandrome, save for the disruption of one of its Armstrong units, was uneventful. Best wishes.

Saje McIras

‘Let’s try another approach: take a look at all the flights over the last few years. There should be some sort of pattern to them, and we might be able to figure out at least the general area where the Tenandrome was.’

So Jacob extracted the records, and we studied the recent missions of Borlanget, Rapatutu, Westover, and the rest of Survey’s Fishbowl-based fleet. But the pattern, if it existed, never showed itself.

The target area contained approximately three trillion cubic light years. Maybe a little less.

‘That leaves Scott.’

Jacob was momentarily silent. Then: ‘Do you wish to prepare a sponder?’

‘How long would it take to get an answer?’

‘If he replies right away, about ten days. The problem is that his code shows inactive on the last four readouts. He doesn’t seem to be answering his mail.’

‘Book passage,’ I said, reluctantly. ‘It’s probably just as well to go in person anyhow.’

‘Very good. I’ll try to let him know you’re coming.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Let’s keep it a surprise.’
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One gazes through the walls of Pellinor into the great, curious eyes of the sea beasts, and wonders who indeed is peering out, and who peering in—?

—Tiel Chadwick,
Memoirs

The world and the city are both named Pellinor, after the ship captain who first descended onto the few square kilometers of earth that were once the only place in all that global ocean where a man could set foot. But to anyone who has since stood beneath the invisible walls that now hold back the sea, who has looked up at the shadowy forms gliding through bright green water, the name by which the place is commonly known is far more appropriate.

Fishbowl.

A world. A sickle-shaped spate of land hewed from the sea. A state of mind. The inhabitants are fond of saying that no place in or beyond the Confederacy induces a sense of mortality quite like Fishbowl.

Barely half the size of Rimway, the planet is nevertheless massive: its gravity is .92 standard. It orbits the ancient class G sun Gideon, which in turn moves in a centuries-long swing around Heli, a dazzling white giant. Both suns have planetary systems, not unusual in binaries when considerable distances separate the main components. But this binary is unique in a substantial way: it was once the home of an intelligent species. Heli’s fourth planet is Belarius, which houses fifty-thousand-year-old ruins, and was – until the coming of the Ashiyyur – humanity’s only evidence that anything else had ever gazed at the stars.

Belarius is an incredibly savage place, a world of lush jungles, stifling humidity, corrosive atmospheric gases, strong gravity, highly evolved predators, and unpredictable magnetic storms which raise hell with equipment. It is not the sort of place to take your family.

Fishbowl was the only easily habitable world in either system, and consequently it assumed from the beginning a strategic place in Survey thinking. When Harry Pellinor discovered it three centuries ago, he dismissed it as essentially worthless. But he had not yet found Belarius: that celebrated disaster still awaited him. And it was that latter revelation that assured Fishbowl its historic role as administrative headquarters, supply depot, and R&R retreat for the various missions trying to pry loose its secrets.

Today, of course, investigation of Belarius has long since been given up. But Fishbowl is still prominent in Survey administration, serving as a regional headquarters. A prosperous resort area, it boasts a major university, several interworld industries, and the foremost oceanographic research center in the Confederacy. At the time of my visit, it was home to slightly more than a million people.

One of them was Hugh Scott.

Harry Pellinor’s statue stands atop the central spire of the Executive Cluster. It is just high enough to get him above sea level. Local tradition had it that there had been extreme reluctance to honor a man whom the outside world associated primarily with disaster and precipitous retreat, the man whose crew had, by and large, been eaten.

It wasn’t, people thought, the proper sort of image they wanted to project.

I suppose not. But the city had prospered anyway.

It was filled with well-heeled tourists, wealthy retirees, and assorted technocrats, the latter employed mostly by the tach communications industry, which was then still in its infancy.

The downside port of entry is located on a floating platform, from which one can get over-water tubular transportation into midtown Pellinor. Or, if the weather is good, one can walk across any of several float bridges. My first act coming down in the shuttle had been to consult the directory. I had Scott’s address before we settled onto the pad.

I took a taxi, checked in at my hotel, and showered. It was by then early evening local time. I was exhausted, though. It had been my usual difficult flight: sick during both jumps and most of the time between. So I stood under the cooling spray, feeling sorry for myself, and laying plans: I would pin Scott down, find out what was going on, and return to Rimway. From there I’d hire somebody to accompany Kolpath wherever the hell they’d have to go to locate Gabe’s secret, and I myself would never again leave the world of my birth.

No wonder the goddam Confederacy was falling apart. It took weeks to get from one place to another, anywhere from days to weeks to communicate, and travel for most people was physically unpleasant. If the Ashiyyur were smart, they’d declare peace, and back off. I wasn’t sure that, with the threat removed, we wouldn’t simply disintegrate.

I slept well, rose early, and breakfasted at a small outdoor restaurant in the penthouse. The ocean spread out beneath me, covered with sails. The salt air smelled good, and I ate slowly. Tramways and parks and multi-leveled malls extended above the gantner walls and out over the sea. They’re lined with exotic bistros, casinos, art galleries, and souvenir shops. There are beaches and suspension piers and a seaside promenade which circles the city just a few meters above the water.

But many people say that Pellinor is most exquisite at ground level. There, most of the sunlight is filtered through about twenty meters of green ocean water. And it’s possible to watch the great leviathans of that watery world drift majestically within an arm’s length of one’s breakfast table.

I flagged a taxi outside the restaurant, and punched Scott’s address into the reader.

I had no idea where I was going. The vehicle rose over the skyline, fell into traffic patterns, and arced out over the ocean. Harry Pellinor’s island sank from sight. Only the towers remained visible, rising eerily out of a hole in the ocean. The only land in the archipelago which was actually above sea level was located in two clusters southwest of the city. These hills now resembled a string of small islands.

The taxi turned to run parallel to the coastline. It was a brilliant, summery morning. I retracted the canopy, and luxuriated in that golden climate. I’ve read since that the atmosphere on Fishbowl is relatively oxygen-rich, inducing a sense of euphoria. I can believe it. By the time the taxi banked and headed inland again, I had acquired a remarkable sense of well-being. Everything’s going to be fine.

A few sails tacked gracefully before a light wind out of the west, and a blimp floated listlessly through the sky. Small fountains of spray erupted rhythmically from the surface, but I couldn’t see the creatures that produced them.

Land came up quickly, and I soared in over the highlands. There were wide, well-maintained beaches, backed by forest, and a long line of rock and crystal homes. The coastline was scored with piers; pools and cabanas were visible among the trees. Several domes stood in the shallow waters along the coast, supported by glittering struts of articulated gantner light.

The area was dominated by Uxbridge Bay. You’ve probably seen the masterpiece by Durell Coll which made it famous. Supposedly, it formed during Coll’s time, two-and-a-half centuries ago, when one of the gantner projection stations failed, and the ocean rushed in.

The taxi drifted along the bay shore, collecting a few sandmongers that flapped excitedly alongside. It turned inland, proceeding across the neck of the island, passing over heavy forest, and drifted down onto a pad on the side of a hill. The sandmongers crashed into the surrounding branches, where they kicked up a substantial racket.

I hadn’t seen a house from the air, and I couldn’t see one from the ground. The pad was small, barely big enough for the skimmer. I instructed it to wait, climbed out, and followed a footpath into the woods.

I passed almost immediately out of the sunlight, into a cool green world of thick branches and chittering squirrels. I should note here by the way that Fishbowl has virtually no native land forms, and is stocked heavily from Rimway. Even the trees. I felt right at home.

A permearth bungalow appeared at the crest of the hill, amid ferns, branches, and great white sunblossoms. A single chair stood on a wide deck. The windows were empty, the door shut tight. The walls sagged slightly, and the leafy overhang trailed down onto the roof. The air was warm. It smelled vaguely of decay and old wood.

I knocked.

The house was very still. In one of the trees, something flapped and a limb shook.

I peered through the front window into the living room. It was gloomy in half-light: sofa and two armchairs, an antique desk, and a long glass table. A sweater lay on the table, and a crystal figure of a sea creature which I did not recognize. A doorway led out to another room. Against the doorway was a trophy case. It was filled with rocks of various kinds, all of which were labeled. Samples from the outworlds, probably.

The walls were covered with prints, but I was slow to realize what they were: Sanrigal’s Sim at the Hellgate, Marcross’s Corsarius, Isitami’s Maurina, Toldenya’s pensive On the Rock. There were others, with which I was not familiar: a portrait of Tarien Sim, several of Christopher Sim, one of the Dellacondan high country at night, with a lonely figure who must have been Maurina surveying it all from beneath a skeletal tree.

The only portrait that did not seem to be associated with Sim hung near the trophy case. It was of a modern starship, ablaze with light, warm and living against strange constellations. I wondered whether it was the Tenandrome.

I knew what Scott looked like. In fact, I’d brought a couple of photos with me, though both were old. He was tall, dark-skinned, dark-eyed. But there was a diffidence in his appearance, a suggestion of reluctance that implied he embodied more of the shopkeeper than a leader of research teams onto alien worlds.

The cottage felt empty. Not abandoned, exactly. But not lived in, either.

I pushed at the windows, hoping to find one open. They were all secured. I circled the house, looking for an entry, and considered whether I could gain anything by breaking in. Probably not, and if the place took my picture in the act, I could be assured of losing Scott’s cooperation, and possibly end with a hefty fine as well.

I took to the air and circled the area. There were maybe a dozen houses within a kilometer or so of Scott’s property. One by one, I descended on them and asked questions, representing myself as a cousin who had found himself unexpectedly on Fishbowl. It appeared that hardly anyone knew Scott by name, and several said they’d wondered who lived in his house.

No one admitted to being more than a casual acquaintance. Pleasant man, they said of him. Quiet. Minds his business. Not easy to get to know.

A woman whom I found pottering about in the garden of an ultra-modern slab-glass house partially supported by gantner light added an ominous note. ‘He’s changed,’ she said, her eyes clouding.

‘You know him, then?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘We’ve known him for years.’ She invited me up into a sitting room, disappeared momentarily into her kitchen, and returned with iced herbal drinks. ‘All we have,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’

Her name was Nasha. She was a tiny creature, soft-spoken, with luminous eyes, and a fluttery manner that reminded me vaguely of the sandmongers. It was easy to see she’d been beautiful once. But it fades quickly in some people. I thought she seemed pleased to have someone to talk with. ‘In what way did he change?’

‘How well do you know your cousin?’ she asked.

‘I haven’t seen him in years. Since we were both quite young.’

‘I haven’t known him that long.’ She smiled. ‘But you’re probably aware that Hugh was never much for socializing.’

‘That’s true,’ I said. ‘But he wasn’t really unfriendly,’ I hazarded. ‘Just shy.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Though I’m not sure all of his neighbors would agree, I do. He seemed all right to me, solitary if you know what I mean. Kept to himself. Read a lot. Most of the people he worked with would tell you he always seemed pressed for time, or preoccupied. But once you get to know him, he loosens up. He has a wonderful sense of humor, kind of dry, and not everybody appreciates it. My husband thinks he’s one of the funniest people he’s ever known.’

‘Your husband—’

‘—was with him on the Cordagne.’ She squinted out into the double sunlight. ‘I’ve always liked Hugh. God knows he’s been good to me. I met him when Josh – my husband – and he were training for the Cordagne flight. We had our kids with us, and we were new to Fishbowl then. We started having power problems. The house was owned by Survey, but their maintenance people couldn’t seem to get things working, particularly the video, and the kids were upset. Going through withdrawal, you know? I don’t know how Hugh found out, but he insisted on switching quarters.’ She noted that I’d finished the drink, and hurried to refill my glass. ‘He was like that.’

‘In what way did he change?’

‘I don’t know how to describe it exactly. All the characteristics that used to be eccentricities became extreme. His sense of humor took on a bitter flavor. He used to be somber; but we watched him slip into depression. And if it used to be that he kept to himself, he eventually became a hermit. I doubt many of the people around here have even seen him to talk to in the last couple of years.’

‘That seems to be true.’

‘Only the people who worked with him. But there was more. He developed a mean streak. Like when Harv Killian donated half his money to the hospital to get a room named after him. Scott thought that was pathetic. I still remember his remark: “He wants to buy what he could never earn.”’

‘Immortality,’ I said.

She nodded. ‘He told Killian that to his face. Harv never spoke to him again.’

‘Seems cruel.’

‘There was a time Scott wouldn’t have done that. Told him, that is. He’d have thought it, because he was always like that. But he wouldn’t have said anything.

‘But these last couple of years—’ Small fine lines appeared around her lips and eyes.

‘Do you see much of him anymore?’

‘Not for months. He went someplace. I have no idea where.’

‘Might Josh know? Your husband?’

She shook her head. ‘No. Maybe somebody down at Survey could help you.’

We sat for a bit. I shooed off a couple of insects. ‘I don’t suppose,’ I said, ‘that your husband was ever on the Tenandrome?’

‘He only made the one flight,’ she said. ‘That was enough.’

‘Yes, I suppose it was. Do you know anyone who was on a Tenandrome mission?’

She shook her head. ‘They’d be able to tell you in Pellinor. Try there.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘He’s traveled a lot the last couple of years. This isn’t the first time he’s just taken off.’

‘Where did he go on those other trips? Did he ever tell you?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He’s become a history buff. He spent a couple of weeks at Grand Salinas. There’s some sort of museum in orbit out there.’

Salinas was the scene of Christopher Sim’s first defeat, the place where the Dellacondan resistance very nearly died.

‘Maybe he went to Hrinwhar,’ she said suddenly.

‘Hrinwhar?’ The famous raid. But Hrinwhar was no more than an airless moon.

‘Yes.’ She shook her head vehemently up and down. ‘Now that I think of it: he’s said any number of times that he wanted to visit Hrinwhar.’

Scott’s house wasn’t visible from her front porch, but the hill on which it rested was. She shielded her eyes from the sunlight, and looked toward it. ‘To tell you the truth,’ she said, ‘I think Josh is just as glad he’s gone. We’d reached a point where we got pretty uncomfortable when Scott was around.’

Her voice had gone brittle. Cold. I could sense a thin red line of anger just below the surface. ‘Thanks,’ I said.

‘It’s all right.’

I asked everyone I spoke with to let me know when Scott returned. Then, disappointed, I returned to Pellinor.

Survey’s Regional Headquarters complex consists of half a dozen buildings of radically different architectural styles, old and modern, imported and native. A crystal tower stands next to a purely functional block of offices; a quadripar geodesic occupies a site adjacent to a gothic temple. The overall effect is, according to the guide books, that of an academic contempt for the order and form of the mundane mind: the casual motifs of the scholar created in glass and permearth. I suppose that, by the time I’d arrived at this point in my journeys, I’d been thinking too much about Christopher Sim’s war; but my impression of the place was that it looked as if it had been assembled under enemy fire.

The library was located on the ground level of the dome. It was named the Wicker Closure for an early administrator. (I was struck by the fact that all the buildings, wings, and laboratories memorialized bureaucrats or fund-raisers. The people who had gone out to the stars had to settle for a few plaques and mementoes in the museum. A couple of dozen, who had been killed, got their names carved into a slab in the main lobby.)

It was late when I got there. The library was almost empty. A few people who appeared to be graduate students sat at terminals or wandered quietly through the files. I picked out a booth, went in, closed the door, and sat down.

‘Tenandrome,’ I said. ‘Background material.’

‘Please put on your headband.’ The voice came out of a speaker atop the monitor. It was masculine, erudite, middle-aged.

I complied. The illumination softened to the color of the nighttime sky, in the manner of a planetarium. A splinter of light appeared in the darkness, grew into a pattern of boxes and rods. It was slowly spinning about its own axis.

‘Tenandrome,’ said the narrator, ‘was built eighty-six standard years ago on Rimway, specifically for deep space exploration. It is one of the Cordagne class of survey ships. Hyperspace transition is provided by twin Armstrong-drive units, recharge time between jumps estimated at approximately forty hours. Ship is powered by accelerated fusion thermals, capable of generating 80,000 megawatts under normal running conditions.’ The ship continued to grow until it occupied half the booth. It was gray, utilitarian, uninteresting, two groups of boxes built along parallel spines, connected in the after section by a magnetic propulsion system (for linear space maneuvering), and forward by the bridge.

I cut the description short.

‘History,’ I said, ‘of most recent mission.’

The ship floated in the dark.

‘I am sorry. That information is not available.’

‘Why not?’

‘Ship’s log has been impounded pending outcome of judicial matters arising from alleged irregularities in equipment. Liability considerations preclude further release of data at this time.’

‘What sort of alleged irregularities?’

‘That information is not currently available.’

‘Was the mission cut short?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘That information is not currently available.’

‘When will further information be available?’

‘I regret that I do not have data to answer that question.’

‘Can you tell me what the planned itinerary of Tenandrome was?’

‘No,’ it said after a moment.

‘But wouldn’t the itinerary be a matter of public record?’

‘Not anymore. It has been removed.’

‘There must be a copy somewhere.’

‘I do not have that information.’

Schematics of the Tenandrome were flickering across the monitor, as though the system had become distracted. ‘Where is the Tenandrome now?’

‘It is in the second year of a six-year mission in the Moira Deeps.’

‘Can you give me a list of crew and research team members from Tenandrome?’

‘For which voyage?’

‘For any of the last four.’

‘I can supply the information for missions XV and XVI, and also the current voyage.’

‘What about XVII?’

‘Not available.’

‘Why not?’

‘It is classified.’

I pulled off the headband, and squinted out through the windows at an illuminated park. In the distance, lights reflected off the ocean wall.

What the hell were they hiding? What could they possibly be hiding?

Somebody knew.

Somewhere, somebody knew.

I took to stalking Survey bureaucrats and researchers. I hunted them in bars, at the Field Museum, on benches in the malls, on the beaches, in the gleaming corridors of the Operational Headquarters, in the city’s theaters and restaurants, and in its athletic and chess clubs.

Approached obliquely, almost everyone was willing to speculate on the Tenandrome. The most widespread theory, one that amounted among many to a conviction, was Chase Kolpath’s notion that the ship had found aliens. Some claimed to know for certain that naval vessels had been dispatched to the discovery site, and almost everyone had heard that several young crewmembers had returned with white hair.

There was a variation of this story: Tenandrome had found an ancient fleet adrift, and had attempted to investigate. But there was something among the encrusted ships that had discouraged further examination, forcing the captain to break off the mission and return home. One bearded endocrinologist told me, in dead earnestness, that the vessel had found a ghost. But he could not, or would not, elaborate.

An elderly systems analyst with whom I fell in one evening on a ramp overlooking the sea told me she’d heard there was an alien enclave out there, a cluster of turrets on an airless moon. But the aliens were long dead, she said, perfectly preserved within their shelters. ‘What I heard,’ she added, ‘is that all the turrets had been opened to the void. From the inside.’

The wildest account came from a skimmer rental agent who said the ship had found a vehicle full of humans who spoke no known language, who could not be identified, who were identical with us in every fundamental way – which was to say, he whispered, that their sexual organs complemented ours – but that they were not of common origin.

There was a young woman who had known Scott: there always is, I suppose, if you look long enough. She was a sculptor, slim and attractive, with a good smile.

She had just broken off with someone (or he with her: it’s often hard to tell), and we ended in a small bar on one of the piers. Her name was Ivana, and she was vulnerable that night. I could have taken her to bed, but she seemed so desolated that I could not bring myself to take advantage of her.

‘Where is he?’ I asked. ‘Do you know where he went?’

She was drinking too much, but it didn’t seem to affect her.

‘Off-world,’ she said. ‘Somewhere. But he’ll be back.’

‘How do you know?’

‘He always comes back.’ There was a trace of venom in her voice.

‘He’s taken these trips before?’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘He’s not one for hanging around.’

‘Why? Where does he go?’

‘He gets bored, I guess. And where he goes is battle sites, from the Resistance. Or memorials, I’m not sure which.’

It was getting loud in the bar, so I steered her outside, where I thought the fresh air might help us both. ‘Ivana, what does he tell you when he comes back? About what he’s seen?’

‘He doesn’t really talk about it, Alex. I never really thought to ask him.’

‘Have you ever heard of Leisha Tanner?’

She started to say no, and changed her mind. ‘Yes,’ she said, lighting up. ‘He’s mentioned her a couple of times.’

‘What did he say about her?’

‘That he was trying to find out things about her. She’s an historical character of some sort.’ The ocean crouched out there beneath us like a dark beast. ‘He’s a strange one. Makes me feel uncomfortable sometimes.’

‘How did you meet him?’

‘I don’t remember anymore. At a party, I think. Why? Why do you care?’

‘No reason,’ I said.

That brought a lovely, rueful smile. And then she surprised me: ‘I mean, why do you care about Scott?’

I told my cover story, and she sympathized that I’d missed him. ‘When I see him again,’ she said, ‘I’ll tell him you were here.’

We drank some more, and walked some more. The night had a bite to it, and I was conscious of her hips as we strolled along the skyway. ‘He’s become very strange,’ she said again. It was an observation she made several times during the evening. ‘You wouldn’t know him.’

‘Since the Tenandrome?’

‘Yes.’ We stopped, and she leaned against the rail, looking out to sea. She looked lost. The wind whipped at her jacket, and she pulled it tightly about herself. ‘It’s lovely out here.’ Fishbowl has no satellite; but on clear nights the sky is dominated by the Veiled Lady, which is far more luminous – and intoxicating – than Rimway’s full moon. ‘They brought something back. The Tenandrome. Did you know that?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Nobody seems to know what it was. But there was something. Nobody wanted to talk about it. Not even McIras.’

‘The captain?’

‘Yes. A cold-blooded bitch if I’ve ever seen one.’ Her eyes hardened. ‘They were in, and then they were gone again. Out on another long mission. The crew was gone almost before anyone knew they were here.’

‘How about the research team?’

‘They went home. Usually they go home and then come back here for a debriefing. Not this time. We never saw any of them again. Except, of course, Hugh.’

We were walking again. Pellinor’s waterfront was brilliant and inviting, its dazzling lights floating on the water. ‘In a sense, he never really came home. At least not to stay. He’s always away somewhere. Like now.’

‘You say he goes to battle sites. Where, for example?’

‘The City on the Crag last time. Ilyanda. Randin’hal. Grand Salinas.’

It was a roll call of celebrated names from the Resistance.

‘Yes,’ she said, reading my reaction. ‘He’s got a fixation about the Sims. I don’t know what it is, but he’s looking for something. He comes home after weeks or months away somewhere, and he comes back to Survey for a couple of days, and then next thing we know he’s gone again. He was never like that before.’ Her voice shook. ‘I don’t understand it.’

Lest anyone think I wasn’t making a serious effort, I have to tell you I also tried a direct approach. Toward the end, after my informal inquiries had taken me as far as they could, I walked through the front doors of the administration building, which they call the Annex, and asked to see the Director of Special Operations. His name was Jemumba.

I was referred to a secretary. State your business please, we’ll get back to you, maybe six months. I was eventually able to talk to one of his flunkies, who denied that anything unusual had happened. Yes, he’d heard the rumors, but in this business there were always rumors. He could assure me, unequivocally, that no aliens existed out there, at least not on or around any of the worlds Survey had visited. Also, the notion that there had been any casualties of any sort on the Tenandrome was simply untrue.

He explained that withholding the log and other information regarding the flight was standard operating procedure when litigation was involved. And there was a great deal of litigation over Tenandrome XVII. ‘The failure of a major drive unit is no small matter, Mr Benedict,’ he explained pointedly, and not without passion. ‘The Service has incurred considerable expense, and the liability position is quite tangled. Nevertheless, we anticipate that everything will be settled within a year or so. When that happens, you may have access to whatever information on the flight you wish, other than crew and research team data, which of course is never made public. Privacy considerations, you understand.

‘Please leave your name and code. We’ll get back to you.’

So I had no choice but to go to Hrinwhar. There are no regular flights, of course. I leased a Centaur and hired Chase to pilot the damned thing. The jump is even tougher in a small craft, and I got sicker than usual going out and coming back, and I swore again that that was the end.

There was no need to land. Hrinwhar was a cratered, airless, nickel-iron rock located just inside the rings of a gas giant, which I suppose is why the Ashiyyur thought it would make a good naval base. Some say the assault against it was Sim’s finest moment. The Dellacondans lured off the defenders, and literally took the base apart. They left here with some of the enemy’s most closely guarded secrets.

The physical evidence of the raid remains: a few holed domes, a gaping shaft which had once been a recovery area for warships, and chunks of metal and plastic strewn across the surface. Probably exactly as it looked when Christopher Sim and his men withdrew two centuries ago.

Chase didn’t say much. I got the impression she was watching me more than the moonscape. ‘Enough?’ she asked after we’d made several passes.

‘He couldn’t be down there,’ I said.

‘No. There’s no one here.’

‘Why would he come out to this barren place?’
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Call forth the fire—!

—The Condor-ni, II, 1

Sim is a son of a bitch: fourteen thousand years of history to learn from, and it’s still the same old blood and bluster.

—Leisha Tanner,
Notebooks

Who had Gabe’s traveling companion been on the Capella?

Sixty-three others had boarded the vessel from the Rimway shuttle, of whom twenty were bound for Saraglia Station. (The big interstellars, of course, never actually stop at ports of call. Too much time and energy would be wasted fighting inertia, so they skim planetary systems at high velocity. Passengers and cargo are transferred in flight from local vehicles.) It seemed likely that his companion had been among the twenty.

I scanned their death notices looking for a likely prospect. The group included elderly vacationers, naval personnel on leave, three sets of newlyweds, a sprinkling of businessmen. Four were from Andiquar: a pair of import/export brokers, a child being shuttled between relatives, and a retired law enforcement officer. Nothing very promising, but I got lucky right away with John Khyber, the law enforcement guy.

I secured the code of his next of kin from the announcement, and linked in. ‘I’m Alex Benedict,’ I said. ‘May I speak with Mrs Khyber?’

‘I’m Jana Khyber.’ I waited for her to materialize, but nothing happened.

‘I’m sorry to bother you. My uncle was on the Capella. I believe he was traveling with your husband.’

‘Oh?’ There was a sea change in the voice: softer, interested, pained. ‘I’m sorry about your uncle.’ I heard Jacob’s projector switch on. There was a flutter of color in the air, and she appeared: dignified, a trifle matronly, attentive. Perhaps irritated, though with me, or Gabe, or her husband, I could not tell. ‘I’m glad to have a chance to talk to someone about it. Where were they going?’

‘You don’t know, Jana?’

‘How would I know? Trust me, he said.’

Son of a bitch. ‘Did you know Gabe Benedict?’

‘No,’ she said, after a pause. ‘I didn’t know my husband was traveling with anybody.’ She frowned, and her bosom, which was substantial, rose and fell. ‘I didn’t know he was traveling at all. I mean off-world.’

‘Had he ever been to Saraglia before?’

‘No.’ She crossed her arms. ‘He’d never been off Rimway before. At least not that I know of. Now I’m not so sure.’

‘But you knew he was going to be away for a while?’

‘Yes. I knew.’

‘No explanation?’

‘None,’ she said, biting off a sob. ‘My God, we’ve never had a problem of any kind, Mr Benedict. Not really. He told me he was sorry, that he couldn’t explain, that he’d be away six months.’

‘Six months? You must have questioned him.’

‘Of course I did. They’ve called me back, he said. They need me, and I’ve got to go.’

‘Who were they?’

‘The Agency. He was a security officer. Retired, but it didn’t really make any difference. He’s still a consultant.’ She hesitated over the statement, but didn’t correct herself. ‘He specialized in commercial fraud, and you know how much of that there is these days.’ She sounded close to tears. ‘I just don’t know what it was about, and that’s what hurts so much. He’s dead and I don’t know why.’

‘Did you check with his agency?’

‘They claim they don’t know anything about it.’ She stared at me. ‘Mr Benedict, he never gave me any reason to distrust him. We had a lot of years together, and it’s the only time he’s ever lied to me.’

That you know of, I thought. But I said: ‘Did he have any interest in archeology?’

‘I don’t think so. No. Is this Gabriel an archeologist?’

‘Yes.’

‘I can’t imagine any kind of connection.’

Nor could I.

Her voice quivered. ‘The truth is,’ she continued, struggling to maintain her composure, ‘I don’t know what he was doing on that damned ship, where he was going, or what he planned to do when he got there. And if you have any ideas, I’d be grateful to know what they are. What sort of man was he, your uncle?’

I smiled, to assuage her fears. ‘One of the best I have ever known, Mrs Khyber. He would not willingly have led your husband into danger. Or anything else that would have troubled you.’ Why would a retired police officer have been along? Bodyguard, perhaps? That hardly seemed likely. ‘Was he a pilot?’

‘No.’

‘Tell me, Mrs Khyber, did he have any interest in history? In the Resistance, particularly?’

A puzzled expression flickered across her features. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He was interested in anything that was old, Mr Benedict. He collected antique books, was fascinated by old naval vessels, and he belonged to the Talino Society.’

Bingo. ‘And what,’ I asked eagerly, ‘is the Talino Society?’

She looked steadily at me. ‘I don’t think this is getting us anywhere.’

‘Please,’ I said. ‘You’ve already been of some help. Tell me about the Talino Society. I’ve never heard of it.’

‘A drinking club, really. They masquerade as historians, but mostly what they do is go down there – they meet on the final weeknight of each month at the Collandium – and they have a good time.’ She looked very tired. ‘He was a member for twenty years.’

‘Did you belong?’

‘Yes, I usually went with him.’

‘Why was it called the “Talino” Society?’

She smiled. Finally. ‘Mr Benedict, you’ll want to go down there and find out for yourself.’

Two other things happened on the day I talked to Jana Khyber. Brimbury & Conn sent a statement of my assets. There was considerably more than I’d suspected, and I realized that I would never have to work again. Not ever. Oddly, I felt guilty about that. It was, after all, Gabe’s money. And I had been less than gentle with him.

The other piece of news was that Jacob discovered a library halfway around the world that had a copy of Leisha Tanner’s Notebooks. He promptly requested a transmission, and it arrived by lunchtime.

I’d been receiving calls all along from assorted thieves and bunkum artists purporting to have been business associates of my uncle, and wanting to ‘continue’ rendering some high-priced service or other. There were wine brokers, realtors, an individual who described himself as a foundation attempting to erect monuments to prominent business executives, and several portfolio managers. And so on. I’d expected them to trail off, but they were becoming more, rather than less, frequent.

‘From now on,’ I told Jacob, ‘they are yours. Put them off. Discourage them.’

‘How?’

‘Use your imagination. Tell them we’re contributing the money to a worthy cause, make one up, and that I’m retiring to a mountaintop.’

Then I settled in with Leisha Tanner.

The Notebooks cover five years during which she was an instructor at the University of Khaja Luan on the world of that name. The first entries are dated from about the time she met the poet Walford Candles, and the last conclude with her resignation, in the third year of the Resistance. They were originally intended to be remarks on the progress of her students; but with the beginnings of tension on Imarios, the subsequent revolt, and Cormoral’s catastrophic intervention, they widen into a graphic portrayal of social and political upheaval on a small world which was struggling to maintain its neutrality, and thereby its survival, at a time when Christopher Sim and his band of heroes needed every assistance.

Some of the portraits are unsettling. We’re accustomed to thinking of those who actively opposed the onslaught of the Ashiyyur as patriots: valiant men and women who risked life and fortune across a hundred worlds to persuade reluctant governments to intervene during the crisis. But here is Tanner on the reaction to the mute assault against the City on the Crag:

Downtown today, speaker after speaker blasted the government and urged immediate intervention. There were some from the University, even old Angus Markham, whom I’ve never before seen angry. They were joined by some out-of-power politicians, and some entertainers, who seriously believe we ought to send off the entire fleet to make war on the Ashiyyur. I read yesterday that the ‘fleet’ consists of two destroyers and one frigate. One of the destroyers is undergoing major repairs, and all three vessels are obsolete.

There were others present whom I took to be members of the Friends of the Confederacy. They stirred up the mob, which in turn clubbed a few people who didn’t share their point of view, and probably a couple who did but didn’t move quickly enough. Then they set off across town to march on the Council chambers. But Grenville Park is a long walk from Balister Avenue, and along the way they overturned some vehicles, attacked the police, and broke into a few bars.

A patriot is someone who’s prepared to sacrifice anything, even other people’s children, for a just cause.

Damn Sim anyhow! The war goes on and on, and everyone knows it’s futile. There’s a rumor that the Ashiyyur have asked us for the Amorda. For God’s sake, I hope the Council is wise enough to comply.

I looked up Amorda. It was a guarantee of peace and autonomy to anyone who would accept Ashiyyurean suzerainty. I was surprised to discover that, for every human world that joined the Resistance, two remained neutral. A few even threw their support to the invaders.

The Amorda. It was a simple offering: a few cubic centimeters of earth from one’s capital, encased in an urn of pure silver, signifying fidelity.

I scrolled ahead: while the Council debated its action, the hour struck for the City on the Crag. The Ashiyyur destroyed her defenses, and her orbiting factories. That center of culture, the longtime symbol of literature, democracy, and progress along the Frontier, was occupied at leisure. It’s a blunder of incredible dimensions, wrote Tanner. One almost wonders whether the Ashiyyur are deliberately trying to create the conditions for Tarien Sim to complete his alliance against them. In any case, the moment for the government of Khaja Luan to declare its neutrality, if indeed it ever existed at all, has passed. We will join the war. The only issue now is when.

The attack is a surprise to no one. The City on the Crag, and her small group of allies, was technically neutral, but it was no secret that her volunteers have been fighting actively with the Dellacondans. It’s also common knowledge that Sim has been getting strategic supplies from her orbiting factories. The Ashiyyur were justified; but I wish they could have shown some restraint. This may be enough to bring Earth or Rimway into the war. If that happens, God knows where it will end.

Tanner had been conducting a comparative ethics class when the first reports arrived. Discussing the good and the beautiful, she comments sadly, while the children of Plato and Tulisofala cut one another’s throats. The target was assaulted by a force of several hundred ships that swept its hastily constructed defenses aside. Collapse had followed within hours. And that night, while most of us concentrated on our steak and wine, the damned fools compounded the felony by shooting some hostages. How can a race of telepaths misjudge so completely the nature of their enemy?

Tanner’s images of the time are unbearably poignant: an enraged citizenry demanding war; a pompous university president leading a community prayer; an exchange student from the fallen world fighting back tears; and her own pangs of guilt at the perverse way of such things, in which those of us who argue for a rational course, appear so cowardly.

Again and again, she put the question to her journal, and eventually, I suppose, to us: How does one account for the fact that a race can espouse the ideals of a Tulisofala, can compose great music, and create exquisite rock gardens, and still behave like barbarians?

She doesn’t record an answer.

Elsewhere in her journals, on a similar occasion (the collapse of the defenders at Randin’hal, I believe), she refers angrily to the Bogolyubov Principle.

I looked that up too. Andrey Bogolyubov lived a thousand years ago on Toxicon. He was an historian, and he specialized in trying to convert history into an exact science, with the predictability that is the hallmark of all the exact sciences. He never succeeded, of course.

His primary area of interest was the process by which reluctant powers become entangled in conflict. His thesis is that potential antagonists engage in a kind of diplomatic war dance, with specific articulable characteristics. The war dance phase creates a psychology which ultimately guarantees an armed clash, because it tends to take over the momentum of events. This is particularly true, he says, in democracies. This process, once begun, is not easily interrupted. Once the first blood is spilt, it becomes almost impossible to draw back. Original ambitions and objectives get lost, each side comes to believe its own propaganda, economies become dependent on the hostile environment, and political careers are built around the common danger. Consequently the cycle of war-making tightens and will not stop until one side or the other is exhausted.

Unless leaders emerge simultaneously on both sides who recognize the situation for what it is, and possess the character and the internal support to act, there can be no solution other than a military one. Unfortunately, political systems are seldom designed to produce policymakers capable of even conceiving, much less implementing, a strategy of disengagement. The odds against two such persons stepping forward at the moment of crisis are, to say the least, rather high.

It’s hard from this distance to understand the dismay that accompanied the fall of the City on the Crag, which for us is only a symbol of lost greatness, an Atlantis. But among the inhabitants of the Frontier worlds two centuries ago, she was a living force: in a sense they were all her citizens; her music and her artists and her political theorists belonged to everyone; and the blow struck against her was an attack against all. Tanner reports Walford Candles’s remark that we’ve all sat at her sun-splashed tables on wide boulevards sipping expensive wine. It must have been painful to think of that lovely place under the whip of a conqueror.

Several of Tanner’s students announced their intention to leave school, and to join the war. Her friends were deeply divided. He walked out of his class yesterday afternoon, she reports of Matt Olander, a middle-aged physicist, whose wife and daughter had died two years earlier on Cormoral. For several hours, we didn’t know where he was. The security people found him just before midnight, slumped on a bench in Southpool. This morning, he told me he’s going to offer his services to the Dellacondans. I think he’ll be okay when he’s had a chance to calm down.

Bannister tried to point out the dangers of intervention yesterday during a meeting of one of the various war committees that we have these days. ‘Stand firm,’ he told them. ‘Give way to mob emotions now, and Khaja Luan will not survive two weeks.’ They stoned him.

Olander never did calm down. He submitted his resignation, took Tanner to dinner a few nights later, and said goodby. She gives no other details of the departure.

But Khaja Luan, despite everything, held onto its neutrality. Unrest continued, usually intensified by war news or the occasional reports of volunteer citizens who’d died alongside the Dellacondans. It was a wrenching period, and Tanner’s anger mounted against both sides, whose intransigence kills so many, and threatens us all.

The small circle of faculty friends dissolves in bitterness and dispute. Walford Candles wanders the grim nights, a cold, familiar wraith. The others speak and write for or against the war and each other.

Occasionally, there is word from Olander.

He sits atop a rail, somewhere, on a wooden pier, framed against sails and nets. Or he stands beside a vegetative growth that is maybe a tree and maybe not. Always, there is a bottle in his hand, and a woman at his side. It is never the same woman, Tanner observes, with a trace of regret.

(The transmissions from Olander were not, of course, modern interactive sponders. He simply talked, and everyone listened.)

I was sorry she hadn’t preserved some of the Olander holos. I’ve learned since that Walford Candles (who twenty years earlier had fought against Toxicon, and so knew firsthand about combat conditions) was so struck by them, by the contrast between Olander’s cheerful generalities on local liquor, theater, and mating habits, and the grim reality of the war, that he began writing the great poetry of his middle period. That first collection was named for Olander’s dispatches: News from the Front.

His references to the long struggle (Tanner reports), were always vague. ‘Don’t worry about me,’ he’d say. ‘We’re doing all right.’ Or: ‘We lost a few people the other day.’

Occasionally, he speaks of the ships: of the Straczynski and the Morimar and the Povis and the others: sleek, deadly, remorseless, and the affection in his voice and in his eyes chilled us all. Sometimes I think there’s no hope for any of us.

As time and the war dragged on, and early hopes that the Ashiyyur would bow to the first serious resistance faded, a little reality slipped through the stern brickwork of the warrior he had become: there were bleak portraits of the men and women who fought with him. ‘When we are gone,’ Tanner reports his saying, ‘who will take our place?’

It’s a question to which she responds in a spasm of rage and grief: Nobody! Nobody, because it’s a damn fool war that neither side wants, and the only reason the Ashiyyur are conducting it at all is that we have challenged them!

‘She may have been correct,’ observed Jacob. ‘After all, we were on Imarios by their leave to begin with; and the revolt by that colony was not really justified. One has to wonder what the course of history would have been had Cormoral not intervened.’

There’s no record that any of the witnesses on Khaja Luan responded to Matt Olander. One assumes they must have done so, but there is no direct evidence. It leaves me to wonder whether Leisha Tanner ever voiced those angry sentiments to him . . .

Candles, whose masterpieces at this time lie just before him, begins to retreat often to the Inner Room. Tanner comes under pressure from interventionists to restructure her courses in Ashiyyurean philosophy and literature. Students and faculty members take up silent stations outside her classroom to protest the content of her programs. She receives death threats.

Meantime, the Board of Trustees, whose finances depend on an increasingly desperate government, wants to demonstrate its loyalty by supporting the official policy of neutrality. They do this by insisting that the Ashiyyurean studies program not only be maintained, but expanded.

Tension mounts: Randin’hal is occupied when her defenders, reinforced by four Dellacondan frigates, are overwhelmed after a short, desperate defense. The government acts to prohibit private citizens from engaging in foreign wars; and a prominent interventionist is assassinated in the middle of a speech on the Council floor. Three days after news comes of the fall of Randin’hal, there is an unauthorized public broadcast of a recording of radio transmissions among the ships that defended her. Tanner describes it as heartbreaking. A meeting called to demand intervention turns into a riot, and a Conciliar no-confidence vote miscarries by a margin of one!

Then Sim and a handful of Dellacondans surprise and rout a large enemy fleet off Eschalet!

In the midst of all this, news comes that Matt Olander is dead.

There are no words, Tanner writes.

‘Killed during the action off Randin’hal, while serving on board the Confederate frigate Straczynski,’ the official dispatch says. We watched the statement on Candles’s projector, which doesn’t work very well. The spokesman was a bilious green. ‘He performed with valor, in the defense of people he did not know, and in the highest traditions of the Service. Please be assured that you are not alone in mourning his loss. His sacrifice will not be forgotten.’ It was addressed to the physics department.

So Matt will not come home to us. I remember those last conversations, when he only shook his head while I argued the pointlessness of it all. ‘You’re wrong, Leisha,’ he’d said. ‘This is not a war in the casual human context. It’s a watershed. An evolutionary crossroad. Two technological cultures, certainly the only ones in the Arm, possibly in the entire Milky Way. If I were religiously inclined, I would tell you that we’ve been specifically prepared by nature . . . blah, blah, blah.’

Goddam.

It’s been raining most of the day. The campus is heavy and sodden under the best of conditions. But tonight the trees and obelisks and giant afolia bushes are shadows from another world, a place without Matt, and without order. The few persons I can see hurry along wrapped in heavy jackets.

Death at a distance.

A few days later the Dellacondans ambush and scatter an Ashiyyurean battle fleet in the Slot. It is their second major victory in a week, and their biggest ever in terms of casualties inflicted: two capital ships, half a dozen escorts; while Sim’s small force loses only a frigate.

Then came the enigma.

It started innocently, and painfully. Personal holos inbound from the war zones were relatively low priority on the communication systems, so no one was surprised when another transmission arrived from Olander. They assembled at the Inner Room, Leisha and Candles and the others, many no longer on speaking terms, but drawn together by the common grief.

They were having a party, a bunch of officers, all young (except Matt), both sexes, in the light and dark blue uniforms of the Dellacondans. Smoky dancers gyrated through the background, and everyone was having a pretty good time. Matt kept trying to talk to us, through the noise and the laughter, telling us they’d all be home soon. And then there was the line that no one picked up at first, but which has since kept me awake at night: ‘You will by now,’ he said, speaking over a glass of bubbling wine, ‘know about Eschalet and the Slot. We’ve turned this damned thing around at last. Tell Leisha the sons of bitches are on the run!’

It was a few minutes later, when the holo had ended, that Candles grunted and glanced at me with a puzzled expression on his blunt face. ‘The Slot,’ he said. ‘Matt died during the defense of Randin’hal. The Slot hadn’t been fought yet!’

In effect, it ends there. The Notebooks restrict themselves afterward to the relatively mundane: a breakdown by a gardener who is employed by the University; an interview with Candles that would be of some literary interest; and some self-doubt resulting from Tanner’s lack of patience with a difficult student. My God, she complains, the world’s coming apart, and this kid’s upset because she has to try to comprehend how life and death appears to a telepath. But how else is she to understand Ashiyyurean literature?

A few weeks later, she records her resignation, and makes her final entry. It is a single word: Millenium!

Millenium: it was Sim’s first ally. The world that sent its ships to Chippewa and Grand Salinas and Rigel. The arsenal of the Confederacy during the great days of the Dellacondans. It was to Millenium that Sim took the refugees after his celebrated evacuation of Ilyanda.

So great is the affection on that world for Christopher Sim that the Corsarius is still carried on the rolls as an active warship. All fleet communications show her call sign.

I requested from the source library a list of others who had got access to the Notebooks. The information was on Jacob’s display before I retired for the evening. Six people over the last five years. I’d expected to find Hugh Scott’s name. I didn’t.

But I did find Gabe’s.
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In a sense, the raid (on Hrinwhar) constituted a victory far out of proportion to its direct military value. The myth of enemy invulnerability was forever shattered, and the Ashiyyur learned they could not continue their relentless advance without pausing occasionally to look back over their shoulders.

—The Machesney Review, LXIV, No. 7

The Hall of the People is the center of human government. The Council meets there; the executive offices are located, symbolically, on the lower levels; and the Court convenes in the West Wing. It dominates all surrounding structures, even the Silver Tower of the Confederacy at the opposite end of the White Pool.

Adjacent to the Court, and physically accessible only on foot, the Confederate Archive sprawls across almost a square kilometer of prime parkland. It is a Romanesque structure, guarded by the celebrated Sharpley bronze of Tarien Sim, the scroll of the Instrument (which, in fact, he never lived to see completed) in his extended hand.

The snow had vanished, the weather had turned unseasonably warm, and the assorted flags of the worlds snapped in the breeze, dominated by the green and white banner of Man. It was far too pleasant a day to spend within four walls, so I abandoned the headband and joined the considerable crowds that were taking advantage of the sunshine.

Tourists lined the walks, and clustered around the monuments. One of the tour guides was holding forth on the Archive, which was the oldest government building in Andiquar, dating from the end of the Time of Troubles. It had been restored on several occasions, most recently four years before, during the summer of 1410. It was an antiquarian’s treasure trove: people were always finding valuable, long-lost documents in obscure places.

Inside, the main gallery was relatively empty. A small knot of school children and a teacher hovered round the marble and glass case which contains the Instrument of Confederation and a few related documents. A few others from the group stared up at the Declaration of Intent, the joint decision by Rimway and Earth to join the war against the Ashiyyur. I passed the uniformed Companion, stationed at the South Arch, and descended into the library.

Simulations of the major actions of the Resistance were available there. The Spinners. Vendicari. Black Adrian. Grand Salinas. The Slot. Rigel. Tippimaru. And finally Triflis, where, for the first time, the human race drew together.

After two centuries, they were still names to conjure by. The stuff of legend.

I checked out five: Eschaton, Sanusar, the Slot, Rigel, and the Spinners. The latter, of course, is the classic raid that some say turned the course of the war.

On the way home, drifting lazily over the capital, I wondered what it had been like to live in a world of organized mayhem. There was still tension, and occasional shooting, but it was remote, far-off: it was hard to imagine an existence incorporating active everyday institutionalized slaughter. And it struck me that the last conflict fought exclusively among humans had occurred at the height of the Resistance. While the series of critical battles were being fought in the Slot, Toxicon, whose powerful fleets Sim desperately needed and courted, had seized the opportunity to attack the Dellacondan ally, Muri. Later, Sim would call it the darkest hour of the war.

Today, for perhaps the first time in history, there is no man living who knows from personal experience what it is to make war on his brothers. And that happy fact is the real legacy of Tarien and Christopher Sim.

Though no one realized it at the time, the attack on Muri might have been the best thing that could have happened, because it so outraged public opinion on Toxicon that, within a year, that world’s autocratic government collapsed. The interventionists, heartily supported by a rare alliance between the general population and the military, seized power, broke off the assault against their embattled victims, and promptly announced an intention to support the Dellacondans. Tragically, Toxicon’s ringing declaration of war was followed within hours by news of Christopher Sim’s death off Rigel.

I went home to a leisurely dinner, and drank a little more wine than usual. Jacob was quiet. It had turned cold outside, and blustery. The wind shook the trees and the house.

I wandered from room to room, paging through Gabe’s books, old histories and archeology texts mostly, accounts of excavations on the twenty-five or thirty worlds whose settlements had occurred deep enough in the past to allow for the collapse and interment of cultures.

There were some biographies, a few manuals on planetary sciences, a scattering of mythological texts, and a few general reference books.

Gabe had never shown much interest in literature for its own sake. He’d read Homer before we went to Hissarlik, Kachimonda before Battle Key, and so on. Consequently, when I came across additional volumes of Walford Candles in a remote corner of the house, I pulled them down, and stacked them alongside the material I’d brought from the Archive, added the volume of Rumors of Earth that had been in Gabe’s bedroom, and retreated with everything to the upstairs study.

I didn’t know much then about Candles’s literary reputation. But I was learning quickly. He was preoccupied with fragility and transience: passions too easily dissipated; youth too easily lost in the trauma of war. The most fortunate, in his view, are those who die heroically for a principle. The rest of us are left to outlive our friends, to watch love cool, and to feel the lengthening winter in our vitals.

It made for a depressing evening, but the books were well thumbed. Eventually, I went back and reread the ‘Leisha.’

Lost pilot,

She rides her solitary orbit

Far from Rigel,

Seeking by night

The starry wheel.

Adrift in ancient seas,

It marks the long year round,

Nine on the rim,

Two at the hub.

And she,

Wandering,

Knows neither port,

Nor rest,

Nor me.

 

Rigel had only one association: Sim’s death. But what did the rest of it mean? The notes suggested that the poet had considered the work completed. And there was no evidence that the editors found anything baffling about it. Of course, one almost expects to be puzzled by great poetry, I suppose.

According to the introduction to Dark Stars, the first volume of the series, Walford Candles had been a professor of classical literature, had never married, and was not appreciated in his own time. A minor talent, his contemporaries had agreed.

To us, he is a different matter altogether.

The poignancy of the sacrifices required by the men and women who fought with Christopher Sim shines everywhere in his work. Most of the poems in Dark Stars, News from the Front, and On the Walls purport to have been written in the Inner Room on Khaja Luan, while he waited to hear the inevitable about old friends who had gone to help the Dellacondans. Candles himself claimed to have offered his services, and been refused. No usable skills. Instead of fighting, his part became merely

To stand and count the names of those

Whose dust circles the gray worlds of Chippewa

And Cormoral.

 

Candles watches from a dark-lit corner while young volunteers hold a farewell party. One raises an eye to the middle-aged poet, nods, and Candles inclines his head in silent salute.

On the night that they learned about Chippewa, a prosperous physician who had never before been seen at the Inner Room, enters, and buys drinks for all. His daughter, Candles learns, has been lost on a frigate.

In ‘Rumors of Earth,’ the title work from his fourth volume, he describes the effect of reports that the home world is about to intervene. Who, then, he asks, will dare stand aside?

But it does not happen, and despite Chippewa, despite a hundred small victories, the battered force is pushed relentlessly back, into the final, fatal trap at Rigel.

The poems are dated, and there is a gap beginning at about the time of Sim’s death, extending for almost a year, during which Candles appears to have written nothing. And then comes his terrible indictment of Earth, and Rimway, and the others, which had delayed so long:

Our children will face again their silent fury,

And they will do it without the Warrior,

Who walks behind the stars

On far Belmincour.

 

‘There is no “Belmincour” listed in the catalogs,’ said Jacob. ‘It is apparently a literary reference, which might mean “enthusiastic war”, or “beautiful place of the heart”. Difficult to be sure: human languages are not very precise.’

I agreed.

‘Several towns on various worlds,’ he continued, ‘and one city on Earth, share the name. But it is not likely the poet refers to any of these.’

‘Then what?’

‘It has been a subject of dispute. Taken within its context, it appears to refer to a kind of Valhalla. Armand Halley, a prominent Candles scholar, argues that it is a classical reference to a better past, the world where Sim – in his words – would have preferred to live.’

‘Seems odd to use a place name, or a term, that no one understands.’

‘Poets do it all the time, Alex. It allows the reader’s imagination freer play.’

‘Sure,’ I grumbled. We were beginning to get some light in the east. And I was weary. But every time I closed my eyes, questions jabbed at me. Olander’s name rang a bell, but I couldn’t remember where (or if) I’d heard of him before.

And always, the supreme puzzle: what had Hugh Scott and the men of the Tenandrome seen?

I picked idly through the crystals I’d brought back from the Conciliar Library, selected one, and inserted it into Jacob’s reader.

‘The Spinners, sir?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Scott was supposed to have gone to Hrinwhar. Let’s see what it looked like to Sim.’

‘It’s very late, Alex.’

‘I know. Please run the simulation.’

‘If you insist. To opt out, you need, of course, only remove the headband.’ I sat down in the overstuffed chair, took the control packet from the equipment drawer in the coffee table, and inserted the jack into Jacob. ‘The program has a monitor. Do you wish me to sit in?’

‘I don’t think that’ll be necessary.’ I pulled the headband into place, and switched it on.

‘Activating,’ said Jacob.

A feminine voice, whiskey-flavored, flat, asked my name.

‘Alex,’ I said.

Alex, close your eyes. When you open them you will be on board the Pauline Stein. Do you wish a detailed review of the war to this point?

‘No, thank you.’

The Stein will be functioning as the command and control ship during this operation. Do you wish to participate in the ground raid, or do you prefer to ride with the command ship?

‘The command ship,’ I answered.

Alex, you are now on the bridge of the Stein. This program is designed to allow you simply to observe while the battle, as it has been reconstructed from available evidence, plays itself out. Or, if you prefer, we offer other options. You may take command of one of the frigates, or even assume flag responsibility and direct overall strategy, thereby possibly changing history. Which do you prefer?

‘I will watch.’

An excellent choice, she said.

I was alone in a forward cockpit with several battle displays. Voices crackled out of hidden speakers. The bridge opened out below me, and I could see occasional movement. A white-bearded, heavy man occupied a central seat. His face was turned away, but I could see the gleam of gold on his uniform. His posture and tone radiated command. The air was filled with voices speaking in hushed, unemotional tones.

I sat on a swivel chair within a plastic bubble. A dark, amorphous landscape moved beneath us, around us, gloomily illuminated by spasms of electricity. There was no sky, no stars, no steady light. It was a fearful place, and I was glad for the solid reassurance of the ship’s interior, the voices, the consoles, the chairpads. We are in the upper atmosphere of the super gas giant Masipol, said the Monitor. Sixth planet of Windyne. The mission target is Masipol’s eleventh moon, Hrinwhar, which orbits at a range of almost three-quarters of a million kilometers. Although the Ashiyyur do not anticipate an attack, there are major naval units in the area.

Occasionally, through what I presumed were breaks in heavy clouds, I glimpsed silver and green bands of light, a broad luminous arc that seemed to be traveling with us. Then it was gone, and in the brief glow of its passing, a universal gloom closed in.

The planetary rings, explained the Monitor. We’re climbing into orbit. They should be completely visible shortly.

Yes: moments later, shadows leaped from the surreal cloudscape. Wedges of soft radiance, and a dozen glittering belts of ice-hard light emerged.

It might have been the rainbow bridge of northern European folklore, risen from the mist, joining the horizons, overwhelming the starfields. Scarlet, yellow, and green planks were supported by a wide violet buttress. Blue and silver ribbons heightened the illusion of solidity by twisting round each other.

A few stars were scattered to the extreme north and south. And two shrunken suns were barely discernible in the glare. Coreopholi and Windyne, said the Monitor. They are known jointly as the Spinners, because both have an extremely high rotation rate. We are on the edge of the Arm, by the way, looking away from the Galaxy. This is the point of Sim’s deepest penetration into Ashiyyurean space.

Christopher Sim’s force consists of six frigates. And he has a problem: his ships have emerged from hyper within the past eight hours, and the Armstrong units are depleted. Little is known of the Dellacondan propulsion systems, but at best they will require the better part of a day before they can be used again. And he does not have time to wait.

An order of battle scrolled across my central display: the aliens have one heavy cruiser, two, and possibly three, light cruisers, seven destroyers, and thirteen to sixteen frigates. In addition there are several fleet escort vessels. The heavy cruiser itself is known to be in one of the orbiting docks, from which it can do no damage.

I knew we’d won at the Spinners, and I knew it had been against heavy odds. But that had been electronic knowledge: now I sat and watched an analysis of enemy firepower that should have utterly discouraged the Dellacondans.

‘What’s it about? What was Sim trying to accomplish?’

This system attracted his interest for a variety of reasons. It houses a major enemy base, which serves as a center for logistical coordination, communications, intelligence gathering, and long range strategic planning. This facility is believed to be ill-prepared to withstand an attack, both because of its distance from the fighting, and because of Ashiyyurean psychology. At this point the war is still young, and the enemy has not yet grown accustomed to human methods. Warfare among the aliens has traditionally been carried out on a formal, ritualistic basis. Opposing forces are expected to announce their intentions well in advance, draw up on opposite sides of the battle zone, exchange salutes, and, at an agreed-upon moment, commence hostilities. Sim, of course, fights in the classical human mode. Which is to say that he cannot be trusted. He ambushes lone warships, strikes supply points, attacks without warning, and, perhaps most outrageous of all, refuses to commit himself to formal battle. In the eyes of the Ashiyyur, he is unethical.

It’s always the side with the firepower that expects everybody to line up.

The base is constructed in the center of a crater, and is difficult to detect visually. It is actually an underground city of substantial size. Population at this time is believed to be on the order of eight thousand.

Sim anticipates that a successful raid here will have highly desirable long range consequences: he expects to gain access to detailed information on enemy warships, tactical capabilities, strategic plans. Furthermore, he hopes to disrupt enemy logistics, possibly compromise communications and cryptosystems, and maybe even carry off a few high-ranking prisoners. But his primary goal is to shatter the myth of Ashiyyurean invulnerability, and thereby encourage some of the worlds who have hung back to join the cause.

Outside, against the peaceful incandescence of the rings, Sim’s gray wolves swam into view. They were long and tapered and lovely. (What had Leisha Tanner said of them? When she measured her own reaction to these instruments of war, she despaired that any of us would survive.) Clusters of beam and particle weapons projected from a dozen stations. Emblazoned on the prow of each ship was the black harridan, pinions spread in flight, eyes narrowed, claws thrust forward.

On the inmost vessel, the device stood within a silver crescent: and I could not resist a surge of pride. It was the Corsarius, Sim’s own ship, whose likeness hangs now in Marcross’s brilliant oil in the Hall of the People. (The same print, by the way, that dominated one of Hugh Scott’s walls.) The artist hadn’t done her justice, and I don’t suppose any representation could. She was magnificent: a blue and silver bullet, her sleek hull bristling with weapons clusters and communications pods. A sunburst expanded across her parabolic prow. And she looked capable of damned near anything.

You can see two other frigates, said the Monitor. They are the Straczynski and the Rappaport. Straczynski has already earned a host of commendations, but she will be destroyed, with all her crew, four days from now during the defense of Randin’hal. Rappaport will be the only known Dellacondan vessel to survive the war. She is currently maintained as the centerpiece of the Hrinwhar Naval Museum on Dellaconda.

I sat, fascinated by the power and grace of the ships. They were silver and deadly in the cold illumination cast by the two suns. The bridge of the Corsarius spilled yellow light into the void: I could make out figures moving about inside. And the voices on the commlinks changed subtly, grew charged with tension.

I watched Straczynski lift gradually out of formation. She hovered a few moments, apparently falling behind; and then her engines flared, and she dropped away.

She is going to take out a communications relay station, said the Monitor. Rappaport will follow directly.

‘Monitor,’ I said, ‘We seem to have only four ships. Where are the other two? And where are the enemy defenses?’

Two frigates have re-entered linear space in a manner that allows them to approach from a different direction. One of the two, the Korbal, has been altered to put out the electronic ‘fingerprint’ of the Corsarius. Hrinwhar’s defenders have scrambled to attack the intruders.

‘All of them?’

A few units remain. But the light cruisers are gone!

I tried to recall the details of the raid on Hrinwhar, and was dismayed at how little I knew, other than that it had marked the first time the Confederates had seized the initiative.

Korbal and its companion vessel have already taken out a picket, and engaged in a brief exchange of fire with another frigate. This has given the enemy’s intelligence analysts time to draw false conclusions about the identity of their attacker, whom they now believe to be Sim. In addition, Ashiyyurean ships tracking the diversionary force have noted an anomaly in the thrust pattern of the vessel they think to be the Corsarius. They believe that Sim has engine trouble. Their great enemy seems to be helpless.

In the fragmented chatter of the ship’s intercom, I was able to pick up a running description of the action: ‘They are still pursuing Korbal toward Windyne. Korbal will stay in the sun to prevent visual inspection.’

‘Straczynski reports Alpha destroyed.’

Alpha’s a communications relay station, designated on your display, said the Monitor. Sim hopes to cut off all communications between the base and its defenders.

‘They’re not very bright,’ I said. ‘The Ashiyyur.’

They’re not accustomed to this sort of warfare. It is one of the reasons they hold us in contempt. They don’t expect an opponent to be dishonest. In their view, Sim should come forward, without stealth, without deceit, and fight like a man.

‘They don’t understand war,’ I grumbled.

A new voice, obviously accustomed to command: ‘Go to attack mode. Prepare to execute Windsong.’

They would reply that the brutality of armed combat demands a sense of ethics. A person who cheats in matters of life and death is perceived as a barbarian.

‘This is Corsarius: preliminary scan shows a cruiser in the area. It is escorted by two – no, make that three – frigates. Cruiser is Y-class, and is in geosynchronous orbit over base. Two of the frigates appear to be responding to Straczynski.’

‘Rappaport approaching Beta.’

‘Execute Windsong.’

Acceleration pressed me gently back into my seat. The cloudscape fell swiftly away. Corsarius rose and arced toward the rings, and rapidly dwindled to a triangle of lights moving against the sky.

‘This is Rappaport. Beta is dead. Communications should be out.’

‘We are now over the curve of the horizon, within view of enemy scans. Assume that Corsarius and Stein have been sighted.’

‘One frigate on intercept vector. No reaction yet from the cruiser.’

Targeting information flowed across the screens: schematics of the incoming frigate appeared, rotated. I could hear hatches closing throughout the ship. Below me, all activity seemed to have ceased. I reached up and increased the flow of cool air into the cockpit.

‘Cruiser getting underway.’

‘Corsarius will handle. Stein take the frigate.’

The lights of Sim’s ship blinked out. We kept on: the enemy vessel appeared on the short range scopes, a black sphere gliding toward us between the stars.

White light flared on its surface.

At the same instant, we turned a hard bone-crunching left.

I’d belted myself down. But I got thrown around pretty well anyway, and I managed to crack myself in the jaw. There was a brief spurt of nausea, and I would have touched the headband for reassurance except that I didn’t dare let go of the webbing until we straightened out.

‘Firing NDL,’ said the intercom. A shudder ran through the bulkheads, and lightning squirted toward the oncoming sphere.

‘On track.’

‘Another incoming.’ We swung violently in the opposite direction, and dived. I left my stomach behind, and started thinking about terminating. Hrinwhar’s lunar surface rolled suddenly across my field of vision, rose to a vertical, and dropped away.

‘We’ve got the cruiser cold!’

Those voices are from Corsarius, said the Monitor.

‘Full spread!’

It sounded encouraging, but we got hit ourselves about then, and the Stein shook until I wondered how in hell it held together. On the bridge, the captain spoke almost casually to his officers as though nothing out of the way was happening.

A nuclear fireball, silent, blossoming, swept by us. Then: ‘We got the bastards. They’re tumbling.’

‘Damage Control: report.’

A cheer down on the deck. ‘Mutes have lost propulsion.’

‘Forward shield collapsed, Captain. We’re working on it. Have it back in a few minutes.’

‘Straczynski has engaged the other two frigates.’

‘Rappaport, proceed to Straczynski assistance.’

‘Scopes all clear.’

‘Landing party stand by.’

‘Rappaport underway. ETA Straczynski’s position approximately eleven minutes.’

‘The cruiser has broken apart.’ Another cheer.

‘Captain, they’ve got nothing left to cover the heavy.’

Through the plexiglass there was only black sky and pockmarked rock. On my screens, though, I could see it, an enormous illuminated barbell, its lights blinking out in a pathetic effort to avoid detection. It floated on tethers, within the spidery bays of its orbiting dock.

‘Concur, Captain. No sign of tactical support.’

‘Acknowledged. Stein to Command. We have a heavy cruiser here. Permission to attack.’

‘Negative. Do not engage. Prepare to launch the assault teams.’

Men and equipment were moving through the ship. Sim will lead the ground force personally, the Monitor said.

I listened to more exchanges, and then the landers were away. Now the two frigates, acting in concert, descended to attack. From my own visit, I recognized the cluster of domes set on the bleak moonscape.

A beam of pale light cut through the black sky. It appeared to be originating from a point north of the base. ‘Laser,’ said the intercom.

My displays locked on the source: a pair of dish antennas. We lobbed a plasma weapon of some sort in their general direction. The area erupted in a brilliant slow-motion conflagration, and the lights vanished.

After the ground assault had got well under way, we climbed back into orbit, where we were joined by Rappaport and Straczynski. It was a nervous time: we were now exceedingly vulnerable, and even I, who knew how it would all come out, waited anxiously, watching for the appearance of the enemy fleet on the scopes, listening to the reports coming back up from the landing force.

Resistance on the ground gave way quickly. Within ten minutes, Sim’s raiders had broken through the outer defenses, and entered the base proper.

‘Monitor,’ I said, ‘how much of an advantage do the Ashiyyur have in close combat?’

You mean because of their telepathic capability?

‘Yes.’

Probably none. Experts don’t think they can sort things out quickly enough to be of any real value in a combat situation. It may be fortunate that their capabilities are only passive in nature. If they could transmit, project thoughts or emotions into the minds of their enemies, things might have been very different.

The fighting turned quickly into a rout. Sim and his force moved almost at will through the enemy complex, collecting communication and tactical data, and destroying everything else: spare parts, supplies, weapons, intelligence systems, and command and control equipment.

‘Corsarius to landing party: we urge you to finish up and prepare to return.’

‘Why?’ It was the authoritative voice I’d heard earlier. I had no doubt who its owner was. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘We’re going to have company. We have line of sight readings on the mutes. They’re coming fast.’

‘How long?’

‘They’ll be within maximum firing range in about thirty-seven minutes.’

Pause. Then the voice from the ground again: ‘I thought we’d have more time, Andre. Okay: we’ll be starting the Stein team up immediately. The rest of us will follow in about ten minutes.’

‘That’s cutting it close.’

‘Best I can do. Release Straczynski and Rappaport. Tell them to withdraw. We’re getting everything, Andre. Cross index on the entire fleet, breakout on cryptosystems, you name it.’

‘Won’t do us any good if we don’t get out.’

I asked Monitor how long it would take for the Corsarius lander to rendezvous with its ship. The precise answer depended on a couple of variables, but it came down to approximately twenty-three minutes. That meant that we could get underway before the Ashiyyur began shooting, but we would be accelerating from orbital velocity. They’d overhaul us pretty quickly. Long before we could make the jump into hyper. Unless I was missing something, we were going to get blown up.

Blips appeared on my long range scan. Destroyers and frigates. We weren’t tracking the big stuff yet, which meant they were probably having a hard time getting turned around and pointed in our direction. That would help.

Corsarius did not pass that extra bit of information along to the force on the ground.

The Stein lander reported that it was away. Moments later, we began to accelerate toward rendezvous.

The enormous bulk of Masipol hung in the western sky, an eerily lit purple blotch, an ill omen. I strained to see the lander, watched the giant planet, and kept an eye on the blips, which grew in size, and gradually defined themselves into forms I could read: a flotilla of destroyers here, a squadron of frigates there.

Again the voice from Corsarius: ‘Chris.’

‘We’re moving as fast as we can.’

‘You’re out of time.’

‘Acknowledged.’

I could hear people breathing on the intercom. Someone was making course adjustments. Then a new voice: ‘Prepare the Phantom. Mask all systems.’
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