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            WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE

          

        

      

    

    
      Eighteen thousand years before the main story begins, the galaxy-spanning Atlantaean Empire fell – not over the thousands of years one would expect, but literally overnight, with her cities falling dark, ships spinning out of control or exploding, every single device on which they depended failing at the most crucial times. The forces behind this fall intended that, in time, even the memory of Atlantaea would fade… for they feared Atlantaea’s power, and especially the enigma that had founded Atlantaea, and might, one day, return…

      Commander Sasham Varan arrived at Tangia, an outpost on the border between the Reborn Empire and the Zchoradan Meld; a very uneasy peace, punctuated by raids, exists between the two star nations, and Tangia is a likely danger spot. Still, Varan is happy to find that an old friend, Diorre Jearsen, is also stationed on Tangia, and the two shortly discover that their old friendship has become something more with time. During this short, happy time, Varan and Jearsen meet the mysterious free trader called The Eonwyl.

      A surprise Zchoradan attack puts Varan and Jearsen in the position of holding off a boarding force by themselves; they do well, but one of the leaders of the alien invaders is also a psionic. Jearsen is frozen in place and killed, and Varan nearly falls as well, but manages, somehow, to fight off the influence of the creature and kill him, then hold off the remaining force until rescued.

      When the recordings of his victory reach Oro, the Capital, they cause quite a stir. Another of Varan’s friends, Taelin Mel’Tasne, who is a member of the very powerful Five Families (one of several branches of the Imperial government), is immediately dispatched to bring Varan back.

      Sasham Varan is still recovering from his ordeal, having discovered that in addition to losing Jearsen he has also developed a true phobia of Zchoradans or any related species such as the Chakrons (who are common Imperial subjects). Taelin’s arrival is a puzzling but welcome interruption, until Taelin reveals why he was sent so swiftly: the recordings show that Varan managed to act against the psionic even after his suit’s psi-shields collapsed… and at the same time, show no evidence that Varan himself was psionic.

      This is unique. It violates the basic fact known throughout the galaxy, that if you are not a psi, you cannot fight a psi. More, it is known that human psionics universally go megalomaniacally insane; thus, psionics are feared and banned throughout the Reborn Empire. Varan’s survival demands immediate investigation, headed by none other than Shagrath, the Prime Monitor – the overseer of the overseers of the Empire.

      It appears that Varan’s survival is – at least in part – due to his mastery of the meditative focus taught in the ancient martial art Tor, which is said to descend from Atlantaea itself. Shagrath introduces Varan to Sooovickalassa, a scientist of a species called the R’Thann, and after Sooovickalassa’s tests, lets Varan in on a frightening secret: they are working on a process to create stable human psionics… and the results indicate that Varan is the most promising candidate they have ever found.

      After much soul-searching, Varan agrees to undergo the process. During the process, however, there is an instant where his mind has become tremendously receptive, and at that moment, Shagrath and Sooovickalassa have an argument. For one tiny instant, Varan sees into Shagrath’s mind… and learns that Shagrath is neither in any way human, nor in any way benign. Shagrath is something monstrously alien and malevolent, and he has hidden, and deadly, plans for Varan and the entire Empire.

      Varan awakens to find that he is indeed developing psionic abilities, and manages, through luck and foresight, to avoid having Shagrath discover what he knows. Partly this is because of another horrid revelation: Shagrath is, himself, a powerful psionic.

      Varan is now trapped; there is no chance that, as his powers progress and are tested heavily by Shagrath, he will be able to maintain the masquerade and hide his knowledge that Shagrath is an enemy of the Empire. Nor can he escape, as the experiment is taking place in the center of one of the most powerful  and extensive military bases of the Reborn Empire, Silan-Luria Base.

      In desperation, he reaches out to Sooovickalassa (whose name he shortens to “Vick”) during a test that shields them from detection by any others. The R’Thann scientist, it turns out, has already had grave misgivings about Shagrath and his motivations, and after some consideration, says that he has an idea that may save them both – if Varan has the courage to trust Vick with his life, mind, and perhaps soul.

      The stratagem is a daring one – and it succeeds. During his tests, Vick suppresses the key memories in Varan, and weakens some of Varan’s moral strictures. This eliminates the chance of Shagrath discovering the truth when in contact with Varan’s mind, and also makes Varan more … flexible, more willing to accept more and more compromises for the sake of the “greater good” in the future. Shagrath himself is pleased by this progress; he finds it infinitely amusing that the upright hero of the Empire will, eventually, become one of its destroyers, all while remaining convinced of his essential rightness.

      But at the culmination of the psionic testing, Varan’s powers begin to fail; it soon becomes evident that, as with prior attempts, they were only temporary. He reached a greater peak than the prior subjects, but is falling back to normal human even more quickly than he rose. Shagrath, to both console Varan and put the traumatized officer (now a Captain) even more in his debt, gives Varan command of the Teraikon, a powerful research vessel that will make good use of Varan’s talents in command, engineering, and sciences.

      Once Teraikon has departed from Oro, Vick appears in Varan’s cabin and speaks a trigger phrase, returning Varan to his original self. Sickened by what he had nearly become and even more so by what he now knows of Shagrath, Varan swears that he will find some way to rip Shagrath’s mask off and save the Empire from whatever he is planning.

      Taelin receives a message from Varan which seems completely innocent, but some subtle patterns tell him there is another message hidden within, concealed through associations with shared experiences between the two friends. Eventually, he decodes it, to find the message consists of three terrifying words: “Please trust me.” What could possibly lead his friend – someone who had saved Taelin’s life when they were young, who had always been the most reliable and trusted person in Taelin’s circle of friends, someone who Taelin had in fact just proposed for elevation to one of the Great Families – to ask Taelin to trust him, as though this would be even a question?

      Unaware of these dark undercurrents, The Eonwyl is pleased to hear of Varan’s elevation, despite her own knowledge that there are parts of the Empire – including her own homeworld, Fanabulax – that do not fit with Varan’s idealistic beliefs. She thinks that, perhaps, if people like Varan can still climb to the heights, there may be hope that the Empire can be saved.

      On board Teraikon, Varan meets with numerous alien scientists, including Guvthor Hok Guvthor, a gigantic bearlike astrophysicist, Hmmseeth, a strange semi-aquatic tentacled sociological researcher, planetary geophysicist Golden Pattern of Crystal Inlay, and others. He develops a good relationship with his crew, including the shipboard Monitor Nissen Frankel; Frankel was also one of Varan’s childhood friends who chose the Monitor path instead of becoming Navy or Guardsman.

      Varan also assists Vick in his own project: to apply the process to Vick. The R’Thann scientist was a “defective” of his people, all of whom have some degree of psionics. The R’Thann quite directly admits that his entire purpose in assisting Shagrath in the research was to find a way to give himself the powers that should have been his by birth.

      But then Varan is caught by Monitor Frankel… and discovers that a strange, eerie screaming noise he has heard on occasional is not some peculiar psionic interference or natural phenomenon, but the signature of some monstrous alien mentality hidden within Frankel. The two battle, with Frankel showing an ability to increase his powers by drawing on some outside reserve, and despite everything Varan can do he is nearly killed…

      … until Guvthor Hok Guvthor intervenes by dropping several tons of deck plating on top of Frankel just before the Monitor can deliver the final blow. Despite the general fear of psionics in the Empire, Guvthor and others manage to convince a good proportion of the crew to still trust Varan – partly with evidence of how Varan fought to protect others, even at the risk of his own life in the battle with Frankel.

      But this is only a temporary respite; as psionics allow instantaneous contact even across Galactic distances, Frankel had already notified Shagrath that Varan was no powerless human, and now the Prime Monitor is on the way, in the fastest ship in the Empire – one of the few remaining functional Atlantaean vessels. The only possible avenue of escape is suggested by Guvthor; they are currently watching a once-in-many-lifetimes event, the collision of two neutron stars to become a new black hole, and if they can, in a smaller vessel – say, an FTL-equipped lifeboat or cutter – dive into the gravitic field and activate the drive at just the right moment, they could be flung across a large section of the Galaxy and out of Shagrath’s reach.

      The desperate maneuver succeeds; unfortunately, though they did their best to hide the truth, the crew of Teraikon cannot quite fool Shagrath, and he makes use of his own unique powers to change their memories and even the records on board the ship to accord with the story he wants to tell – about how Captain Sasham Varan has become a dangerous, renegade psionic willing even to kill his own friends!

      Still, he also has no intention of letting Varan escape, and sends all of his allies – more of the bodiless, alien beings like the one that had been within Frankel – to search all the worlds of the Empire that seem likely refuges for Varan. He will be found.

      Varan, with Guvthor and Vick, make it to the border world of Meletta, where they can sell their stolen Naval ship and then, hopefully, charter a vessel to somewhere they can recruit help in what is increasingly clear must become a revolutionary organization. A chance decision by Varan leads him to discover that The Eonwyl is also on Meletta, and after some tense negotiations, she agrees to be their transport.

      But some of the screaming-mindvoiced beings detect them as they leave, and small warships move to intercept. The Eonwyl reveals that her ship (also called The Eonwyl) is far more capable than it appears, and takes out one patrol vessel and evades two more before making the jump… taking Varan on the next step of his journey.

      At the end, Taelin is trying, numbly, to grasp the fact that his best friend has become a monster… and cannot do it. There are too many inconsistencies, despite all the evidence, things that Taelin simply cannot accept. He finds that his brother Lukhas, who works in Imperial Security, also does not believe Varan is either mad or a traitor, and after Lukhas hears the three-word message, the two of them realize that the only possible explanation points to the Prime Monitor as a villain, likely a psionic of unimagined power… and that they must begin the most dangerous possible game of working against him from within the Empire, so that whenever he returns, Varan will find he is not alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SECTION ONE: THE DEMON-HAUNTED STARS
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            SET COURSE FOR DISGRACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Taelin:

      He slammed his travel case down on the table. “It’s too sinking late to argue it, Trey! We arranged that meeting of the Greater Families a year ago in Osea, and that’s not getting changed, and you’re up for running it!”

      “That much I’m not arguing.” He winced at his wife’s voice, once constantly warm and supportive, now cold, with more than a hint of contempt. “But there’s no reason for you to come along. I can take the Valabacal myself.”

      He yanked up the case again and started striding for the launch area. “You’re welcome to your meeting, I’m not coming along for that. I—”

      “Of course you aren’t!” she flared, walking with tight, controlled steps that seemed filled with anger. “You’ve been avoiding every single Family responsibility you could for months! You’re coming to Osea because of that killuk race –”

      “—The Osean Seven Stars is not just a race any more than a warship is a lifeboat, and you know –”

      “Oh, please, please, be quiet, Taelin!” Her voice was near to tears and Taelin was taken aback. He could also see, out of the corner of his eye, some of the staff staring at them. Whispering. “I don’t know why, but you’ve given up, as though what happened with Sash –”

      “Don’t you even dare say that name!”

      She cut off, swallowed, looked away. “I… Fine, Taelin. We don’t have any more time to waste on this. And there’s more than one cabin on Valabacal, anyway. But I just don’t know who you are, anymore. They’re talking kattasi and you don’t even seem to care!”

      He said nothing to that; she’d take it as either assent or simply ignoring her. Valabacal lay ahead like a gold and silver dagger whose guard was two sharp arrowheads with mighty engines embedded within, a shape that seemed to be in flight even now, sitting on the ground with two pearl-gray ramps reaching down from the sides. But now that beauty that usually lifted his heart seemed hidden behind a grim veil.

      She took the right-hand ramp with a glance that told him he had best not even use the same entrance to the yacht as she did.

      He gave a theatrical and insulting gesture that went all the way back to the pre-Imperial days and finally responded to her last sally. “Why should I care? That’ll keep me out of all that waste of time, eh?” he shouted after her, then laughed, and skipped his way lightly up the ramp, aware that his parting shot must have been overheard.

      He dropped the case to the deck without even bothering to bring it to his cabin, feeling the weight of gloom settling on him like a dark and freezing night. Kattasi; complete Family disgrace. They’ll be forced to kick me out, take my name off the rolls of the Five. If it’s bad enough, I may even be listed to a Lesser family. I won’t go farther down than that… probably… because of prior service. But I’ll be out of Councils, forbidden speaking privileges… my codes revoked.

      Taelin threw himself into the pilot’s chair and sat immobile for a minute, gathering his will. I knew this would be bad. But knowing it… and living through it… that’s something really different. He took a deep breath, brushed his long golden hair out of the way, and put the carefree expression back on his face as he opened the channel. “This is Valabacal, Mel’Tasne estate, requesting clearance and departure vector.”

      Even Oro Control’s response sounded chillier than usual. “Destination, Valabacal?”

      “Osea system, for a Greater Families annual meeting.” While he was going for the races, even his self-centered new persona wouldn’t rub that in the faces of outsiders, especially when there was a perfectly legitimate and vastly more respectable reason the ship was departing.

      The chilliness seemed to have faded with such a clear and official reason. “Valabacal, you have clear sky on Vector 15-30 with a wide margin. Seven Standing.”

      “Standing and Unfallen, Control.” He touched the controls and sent the yacht climbing along the precise indicated vector. “Valabacal, enroute.”

      And probably my last trip as a member of the Five Families… unless Lukhas and I actually win, somehow. This would be an ideal trip to make the decision, declare kattasi. He’d be far away from the capital, he could be allowed to keep the yacht as long as he stayed far away – much more convenient than having him kicked off their estates, and Trey could of course get home any number of ways, even buy herself a new yacht. He’d be able to disappear unless his goal was to embarrass the others, but they all knew that wasn’t the case; no matter how much they felt he’d changed, they knew he wasn’t malicious.

      Mother would be devastated but not surprised, not now, and Trey had just made HER attitude abundantly clear. Without any other close members of the family, there wouldn’t be anyone to fight it; Lukhas, of course, intended him to follow this course.

      But it’s so very hard, especially now, with Trey…

      Still… if they were right, he wasn’t taking half the risk of Lukhas, let alone Sasham Varan. His best friend’s name was becoming a whisper of fear now; rumor had it he’d been sighted out on the border, destroyed an armed and ready patrol vessel, then disappeared. Rumors of course just enlarged the fear and the tales, but if you believed the secret official recordings, the truth was bad enough, with former Captain Sasham Varan displaying a terrifying level of telekinetic and telepathic power, wielding it in the classic fashion of a human psionic whose power was driving him ever more insane.

      Of course, if he and Lukhas were right, the truth was even worse. Varan might or might not be a psionic, but he wasn’t the one who’d betrayed the Empire. That honor would be reserved for Prime Monitor Shagrath – the man most responsible for the security of the Empire, the right hand of the Emperor, the second most powerful man in all of the Reborn Empire. And unfortunately, the only evidence they had were deductions based on the few things they knew that Shagrath did not, including three cryptic words from the now-reviled Varan.

      Valabacal reached the conversion limit, and Taelin set the course and watched as the sky flared and transformed to moving darkness and streaming light of conversion space. He sighed and stood up. Back to the play.

      He turned. Just then, the door to the control room slid open and Treyuusei stepped in, looking just as grim as she had when they got on board. He decided it was best not to say anything, just let her take the room for whatever she wanted. He could head back to his cabin.

      “Taelin.” Her voice did not allow for the possibility of ignoring her, and – truthfully – neither his real self or the kattasi-doomed version he was playing would.

      “Yes, Trey?” he asked, turning to face her instead of stepping all the way through the door.

      A bomb seemed to explode under his jaw. He staggered back and fell limply against the wall, sight glazed over with red. He shook his head, trying to clear it, blinking up through a ripple of pain-generated tears at Trey, who was rubbing her fist either because the impact had hurt… or she was getting ready to punch him a second time.

      “What in the Emperor’s name was that for?”

      Her lips tightened. “For not trusting me.”

      As he tried to grasp that, she reached down and hauled him to his feet, her strength reminding him that she was every bit his equal – not a surprise, given the reputation of the Dellitamas, her own family. Her eyes were suddenly softer, shimmering with tears of their own. “I don’t know why you and Lukhas are doing this, but if he were here, I’d lay him out too!”

      He blinked stupidly. “You… you knew?” He did not even attempt to deny it. There was nothing stupider than clinging to a blown cover. Oh, in some cases the cover wasn’t completely blown, you might be able to recover – at least enough to escape. But this was not one of those times.

      “Taelin, I…” Treyuusei managed a tiny smile. “I didn’t know, not right away. But I knew you, and no matter what happened – even with what happened to Sasham – I just couldn’t believe that was the way his loss would affect you.”

      Sort of the same reason Lukh and I didn’t buy Shagrath’s story about Varan. Evidence said one thing, but we knew Varan too well to believe it. “Okay, you’re right, Trey. But we wanted to keep you out of it.”

      “The fewer who know the less chance of leaks, yes, of course.” She was no less familiar with the practicalities. “But now I can help you.”

      The fear was stronger now, because he suddenly envisioned the danger she had just gotten herself into. But too late to keep her out. Now she has to come all the way in, if any of us are going to have a chance. “And you waited until now because in conversion space no one can be spied on.”

      “Exactly.”

      He looked at her grimly, and saw his expression get her attention. “All right, Treyuusei. But you have to keep everyone and I mean everyone – my sister and mother, your parents, your uncle, everyone – in the dark. We’re going to play through the argument at Osea, and I’m guessing I’ll be kattasi before that trip’s done.”

      She nodded slowly.

      “Then here’s what we know.” He told her everything, from Varan’s behavior to the three terrifying words hidden in associative code to the fateful images contained on the records of the Teraikon – and the even more terrifying conclusion that those images must have been faked. “And if you follow all the evidence, that means it’s either Shagrath himself… or one of his immediate subordinates. And I really don’t think any underling could hide this kind of thing under Shagrath’s nose.”

      “Towers…” she breathed as the truth began to sink in. “Poor Sasham! He’s alone and being chased by –”

      “Worse than that, Trey, much worse. Right now, wherever he is – and we both are pretty sure he’s alive – he’s being used by Shagrath and his company as a shadow enemy, as something to drum up fear and uncertainty. There’s always been agitation for increased power to protect us from various things, and psis are the obvious target and excuse. If Sasham’s gotten far enough away, that doesn’t help us – they can then accuse him of causing just about anything they want.”

      “And without evidence…”

      “… we don’t know enough to know what – if anything – we could use our codes on that would give us the evidence we need. We only have a few hours if we use them unilaterally.”

      She sat quietly, thinking, for a few minutes. Then she smiled, and reached out, touching his cheek more gently than she had in a month. “And we’re going to have to go through with this. You’re going to be the ignored disgraced son… who’s a spy. Yes, I see where Lukhas is going with this. I don’t like it, but I see it, and it’s necessary. You’re going to be careless, a Lesser Family once of the Five, making his way by curiosity, peddling his little influence, an ego twice too large… Oh, Taelin, how hard that’s going to be for you.”

      “I can’t pretend I’ll like it much. The hardest part will be making it look like I do like it.”

      “And looking for clues as to what’s really going on. But I can help.”

      “How?”

      “Well, first, our argument can finish things perfectly. But after that… people know how we used to be. It wouldn’t be hard at all to imagine me meeting you once in a while…”

      He grinned suddenly, with a vision of occasional, brief joy to illuminate the grim future ahead. “… and if we then fought during or after, still you’d be a perfect way to get information back to Lukh… even better than associative code in some ways.” He winced slightly as his jaw made clear that Trey hadn’t pulled her punch. “Ow.”

      She looked satisfied. “You deserved it. But here, let me take a look.”

      “I suppose I sort of deserved it. But Lukh and I… we were trying to protect you.”

      She ran some quickheal over the bruise. “I am of the Five, Taelin, and you two should have remembered that. If you didn’t trust me, that’s one thing – I suppose I can’t actually trust anyone else either. But we are the Five, and we don’t need protection from anyone. Even Shagrath knows that. He’s doing this because he knows.”

      Taelin laughed and suddenly reached out, pulled her close. For a long time they kissed as they hadn’t ever since his path had become clear, and Taelin felt a sick, tight knot relaxing. He’d feared what his mother might think, shuddered at the words that would be spoken by his other friends in the Five and Great Families… but he had almost not dared to think of what it would mean to have left Treyuusei behind and hating or despising him.

      Now I won’t have to.

      She smiled, and he saw she understood that. “And when we get to Osea,” she said gently, “you can do what you’ll have to do.” She kept hold of his hand, but turned towards the door that led towards the cabins. “But that, my love, is almost four weeks away.”

      It was a short reprieve… but as Taelin followed her, he felt his strength and courage returning. Short enough… but though she is now in danger, neither of us will die with the other thinking something hateful.

      And that’s more than our friend can expect, if we fail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            QUIET DISCUSSION OF DIRECTIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Varan:

      “You’re good at that.”

      I glanced toward my feet and a little outward – carefully, to keep from bashing my head against the access hatch – to see the Eönwyl looking up at me. “I’ve seen a fair amount of action out on the border, and a lot of it before I was commanding. Replacing shield coils and crystal matrices gets to be pretty much a habit.”

      That won a quick, bright smile from her. “A duty, but one that a lot of people aren’t conscientious about, especially in the civilian world. And there’s still more difference between someone doing it out of habit and doing it right.”

      I realized I had no idea when she arrived, as I’d been doing this for an hour and a half, at least. “How long have you been watching?”

      “Long enough to see that you were resonance-balancing each unit as you placed them – and rejecting some of them because the balance wasn’t perfect. Believe me, I can’t trust even shipyard overhaul people to do that unless I watch them.”

      Which of course told me that she’d been checking up on me specifically to find out how good a tech I was. I couldn’t blame her. “And you obviously do watch them, and a good thing, too. I was very suitably impressed by The Eönwyl.” I was speaking of course of her ship, but the same sentence could easily apply to its eponymous owner and pilot.

      “Thank you.” She kept watching as I went on with the few remaining matrices that had been burned out in our head-to-head battle against the Marjaav-class patrol ship Lalam. “Are you almost finished?”

      “Two more to go,” I answered, fitting in the third-to-last and checking the resonance imagery. The miniature crystalline structure showed mostly green, a little blue at some intersections but nothing outside of milspec. Good enough. “You need me for something else?” I wouldn’t be surprised if she did; a civilian independent trader going up against even the smallest of warships would be lucky to get away at all, let alone without significant damage.

      “No more repairs, if that’s what you mean. I’d like to talk to you a bit, Captain… that is, Sasham Varan.” She stumbled over my rank – not surprising, as I felt the same little jolt every time I realized I no longer could be addressed that way. Technically I had a few other titles that I hadn’t lost – even as a renegade from the Empire they couldn’t say I wasn’t a qualified engineer, for instance – but none of them felt at all the same.

      “I’ll be at your disposal in about five minutes, Eönwyl.”

      It was actually only about three before I packed away the remaining components and dropped down the shaft to the narrow corridor that was in the center of The Eönwyl’s port-side crescent pylon. “Done.”

      She nodded and turned to lead the way down the corridor. We moved along in a silence I found unsurprising – given that she probably spent the majority of her life in this vessel, alone, she was probably very much out of the habit of making small talk except in some kind of trading setting. I found it less oppressive than I might have elsewhere, though there was still some tension in wondering what she had in mind.

      In a few minutes we reached the small kitchen/dining room located near the center of the main body of the ship. It was a place Guvthor could never reach unless he was willing to worm his way through corridors barely large enough for his massive shoulders, and that held little to attract Dr. Sooovickalassa’s interest. The Eönwyl walked over to a cabinet and took out a jar. “I’m having samahei – want a cup?”

      I found samahei a little sour for my taste, but you could always add something like pelam syrup, and it was sure good for giving you a little boost. “Yes, thanks.” With the offer I relaxed a bit. This wouldn’t seem to be a discussion of an immediate problem or of some misgivings about the job we’d hired her for – which would be potentially disastrous.

      She set the shaved bark in the steamer, which sent live steam whistling through, stripping out the aromatics and condensing in the connected tubing to drip into the pot. It took only a few minutes to make two cups; I noticed she already had a syrup dispenser out, so we obviously took it the same way.

      She sat down at the little table, across from me, and watched quietly as I finished mixing my cup to taste. I glanced at her. “Well, Captain, you called this meeting.”

      She nodded. “Yes, I did. Sasham… I need to know something more about our passengers. You’ve given the story of what happened to you, but I’m still a bit wary of your friends.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Not of me – renegade psionic and former Navy officer?”

      She shook her head, laughing for a brief moment before the serious expression came back. “No, surprising though you may find it… or, to be honest, surprising as I find it. I had only met you the once, yes, but it was… rather striking how many people I met who had something to say about you, and almost all of it good. And you paid a debt many might have forgotten, or who might have decided to repay in a less risky fashion, and did so even when you really could not afford to draw attention to yourself. So… no. I think you are the same man I met in the hospital of Tangia Station, only… more so, if that makes any sense.”

      “I’m not sure it does, and that sounds somehow like embarrassingly effusive praise even though it… well, isn’t, quite. But thanks.”

      Her smile was just a hair more relaxed. “You’re welcome. So I was hoping to see what you thought about your companions – and if you have any second thoughts, either about them or our destination.”

      I nodded, and thought about it as I nursed my cup of samahei. “All right. As long as I can ask some questions about you.”

      She gave a wry smile. “Trading with a trader. Fair enough.”

      I leaned back and looked at the white and silver-trimmed ceiling. “Well, I’ve known Vick a lot longer than I have Guvthor… but in some ways I suppose you’d be right to say I still don’t really know him. But I do trust him. I had to. I’m not sure you really understand just how much I was in his hands.”

      The head with that fantastic sunburst of hair nodded. “Oh, I think I do. But on the other hand, once he recognized what sort of monster he was working for, he had a personal interest in making you into a weapon he could use – and a tool to get the treatment applied to himself. All his actions could have been motivated by pure self-interest, no more.”

      “If you dig deep enough,” I pointed out, “all motivations are pure self-interest. It’s what you define as your self and your interest that matters.”

      “A point, I suppose; even altruism at its base comes from feeling better about yourself because you’re doing what you think is right,” she conceded. “But what do you know about Dr. Sooovickalassa’s motives?”

      “A lot and a little at once. I’ve only seen flashes of his thoughts – he’s even more private than I am a lot of the time. But I know this: to him and, I think, the R’Thann, his people, the universe is filled with tests – tests of courage, tests of will, tests of survival, tests of honor. They gauge each other by the ability to pass various tests, and by his standards – he has mentioned more than once – I have met and passed an impressive Testing indeed, and that Testing involved giving my trust to a being who offered me hope, but no other reason to trust him with my mind, my soul, and my life.

      “By his views, if I understand him right, he is immensely indebted to me for that, and now more so because I have helped him to gain the powers that should have been his from birth – and the lack of which caused his exile. I don’t know if he’s capable of being the sort of friend that you can feel… comfortable with, but my gut tells me that he is bound by that debt – that for him not to help me to achieve my own goal would be complete and utter dishonor.” I remembered the conversation just after the three of us had made our escape from Shagrath. “And now that I think about it, he only really got angry at me once: when I got discouraged and talked about what I’d lost. His words … well, they only told half the story. The real problem was that I had failed to give credit for what I had gained – him as an ally.”

      A contralto chuckle accompanied her smile. “Very aware of his importance, I see. Still, that is useful to know, and at least now I have some idea of what to expect from him, and your impressions fit with those I have had so far.

      “What of the Thovian?”

      I cast my mind back over the last several months, ever since the day the immense Guvthor Hok’ Guvthor had stepped aboard the Teraikon with an archaic axe slung over his back and several tons of advanced scientific equipment stacked behind him. “You know… now that I think of it, in some ways he’s more of a mystery than Vick. I’ve met people from primitive worlds before, and they’re not… exactly… like him at all.” I paused, trying to figure out how to put it. “Obviously there’s nothing that says that a creature whose native culture is pre-spaceflight – or, judging from the files on Thovia, pre-industrial – has to be any less bright than the rest of us, and as I said, I’ve met several who had been brought from primitive worlds and educated and were doing very well in the Empire.

      “But… well, they still had the same air about them of amazement, even if they hid it well. They still had reactions to our technology that showed how their people thought of things as miracles, as potential tools of the gods, or as threats. If they weren’t raised in the Empire from the time they were very little, they still saw the universe in their hearts as though through the eyes of that same primitive.

      “Guvthor… he’s got none of that. It’s not just that he’s a scientist-engineer, it’s that he seems perfectly comfortable in this E-steel and electronics world, despite the fact that his people live in ornamented caves and log structures built from native trees and don’t have a single electrical device among them other than those given away to them by Imperial contact teams.”

      “That matches my impression,” agreed the Eönwyl.

      “In fact…” I trailed off, thinking about our recent discussion that had led to our decision to set course for Thovia in the first place. “… in fact, the more I think about it, he almost sounds like a member of a Contact Team himself.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “A Contact Team with the Reborn Empire? So, what, you think he’s some sort of super-being, like in Torline’s Quest?”

      I burst out laughing. “You watched that old thing too? It was my favorite imageplay when I was a kid.”

      She looked embarrassed, but I thought the very slight darkening of her cheeks actually looked pretty. “Well… yes, it was one of the few sets of imagechips we had in my family.”

      “Don’t make it sound like a shameful secret; I had copies on board Teraikon that I had to leave behind!” I returned to the subject at hand. “No, I don’t. He’s got some kind of secret, but… I don’t think he was lying about being in a lot of danger when Frankel and I were fighting. He may be resistant to psi probes, but that won’t protect him or anyone else from being squashed by someone throwing even more steel than he can lift down onto his head. And I never got the feeling that he thought we were actually primitive. Vick sometimes gives me that feeling, and, come to think of it, some of the Ptial did when I worked with them during the Uralian incident, but not Guvthor.”

      She pursed her lips, then shrugged. “We all have secrets, I suppose. So you trust them both.”

      “I think I – and you – have to, unless something happens to change our minds.”

      “I suppose you’re right. Given that, are you still sure of our destination? Just because you trust them is no reason you have to follow either of them, and – speaking perfectly bluntly – I consider you the leader. If you wish to change course, we will do so.”

      Change course. I hadn’t really thought about it much, not once we’d made the decision. But… “The only alternative I can see is Thann’ta, Vick’s homeworld. We can’t go anywhere in the Empire and I don’t have many contacts outside… well, there’s the Ptial; they respect me. But there’s… complications to trying to negotiate there.” I recalled the invitation I’d gotten from the Hyarale, the High Priestess of Narleya, after my tour of duty, and what the transfer had entailed. I had declined, for some obvious reasons and some not quite so easy to define, and there were those in my command who’d thought I was insane to turn her down. Still… Definite complications. Not quite that desperate. “What about you?”

      She looked intrigued by my comments about the Ptial, but shook her head. “I have none useful for this little problem, no.”

      “Then I don’t see I have very much choice,” I said regretfully. “Either Thovia or Thann’ta, and there’s no way I’m going to choose Thann’ta – and not just because it’s a place that kicked out someone like Vick simply because he wasn’t born a psi. I heard through Taelin in a couple of letters – before I had to leave – that Thann’ta was enough of interest that the Monitors and Security both were keeping an eye on them. That’s not a direction the most-wanted fugitive in the Empire should be going.” I didn’t of course know for certain that I was the most-wanted, but – being honest with myself – I couldn’t think of anyone else that would out-rank a renegade former Imperial officer who happened to also be a potentially ultra-class psionic for that dubious honor.

      “Thovia it has to be, then. Let’s hope our large furry passenger’s mysterious hints turn out to have as much substance as he implies.”

      “So,” I said, that subject having been closed, “I was wondering about you. Where do you come from? Rumors fly in all directions and of course you’ve never confirmed any of them. I can guess you must’ve been pretty poor, if you only had a few imageplay series on chip. Border family?”

      “Not … exactly.” She looked reluctant, and I think she almost turned away at that point; but something, probably her promise to let me ask some of these questions, kept her from doing so. “I was… my family is… contract workers.”

      “Family?” I know that sounded stupid, but The Eönwyl was such a lone and singular figure I’d never thought about her having had family, although obviously she must have had someone. “So you worked out your Contract?”

      She started to laugh, then cut herself off with an apologetic glance at me. “Sasham… I really shouldn’t laugh. One of the things I did… and do… find admirable about you is that you still have a touch of innocence and faith. But after what you’ve found out, I hope it won’t come to you as a complete shock that… in many cases… it is not nearly so easy to actually work off the Contract as popular image supposes. Especially on certain worlds.”

      I tried not to look scandalized, even though I felt the anger at such an accusation try to burn its way outward. I guess she’s right, I am still innocent. Or more accurately stupidly naïve and clueless. Contract Worker was an option for anyone who had no job for whatever reason and needed one, though some worlds had almost none and others used a lot. Of course both companies and Imperial government agencies used Contract to fill positions that were difficult or dangerous or otherwise not in high demand, but the Contract was supposed to be something like a variant of military service; yes, you might be put in boring, dangerous, and/or strenuous work depending on your abilities, but at the end you’d work off your contract, have experience and recommendations to your credit, and probably a good sum of money in your pocket.

      I shouldn’t be surprised if that, too, is something that’s been corrupted. “And I suppose your world is one of those.”

      “My world,” and her smile was cold, her eyes looking into the distance at something I could not see and was suddenly glad I couldn’t, “is the defining example. Most of the workers there are at least third-generation Contract.”

      I restrained the involuntary protest, and instead felt utter horror. At least three generations? Generations of people living under Contract, never getting out? Slavery is outlawed, yet this… this would be slavery. “Where in Torline’s name was this?”

      “Fanabulax.”

      I remembered a black city, fallen buildings of alien design – conical towers, indented-sided pyramids, sweeping arcs not quite right for human design – under a sky as black as the crumbling walls, a sky that must once have been blue but one whose air had been torn away by some catastrophe of unimaginable proportions; and I remembered the dark foreboding that followed me from that quick sight inside, not departing even in the brightest light of the corridors, and how inexpressibly relieved I’d been to leave that system behind. “Torline’s Swords. You lived there?”

      Her grim expression lightened in surprise. “You know it?”

      “Been there once, part of some secret cargo transfer to Oro direct from that hellhole.” I couldn’t quite suppress a shudder. “I thought the excavations were worked almost entirely by automatic! The surface of that place is frightening enough.”

      The cynical smile made her look a lot older. “Oh, most people – who think about it at all – think it’s run by automatics too. But… automatics don’t work well for long on Fanabulax. Sometimes people don’t, either, but … we replace ourselves, after all.”

      I stared at her for a moment. “How … how did you ever get out, then?”

      She laughed. “I didn’t, not by myself. It was a cosmic joke played at Borell Dellitama’s expense.” She leaned back, and at least now the smile wasn’t entirely bitter. “About fifty years or so back, my uncle was a contract worker like the rest of us. But one day there were a bunch of important people brought in to view… one of the excavations. Uncle Rall was… I guess you’d call him a foreman on the excavation, so he was there to do some of the show-and-tell.

      “As the group reached the main showpiece, there was a cave-in, and my uncle ended up throwing himself in the way of some of the fall to keep it from hitting one of the tour group. Saved her life, no question of it, though it was a stupid move; Uncle even said so himself, saving people who probably wouldn’t so much as look at him with gratitude.

      “But he’d just saved Thelassy Dor’Kane.”

      I burst out laughing. “By the Towers!”

      She echoed the laugh. “Exactly. One of the Five Families, and from my Uncle’s account one who’d been getting a more and more sour expression throughout the tour, as though she didn’t like what she was seeing. As soon as she was sure Uncle Rall – well, he wasn’t Rall then, he was MIN-22/EXCA-2-Voln-19 – was going to recover, she bought out his contract. In full. And then asked him what he wanted to do with his freedom.”

      “Wait a minute. He didn’t have a name?”

      “It’s considered easier to give us category designations and specific subdesignates,” she answered, the bitterness returning full-force. “We can invent our own nicknames, and consistency of designation ensures it’s easy to keep track of us. Where was I? So, anyway, Uncle Rall takes himself a name and tells Thelassy that what he wants to do is be an independent pilot. And she hands him enough money so that he could’ve retired right there. “If you want to, you can go live a life of luxury without all that work,” she said, “or you can use that to become what you want.”

      I nodded. “That’s Five Families for you. It’s a test of character; do you really want to work, or do you just want the results? So your Uncle Rall took up the challenge.”

      “He got the hull and started building onto it, got a big ongoing contract to help establish a new colony, learned the ropes while he was doing their ferry work, yes. Twenty years ago he finally finished paying back everything to Thelassy. And announced he was going to start working to get his entire family off Fanabulax.” She smiled, with a reminiscing expression that held a startlingly gentle fondness. “He used to drop by for visits without warning; my mom and dad would try to keep it quiet, but he’d always drop off gifts, tell us stories, and I’d sneak out of bed to listen to him talking to my parents all the time. I used to get in trouble for that, too.”

      “So The Eönwyl is – was – your uncle’s ship? What happened?”

      She hesitated, and for a moment – despite all the shielding, and that strange sensation I sometimes felt around her – I sensed somehow that in that hesitation were some secrets she was not ready to tell, perhaps not ready to think about. But finally she spoke. “When my uncle died, it turned out that he’d left everything – including complete freedom – to me. Borell hated that – I … was really good at my job and he really couldn’t afford to lose someone who’d spent eighteen years in the mines and not had a single day lost to shadow-madness. But there wasn’t a single thing he could do about it, since the will itself had been witnessed and countersigned by old Thelassy herself before she died. When I stepped into that ship, I stood in the hatchway and told him three things: that my name was The Eönwyl, that I would be coming back for my parents, and that I hoped he’d live just long enough to see that happen and not one second longer.”

      There were a thousand more questions that story raised with me – questions ranging from that eerie and frightening term “shadow-madness” to whatever was behind her hesitations – but I could see she’d already said as much as she meant to say, maybe more. “Thanks. I know you never talk about yourself, but if we’re traveling this far…”

      She was silent for a moment, and then she looked up with a small smile playing about the corners of her mouth. “I promised. A fair trade. And perhaps not a bad one. I know your secrets, now you know some of mine.”

      “And I have something new to fight for along the way,” I said wryly, realizing that now that I understood what drove the Eönwyl I could hardly ignore it.

      Her eyes widened for just a moment, and at that glance I felt something in me respond, as though awakening under that incredibly blue gaze. “You mean that.”

      “Of course I do,” I said, part of me still confused by my own reaction. “Hey, if I’m going up against the entire Empire, I might as well plan on cleaning up everything while I’m at it!”

      She smiled at the lighthearted way I phrased that. “I suppose you might as well, yes.”

      But just for a moment her eyes met mine again.
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      Shagrath:

      You have still not located him. The thought was a statement, not a question; Shagrath knew that his allies would have told him instantly had they even a guess where Varan was. The point was to drive home the fact that though many things were going according to plan, there was still a dangerous random factor going unchecked.

      Not located. Departed for unknown destination, galaxy is wide, wide, and none of our pieces have seen the ship or any of its passengers. The shrieking, multilayered mindvoice was soothing to Shagrath’s sensibilities, and especially when it carried the undertone of defensive nervousness. Only now were they beginning to recover from their losses due to Varan and his unexpected allies, sustained over a month ago, and they were still all too aware that Shagrath’s power outmatched theirs, especially now.

      The galaxy is wide, yes, but his choice of destinations is exceedingly narrow within the Empire, and not tremendously abundant outside of that, he reminded them.

      No more are we, his allies reminded him, not without a hint of bitterness. Dispersed, scattered across the Reborn Empire, stretched and weak. Perhaps others of Us exist, but they will have their own Nexus. Will you support us against them?

      That was indeed a point he had not considered in some time. This group had been terribly weak when he had found them, but it was quite possible – even probable, he supposed – that another nest of the beings already existed somewhere in the galaxy, and by their nature two separate groups would be very much unlikely to cooperate.

      He could not afford the loss of these allies; not when those of his own people numbered less than the fingers of his current hands, and most of those were tending to other indispensable duties. Yes, I shall. I shall of course give them the option to simply join forces, but if they do not, I will not permit them to destroy you. As long as you serve me faithfully, you need not fear that, at the least.

      He could sense their gratitude, cold and self-serving as it was, and he smiled inwardly. They might suspect, but could not know, that he hadn’t the slightest intention of letting any of them survive in the long run; their powers were much too dangerous even to one such as he, especially if they understood enough about what they faced, and in the end this group would understand enough. That is settled, then, but your difficulties are noted. Still, there are those areas outside of the Empire he may go.

      The Zchoradan Meld?

      He thought about that. Perhaps. A bold move that would be, indeed… but one that I believe is hopeless, and I think he would think so as well. His name is already known to them, and not kindly, and in the current circumstances… well, the Vmee Zschorza would use him as a bargaining chip with us. He knew the ruling body of the Zchoradan Meld only through official communications, but had little doubt how they would react to a renegade psionic coming to them with a fantastic story of some kind of treacherous super-being manipulating the Empire.

      It is well, for we would be all too likely sensed there, not in our power, not strong to hide. Same, as well, for Ptial. There we will not go.

      That was a bit more of a concern, for there he would not go either, not if he had any choice. Though they were vastly fallen from what they had been in ages past, separated from their main forces when the Ptilians had fled from the Fall into the intergalactic depths, still they had certain … connections that he was very loath to test. Earth was fallen, and mostly secure, though some of his people reported disturbing activity in the last few centuries. Ptial remained an unknown factor. Understood. Some of your people will be in the forces that picket the Ptilian border, but I ask none of you to travel to their worlds.

      He also wouldn’t ask them to even attempt to spy on the R’Thann; that was a place they would not go until their strength had peaked. But…

      A thought that had been nagging at him for days finally broke through, and he cursed in a language older than the Fall. There is one other place.

      They were neither stupid nor slow, and he did not even finish forming the thought before they understood. Thovia! The clouded world.

      Yes. The untouched yet thrice-fallen.

      The shrieking thought patterns were grim. We shall send a part of us thence immediately. Clouded they are, but they have little to sense us directly and know not of us to seek. But we like that world little, it disturbs us nearly as much as the Black Place.

      One of the few pieces of commonality between all species. Shagrath had found no one – not even himself – who found Fanabulax pleasant. He doubted he ever would. Thovia disturbs me as well, for reasons you know. But all I need from you is the knowledge that Varan is there.

      It shall be done. He shall be found, be it on Thovia or on any of the thousands of worlds of the Empire.
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      He allowed himself a tiny smile as he strode to the small bathroom and checked his appearance. Keep watching. But for now it is not a terrible problem. His absence has certain benefits. But we must discover him sooner or later, and I would much rather it be sooner. He cut off communications; he would be entering mind-shields soon enough anyway.

      This was the unfortunately inevitable downside to this approach; by increasing fear and paranoia of psionics, one could indeed drive all sorts of useful changes in the way the Empire ran things, but that also meant that anyone who was anyone would have at least one mindshield active around any installation of note, and would be trying to get something installed on their vehicles and anywhere else. Were it not for the absolutely prohibitive energy drain, every city in the Empire would be clamoring for city-wide shielding. Even Dimensional Tap technology had its limits in that area.

      As he passed from his private quarters back into the main secure area of Silan-Luria, he felt the constricting weight of the shield drop upon him like a suffocating blanket. Mindshields everywhere. He was thus severely restricted in his capabilities within most Imperial domains, and certainly in any of the Five Families’ holdings (which posed some rather amusing difficulties for Borell Dellitama and others who were now Shagrath’s allies and much more dependent on the powers of the mind than even Shagrath). Oh, he could always call on the ancient powers if he had to, but that was definitely something for true desperation, or for very long-planned deep policy.

      Fortunately, the wealth of interrogations and executions could be used for more than one purpose; in the next few months he expected he would regain all of that power he had expended in rewriting the knowledge and records of the Teraikon and her crew. If he could maintain the current schedule, he might well achieve a level of power that had not been seen in the galaxy in millennia.

      But tend to the present first, for the future will follow in its own time, he reminded himself, and entered the conference room.

      Somewhat to his surprise, the Emperor himself was there, seated at the far end of the goldwood-panelled room in the high chair, almost a throne, reserved for him. The Emperor was showing some signs of age now – he was nearing two hundred, after all – but his black, rather curly hair was still thick (if touched with gray), his dark brown skin only beginning to wrinkle, and his brown eyes still sharp. I suppose it’s just as well, he thought. In accordance with operations I’d have had to go and brief him on the meeting; this saves time. He performed the Six-and-One with military precision and saw it returned, then performed a more perfunctory salute to the others at the table, who returned it with equally casual gestures – all except one, who returned it with flair and emphasis. Lukhas Mel’Tasne, naturally.

      “Thank you for waiting, your Majesty, milords,” he began. All the others present were technically nobility; he, Shagrath, was the only one who might be considered ordinary in rank, something he had chosen deliberately – but that still, sometimes, chafed him. Still, he had more power than any of them save the Emperor… and the Emperor would not be a problem.

      “No thanks needed, Prime Monitor,” Lukhas said gravely. “You implied there were issues of great importance to discuss, so a few minutes matters little.” A quick smile (perhaps with a hint of mockery? It was very hard to tell, and given Lukhas’ current position he’d be taking quite a risk). “And the Emperor had some most exquisite delicacies served while we waited.”

      Did he, now? “Importance indeed. Unfortunately not news of joyous import. You know, of course, that following the increased security probes we located a significant number of psispies whose allegiances were hard to determine, even under… rather extensive questioning.”

      Heldan Khardan grunted, an uncouth noise from so small and delicate-looking a man. “But with certain… subtle indications, based on what little back history we could determine.”

      “Subtle indications no more, I am afraid.” He activated the projector.

      “Based on several tips directed to us by Imperial Security,” he nodded to Lukhas, “we raided Missitrill Base on Vhelekin, a Chakron colony located near Tangia sector. The report arrived only a few hours ago; this is what we found.”

      The image had the sharp yet amateurish look that field recorders always gave these kind of reports, but for those present – used to seeing such reports – that very quality brought home the immediacy and reality of the imagery, and that made the impact even greater.

      Even without it, the events unfolding would have held most of them spellbound; armored troops of the Empire pushed into the base, but found themselves opposed by dozens, hundreds of Chakrons also in Imperial armor. More, waves of invisible force hammered into the strikeforce; some of the men staggered, screamed, fell without so much as a mark on them. The firefight intensified, Imperials slaying Imperials with their own weapons, then a wall of impossibly intense flame materialized within the attackers’ ranks, incinerating a dozen of them – and several of the centipedal defenders as well. Despite this the defenders kept fighting.

      The commanding officer ordered a secondary force to do a flanking maneuver using override codes through the next section of the base; the report switched to the secondary force’s commander. His force managed to use swift movement and a precision strike from one of the support vessels to out-flank the main body – and come directly in contact with the source of the preternatural forces: several Chakrons, or so it appeared, in a fortified interior bunker. Flames and ice and phantom force slaughtered most of the strike force, but the commander managed to reach the secondary control panel and override central command, bringing up the psi-shields inside the base. A final volley of fire silenced the beings within the bunker.

      “And here we have the truly crucial part of the report,” Shagrath said quietly, as the recording crew inspected the bunker, to find some disquietingly familiar equipment hidden within … and the camera focused in tightly on the remaining bodies, particular parts of their exoskeletons, patterns, angles…

      “Fallen Towers. Those aren’t Chakrons, they’re Zchorada,” Lukhas said suddenly.

      “Precisely so, White Controller. And many of the troops involved never knew it. Our people killed each other and, for the most part, both sides were fighting the good fight as far as they knew.”

      “You are saying,” the Emperor said slowly, “that one of my bases, one of my military bases, was in the control of Zchoradan psis?”

      He bowed his head. “I am afraid that is precisely the case, Majesty.”

      “This is absolutely intolerable. It is an act of war in any possible definition,” Ralia Ha’Ni Rishak said after a horrified pause. “And the loss of security… What have they learned from this?”

      

      “It is far too early to tell exactly what information may have been sent back,” Shagrath said, keeping the grave, regretful expression on his face; it was sometimes difficult to manage that when the real expression would be… quite inappropriate. “Especially since the Zchorada went to considerable lengths to make their connections with the homeworlds vague indeed. It would seem obvious that such a thing could not possibly have been done without the knowledge and direction of the Vmee Zschorza… yet we cannot prove it.”

      The Emperor looked at him with a cold glare. “Are you telling us that the Zchorada have infiltrated and controlled one of our bases, and that we should do nothing because we cannot prove it?”

      “Not at all, Majesty,” he said quickly. “I am saying, however, that despite – as Milady Rishak said – the intolerable nature of this offense, we could not actually prove it an act of war. And in truth, we are not fully prepared for war against the Zchorada. We need more time to prepare the proper forces, to determine the full nature and extent of their current alliances, and so on.”

      Lukhas was frowning, but not at his words. I think you see some of what lies ahead, human. How you react to it – both now, and in days to come – will tell me whether you can be used, or are a threat to my plans.

      The others were whispering amongst themselves, and Khardan finally spoke. “We can at least lodge a strong protest. They may deny it, but if we send some very powerful forces to the border, it might put more appropriate fear into them, especially since we’ve uncovered such a well-covered plot.”

      “I agree,” the Emperor said, “and it shall be done. However, Prime Monitor, I believe I see a much greater problem.”

      “Yes…” Lukhas said, very slowly. “Chakrons.”

      Shagrath allowed an expression of relief to show as the Emperor nodded. “I did not wish to bring that subject up alone. But yes. If the Zchorada have succeeded in this, I believe it demonstrates something that we have been afraid of: that they can use this species, so similar to their own, as cover, and perhaps some of them are deliberate traitors. There were at least a few such in Missitrill Base; in addition, of course, many of them were mind-controlled and of those some may never be the same – may never be trustworthy again, through no fault of their own.”

      “What are you saying?” Kyrell Dellitama said, face going pale. “That we must lock up each and every Chakron in the Empire?”

      “No, no!” Shagrath said hastily. “We must hope and pray it would never come to that. But we must be aware that Chakrons are a higher-risk group. They may not be what they appear, or they may sympathize with the Zchorada, or be mind controlled – even with the extensive current use of mind shields. I simply think we need to alert our forces to be more aware of Chakron activities, keep a closer eye on them. For their own good as well – most of the Chakron are loyal and valuable citizens of the Empire; they don’t want their good name and their appearance used against them.”

      The Emperor looked somewhat torn; several others of the Five Families’ representatives wore similar expressions. Lukhas, however, simply tightened his lips, then nodded. “We will need to phrase things very carefully, at least at first. Additional security surveillance can be added in increments, once the initial shock is past.”

      My, my, my, what truths are now revealed. He had always suspected that even the apparently noble Lukhas Mel’Tasne harbored the same ambitions and desire for power and control that the prior White Controller had possessed; after all, he didn’t believe anyone sought such positions if that wasn’t one of their essential features. But so gratifying to see him stepping forward to defend his Empire with such vigor that he will destroy an entire species’ freedom in the name of protecting them. He considered whether, perhaps, Lukhas might not have reacted this way a few months ago… before he was forced to declare his little brother Taelin kattasi and reduce him to a member of the Great Families… with every likelihood that he’d have to demote Taelin even farther soon. Such losses harden a man; when you sacrifice your beloved brother, what care you for the sacrifices of others a thousand lightyears away?

      Perhaps we can indeed reach an accord, Lukhas Mel’Tasne. Perhaps we can.
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      Varan:

      “Sasham, are you sure this is entirely wise?” Guvthor inquired.

      I shrugged. “The Eönwyl and I discussed it for quite a while, and neither of us sees any likely risks.”

      We could, nonetheless, remain safely in Conversion. What is the benefit that justifies even the unlikely risk?

      “Up-to-date information,” The Eönwyl answered. “We’re about to leave Imperial space, and we’ve crossed most of the Empire in complete isolation. Given that the Imperial Relay network is set up to send information directly to and from Oro via Nexus drive wherever possible, and given my own experience, I’ve picked us a system that’s less than one day from a Relay system – close enough that they always have a courier with news going back and forth.”

      “And since Imperial News Updates are automatically broadcast for passing vessels,” I continued, “we don’t have to land or even come close enough to be identified. And this way we get a full update on what’s happened up until about a week ago rather than over three months. Which is bound to be a lot.”

      Guvthor nodded thoughtfully. “A most efficient method of distributing information, given the limitations. All Stellar Nexus points are required to have courier or messaging ships on station, then?”

      I grinned, as The Eönwyl turned to prepare for Tach Downbreak. “Not quite THAT efficient. That’d be expensive, keeping a synched messaging connection open, or having Nexus vessels always waiting. There’s regular update schedules, usually once a week. If there’s some really VERY important event – Imperial coronation, declaration of war, something like that – all seventeen Nexuses in Oro system will have synched connections open before the announcement and the announcement gets transmitted in real time.”

      “Seventeen?” The involuntary exclamation showed how startled Guvthor was; he was usually the most controlled individual I knew, even if his demeanor tended to make it seem more simply easy-going.

      “Seventeen. One of the major reasons we chose Oro as the capital, actually. Now, some of the systems on the other end of the Oro Nexuses will also have synched relays to other systems, but not all of them. Still, those announcements go out very fast. Given that a lot of connections have to ferry across to other nearby systems – not all systems have a working Nexus point to any usable system – average speed to a given Imperial world is usually about ten or fifteen times greater than a straight flight with a fast TC courier.”

      “Downbreak in two minutes. Everyone take your places,” The Eönwyl said, cutting the discussion short. “I don’t expect trouble, but we don’t want to be unprepared for it, either.”

      Shortly the screeching, diminishing whine of Downbreak resonated through The Eönwyl and the viewplates cleared to show the normal star-dotted space as seen from the unremarkable system of Rullat.

      I activated the D-Comm system. “INU system shows active… accepting query ping…”

      The Eönwyl was quiet, watching all other sensors for any sign of interest. Rullat was a common through-stop system, a short distance from several major systems, and thus one more vessel should be completely unnoticeable… but we had no idea what level of resources Shagrath had to watch for us, specifically, or how good they might be. The screaming-voiced things would undoubtedly recognize us even from a huge distance if even a hint of our minds could be sensed through the screens, and there was so far no telling how many of those monsters Shagrath had at his command.

      “Date range determined… Parameters of interest accepted… downloading data now.” At that, I saw The Eönwyl begin setting up the next Conversion jump – presumably, direct to Thovia itself.

      Several minutes went by; D-Comms have unfortunately somewhat limited bandwidth over long in-system distances, and we were getting a lot of info even by restricting it to some fairly narrow parameters – though not narrow enough to signal who we were, in case someone had set up alarms for people searching for a particular set of circumstances, subjects, or individuals. “Update complete!”

      She didn’t wait for me to say anything else; the hum rose to a whine and The Eönwyl lunged forward into the streaming opalescence of Conversion space. “No sign of any interest in us whatsoever,” she reported with quiet satisfaction.

      Then we have your news and are on our way?

      “We do indeed,” I said, opening and decompressing the data package. “Enough to keep all of us busy looking for anything interesting, at least until our next dinner-and-questions, and maybe for the next several days.”

      “Ahh, it’s good to have new things to occupy us,” Guvthor said cheerfully. “After all, we have yet another three months ahead of us. But I am glad you all still seem to find value in the Togron Gon Roltav.”

      “Togron Gon Roltav” was the phrase which Guvthor said referred to an ancient Thovian tradition and translated roughly as “Dinner-and-questions” or possibly “Dinner of interrogation”. It was the way in which separate groups – I got the impression of anything ranging from clans to large tribal or even primitive nation groupings – of Thovians would learn of each other and begin conducting negotiations. Representatives of the groups would have a dinner together and each would in turn relate some incident of their past which they felt might interest or enlighten the group. I got the impression of something that combined competitive bragging, veiled threats, honest history, and rule-of-thumb psychology to allow all sides to gain an insight into the kind of people they were facing.

      “Of course,” Guvthor had said, with a sharp-toothed grin that was clearly meant to be unsettling, “If the story is offensive, the meaning is hostile, or some of the food is poisoned, it may proceed to Voltan Hok Roltav – Feast of Combat – immediately.”

      Fortunately, we had managed to avoid that in the three Dinner-and-Questions so far. It was overall a really good idea, I had to admit, and even The Eönwyl had agreed after an initial reluctance; the four of us might be bound together by necessity, but we needed to really understand each other – probably both the good and bad – before we could be united, and I thought we needed to be united.

      But right now, the news was the important thing. As it was now available over the main ship systems, we all could search through it to see what items of interest might be seen.

      It comes as no surprise that the murderous psionic Sasham Varan is a major news item, Vick said dryly in his telepathic voice. At least you may be pleased to know that you remain the very best at what you do; you are considered by far the most-wanted criminal in Imperial space.

      I said nothing, but I felt a sting of tears I refused to shed. I had known this would come, but there was still a tearingly painful wrongness at seeing myself displayed under the Imperial Fugitive: Most Dangerous code as I had seen so many others. Not for the first time, I wondered now how many of those others had been something other than what they were claimed to be. None? One? Dozens? I supposed I would never know, until and unless we managed to defeat Shagrath and his allies.

      “Now that is… interesting,” Guvthor said slowly, some time later. The word “interesting” was said in the same way one might use it when coming across an infestation of Ghek-nan in your hometown.

      “What?”

      “The update contains a full transcript of the records of the Teraikon,” he said, pointing us all to the relevant section. “It shows the entire battle between you and Monitor Frankel. Except that what it shows is not what happened.”

      “So they faked it; this is no great feat,” The Eönwyl said, unimpressed. “Of course they’re going to have all sorts of faked evidence to back up their story. We have the actual recording you brought with you.”

      I felt my mouth going dry with horror as I examined the files. “Torline’s Swords. That… That should be impossible.” At her confused glance, I beckoned her over to my screen. “It’s not just the video record, Eönwyl. It’s the actual record transcript. It’s got the full authentication embed layers, all of them, and they all check out perfectly.”

      Now she went pale and said something under her breath that translated to something like “collapsing tunnels” – an expression that made a lot of sense now that I knew she’d been a contract miner. “You’re right. That should not be possible.”

      But it obviously is possible, so waste no more time in incredulity, Vick thought coldly. We now gain a greater insight into the capabilities of our foe, and see that we were even more justified in fleeing than we had thought. See here, testimony from all of the crew. All of them have had their memories re-written.

      “That frozen-hearted tzil.” I ground my teeth at the thought. “So everything we went through to convince them is completely wiped out.”

      Perhaps not completely, Vick said after a pause. The soul does not forget, its history is recorded thereupon. But the mind and brain can be more easily changed, and if the brain does not support your memory, it is hard indeed for the soul’s knowledge to be expressed as anything other than vague feelings and the occasional dream.

      We continued going through the news summary. The fall of Missitrill Base was noted and passed on by The Eönwyl, and as I read the commentary and preliminary reactions, I felt a hollow pit opening inside me, aching and empty. “Towers, no.” It was made even worse by seeing the name attached to many of the new security directives: Lukhas Kaje Mel’Tasne, White Controller.

      And my name was being cited there. And in more detail under a resolution for more anti-psi research. And yet again, with pictures of a devastated, pillaged city and witnesses claiming I’d directed the entire attack, with my two alien lieutenants Sooovickalassa and Guvthor.

      “Two?” inquired Guvthor.

      To our surprise, there was almost no mention of The Eönwyl. It was as though our escape had been described specifically to make it so that I was personally responsible for the destruction of the two hangars plus a Marjaav-class patrol vessel. “But why in the name of the Emperor would they just leave you out?”

      The Eönwyl shrugged, clearly as puzzled as the rest of us. It was Vick who finally came up with an answer.

      They wish to know when you are found. When you are seen on some world. But ideally they wish to capture or destroy you themselves, not through other agents. So they keep the precise identity of your transportation to themselves. Shagrath knows. Trusted agents – your Monitors – will know. But the general population will not. This allows them to make some use of the general population, spotting you, myself, or the Thovian, but not allowing anyone but their agents to be able to identify you via a specific vessel at a distance. Thus, no mention in the public release of The Eönwyl, but tremendously many of you.

      My name, it turned out, was the third-most-common significant search term in the entire data feed, after “Emperor/Empire/Imperial” and “The Five”.

      Skimming the rest, feeling almost numb, I caught mention of another familiar name, moved back. “Well, what do you know. There’s some good news. Taelin won the Osean Seven Stars!”

      Our two alien scientists didn’t appear to recognize the name, but The Eönwyl turned. “Really? That’s very good even for one of the Five.”

      “Taelin is very good, even for one of the Five.” I grinned as I continued to read, and then felt the grin – and my momentary cheer – drain away.

      The Eönwyl was – surprisingly – next to me. “Sasham? Sash, what is it? You look like you’re going to cry!”

      I tried to speak, but I found I just couldn’t; all I could do was point.

      The Eönwyl read aloud: “Taelin Ardan’s victory must have felt like a deliberate and studied insult to the Empire, as The Five had declared Taelin Ardan Mel’Tasne kattasi only one day previously. In accordance with the declaration, Taelin dropped the Five-name and is, at least temporarily, going only as Taelin Ardan.

      “There is speculation as to whether he will join one of the known Great Families. However, the grim tragedy which seems to have broken what was once one of the Five’s most shining lights – the discovery that one of his closest friends, newly elevated by his own actions, Captain Sasham Varan, had become a psychopathic ultrapsionic whose first act had been to kill one of their mutual friends – continues; unless Taelin Ardan takes up his responsibilities again, even the Greater Families will be forced to reject him…” she trailed off.

      I got up slowly. “I… need to be alone now.”

      My cabin was no comfort, but at least there I could scream my rage, smash my fist into Atlantaean hull with futility and pain, even cry. There were other ways to interpret the desperate message I’d sent Taelin those months ago, but he would have trusted me, maybe, even if he knew I was a psionic… but not now. Not when he could see what I’d done to Frankel, not when he could check the authentication codes and see that this was nothing but truth, that in one year his friend had become a monster.

      In some ways, seeing this – that the irrepressible, ever-cheerful, ever-resourceful paragon of the Five, Taelin, was now shattered – was the worst thing Shagrath had done. And it explained Lukhas’ behavior, too. Lukh had lost his brother and me, and all that was left was to protect the Empire… from me.

      I could almost hear Shagrath laughing.

      Finally I rose from my bed and took a deep breath. I won’t let this break me. I won’t let him win.

      “You hear me, Shagrath?” I shouted at the empty air. “I won’t let you win. Someday I’ll find Taelin and let him know the truth. Someday I’ll talk to Lukhas face-to-face and he’ll know he’s been had.

      “And when that day comes, Shagrath,” I said, my voice still raw but iron hard, quiet, certain, “when that day comes, the Five will trap you, the Five will corner you and your monsters, and then I swear, by Torline and Niaadea, by the Six and One, by the Eternal King and by the Reborn Empire, I will be the last living thing you will ever see.”

      The words fell into empty air… but somehow they filled my heart again, because I meant those words. I didn’t believe Taelin could be forever broken. I didn’t believe Lukhas could be forever fooled, that Shagrath could keep playing this game with the Five Families and not have them catch him.

      More, I knew that the very fact he was spending this much effort to do it meant that he was very, very worried about me, about Sooovickalassa and Guvthor and The Eönwyl taking Captain Sasham Varan somewhere he did not control.

      And so the most important thing in the Galaxy was that I never, ever let him break me.

      There was a knock at my door. “Sasham?”

      I opened it, and as The Eönwyl’s concerned gaze met mine, I felt everything click back into place, and I smiled. “I’m all right,” I said, and saw lines of worry smoothing out beneath that starburst of hair.

      “You’re sure?”

      Without quite knowing why, I took her hand and gripped it between mine. “Now I am. He wants to break me. He’s afraid of me, somewhere deep down, I think. And as long as I keep myself, as long as I don’t let him break me… then maybe I can keep him afraid.”

    

  

