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Fi ve- Twel ft hs of Heaven

Chapter 1

The court conplex was crowded as it al ways was, jamed with
contenti ous Secasian natives babbling away in the | ocal variant of
the Hegenony's official coine. Silence Leigh edged her way through
the cromd toward the entrance of the Probate Court hall, trying
not to draw too nmuch attention to herself. For all that she was
decorously veiled, the stark nourning cloth drawn so tight across
her face that she could barely stand to breathe the stifling air
of the corridors, she had neither man nor honunculus to escort
her, and an unacconpani ed woman was fair gane at any tine. Al nost
as if conjured by the thought, a bearded man jostl ed agai nst her,
trying to see her face beneath the veil. Silence turned slightly,
so they net shoul der to shoulder, refusing to | et herself, be
pushed aside. The man gri nned down at her, then was lost in the
crowd. Silence felt a surge of pure, screamng fury. In the three
weeks since her grandfather had died, stranding her on Secasia
until his affairs could be settled, she had had to put up with
that sort of harassnent al nost daily.

Then her anger was drowned by the nunb m sery that seened to
foll ow any thought of her grandfather's death. It had been so
unexpected, had given her no tine to spot the warnings of ill
health or sheer old age, no tine to prepare herself for the

unt hi nkabl e. There had been only the call fromthe planetary
police, then the chill, sterile hall where she had identified the
body, and finally the search for her uncle, the third nenber of
the crew, whose signature was required before the police could
rel ease the body. She still could not fully understand what had
happened. Bodua Lei gh had been an old man, true enough, but not
that old. Certainly he hinself had felt no warnings of inpending
doom he had left his business in its usual state of inspired
confusion. Silence shook her head. Her grandfather had been a
brilliant businessman in his way--it had been his talent for
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profitable inprovisation that had made himthe chief man of

busi ness for the richest oligarch on Cap Bel. But that had been
ten years before, before the Hegenony had conquered the Rusadir
wor |l ds, and in passing ruined the oligarchs of Cap Bel. Bodua

Lei gh's nethods were |l ess suited for managing the affairs of a
single starship, trading along the fringes of the Hegenony. But he
had refused to change, and now she was paying the price of his

st ubbor nness.

Two nmen were waiting at the door of the Probate Court, both in the
dark red livery of the court's staff. The older of the two held
out a hand to bar her fromentering.

"This is the Probate Court, mss. Wnen's Court is two floors
down. "

"Yes, | know, " Silence answer ed.

“"You're a litigant, then?" The guard's expression nmade it quite
clear that he found that hard to believe but, given the Hegenony's
| aws, there was no other plausible explanation.

Yes, | am

This tinme, the off-world cadence of her speech betrayed her, and
the two guards exchanged gl ances. The ol der said, "This way, mss.
You're famliar wth Hegenonic | aw? You know you need a guardi an- -
a mal e guardi an--to speak for you in court."

"Yes," Silence said, and was unable to keep the bitterness out of
her voice. "I'mneeting himhere."

"I see, mss." The guard's expression showed only too clearly what
he t hought of a guardian who would allow a wonman to travel al one
to the court conplex, but he said nothing. He escorted her to the
benches reserved for the litigants, handed her to a seat, and then
returned to his post. Silence | oosened her veil slightly, letting
i n sone of the cooler air of the courtroom then glanced nervously
around the long hall. The Probate Court was even nore crowded than
the corridors, the benches on the floor of the hall filled to
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capacity with both | ocal notables and off-worlders who thought
they m ght have an interest in one of the many wills to be proved
today. The gallery was equally crowded, filled with idlers from
the port cone to see the show. They were in a holiday nood, she

t hought sourly, and why not? There was a special attraction today:
it was not often that an off-worlder died so nagnificently

i ntestate, or with a wonman as his sole heir. She scanned the hall
again, |looking for the pudgy figure of her maternal uncle. There
was no sign of himin the sea of unfamliar faces. Were are you,
Uncle Oto? she thought desperately. | can't do anything w thout
you to sanction it.

Then her lips thinned slightly. She could guess where her uncle
had gone. There were only two choices. Either he was drugged in
one of the many snokehouses around the port, or he was being
swindled by a dealer in curiosities, feeding his obsession wth

| ost Earth. No, she corrected herself, it hardly qualified as an
obsessi on. The explorers and magi who sought Earth sinply because
the true roads had been lost during the MIIlennial Wars, or for
the | ost know edge, or because Earth was manki nd's proper hone
were obsessed. Oto Razil was interested only in the profits

I nvol ved. The last tinme he had tried to persuade her grandfather
to nake a search, Razil had quoted a possible profit of over five
mllion Delian pounds. The old nman had | aughed at him and Razi
had stal ked out, nuttering sonething about goi ng where he woul d be
appreci ated. Silence's eyes filled wwth tears she could not

af ford.

The group talking softly in front of the judge's high bench broke
apart, and the clerk-of-court consulted his sheaf of printouts.

“"The case of Bodua Kesar Leigh," he announced, his voice carried
to the corridors and waiting roons by the m crophones enbedded in
the heavy torque of his office. "WIIl the interested parties cone
before the face of justice?"

Si |l ence hesitated, hoping agai nst hope to see her uncle's stocky
figure appear at one of the doors. There was novenent at the
farthest door, soneone shoving his way into the hall, and she
sighed her relief. Then the figure cane clear, and a nerchant in
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| ong robes shifted sideways along a rear bench to make room for
his col | eague. Silence whispered a curse.

"The case of Bodua Kesar Leigh," the clerk announced again, and
Sil ence shook herself. She gathered her full, ankle-Iength coat
around her, and edged her way out into the open space before the
judge's bench. The old man peered down at her, his winkled brown
face not unfriendly.

"I's there no one el se?" he asked the clerk, who shrugged. "Call
again."

The clerk repeated his call, but there was no response except for
an appreciative chuckling fromthe gallery.

“"No one at all?" the judge repeated, frowning. "Young wonan, cone
here."

Silence did as she was told, staring up through the narrow slit in
her veil.

“"Now, what's this all about, girl?" the judge asked. "Surely you
know t he Hegenony's | aws. "

"Yes, your Honor," Silence said carefully. "I've been told that |
cannot speak for nyself, but nust be represented by a male
guardi an, and | had nmade arrangenents for ny uncle to be here. But
he isn't, and I'mfromCap Bel, in the Rusadir. | don't know
anyone el se who'd be able to speak for ne."

“"Your uncle's nane?" the judge asked.

"Qto Razil."

The judge gestured to the clerk. "Call Oto Razil."

The cl erk nodded, and adjusted his transmtters to reach every

area of the court conplex. "Oto Razil! On pain of fine and
forfeit, answer to the Court of Probate. Oto Razil!"
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Silence held her breath, but refused to | ook at the open doors of
the hall. Razil wasn't com ng, that nuch seened clear; he was as
usel ess as he'd al ways been, and she was stuck with the
consequences yet again....

The judge cleared his throat and | eaned forward. "W can't wait

all day, girl. You can either hire an advocate--" One wthered
hand swept out, indicating a bench of shaven-headed | awers toward
the front of the hall. "--or the court will appoint a guardian for

you. Which wll it be?"

"My noney is tied up in ny grandfather's estate," Silence said,
forcing herself to think constructively. "Unless | can draw on
that, the court will have to appoint a guardian.”

“"Since it is the court's responsibility to decide the rightful
owner of the estate," the judge said dryly, "you could hardly be
permtted access. The court wi |l appoint a guardi an. Your nanme?"

"Silence Leigh."

The judge rai sed an eyebrow at the ol d-fashi oned nane. "And your
relation to--" he glanced at his printout "--Bodua Kesar Lei gh?"
"My grandfather," Silence answered, then corrected herself,
remenbering the Hegenony's laws. "My father's father."

The judge nodded. "The uncle you nentioned, he's not of agnate
ki ndr ed?"

Silence hesitated. "He's ny nother's brother."

“"Not the agnate line," the judge nmurnured, noting that on his
printout, then signaled to the clerk. "There's quite a bit of
property invol ved, young | ady."

The clerk rose to his feet. "lIs there any free man, citizen of

Secasia or other world of the Asterion Hegenony, who will, under
the provisions of the Tabiran Laws and the decree of the Hegenon,
act as guardian for this wonman, Silence Lei gh, granddaughter and
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heir of Bodua Kesar Leigh, provided thereby that guardianship is
not taken away from any |egal guardian? A fee of three solas is
offered for the service."

There was an excited stirring in the gallery--three solas was a
day's wage on Secasi a--and sone qui ck exchanges anong the
merchants on the floor of the hall, the latter pronpted by the
prelimnary assessnent of Bodua Leigh's estate, now displayed on
the viewscreens that ringed the hall. The sound died away in a
di sappoi nted nmunble as a man rose to his feet in the front row,
lifting his hand to attract the judge's attention.

"May it please the court, I'"'mwlling to act as Mss Leigh's
guar di an. "

The judge nodded gravely. "Cone forward, and give your nane."

The man stepped out fromthe row of nmerchants, his hands fol ded
politely in the sleeves of his crinson coat. Prom nent on one

sl eeve was the mark of Secasia's |argest tradi ng house. "My nane
I s Tohon Chanpuy, nerchant-master and freeholder of this world. |
have often had dealings with the young | ady's grandfather, and
know sonet hi ng of his business."”

"No!" Silence bit back the rest of her startled exclanmation.
Chanmpuy knew her grandfather's business, all right, but only
because he'd been trying to cheat the old man for the past five
years. "Sir, your Honor, rather, can |I refuse?"

The judge frowned. "On what grounds?"

“Merchant Chanpuy's been trying for five years to buy Bl ack

Dol phin, or to get G andfather under contract," Silence said. "And

at scrap prices, too, for a starship with a new keel and engi nes- -
She broke off, realizing that she was babbling, and Chanpuy

spoke quickly into the silence.

"I don't like to contradict a |ady, your Honor, but the Bl ack

Dol phin isn't worth nmuch nore than the scrap price. In fact, that
was one of the reasons | offered Bodua Leigh a contract, in hopes
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that he'd be able to repair the ship properly. I'msure the strain
of handling so battered a ship hastened his death."

"That's not true," Silence said.

The judge gl anced dubi ously at her, then touched buttons on the
control pad enbedded in the surface of the bench. Screens slid
across the upper wi ndows of the hall, dimmng the |ight

consi derably. A display gl obe descended slowy fromthe ceiling, a
scal e replica of Black Dol phin coalescing in its center. Silence's
eyes filled with tears at the sight, and she shook them away
angrily. There was no tine for that now, she told herself. If she
wanted to keep the ship that was rightfully hers, she would have
to fight for it, and she could not afford enotion.

"What was your position aboard the Bl ack Dol phin, young | ady?" the
j udge asked.

“I amthe pilot, your Honor."

"The pilot?" the judge repeated incredul ously, and a nurnur of
surprise rippled through the hall.

Silence ignored it, used to being an oddity. "Yes, your Honor."

“"A pilot has very little to do wth the naintenance of the ship,"
Chanmpuy said quickly. "I amcertain that Bodua woul d not have
burdened a woman--"

"Wait, please.” Silence clasped her hands in supplication, playing
for tinme. She had been thinking like a man, in terns of ships and
cargos, the econonmics of a star-traveller's life, but that

woul dn't help her in the Hegenony. Only the Hegenony's peculiar
custons could rescue her--if she could make them work for her.
“"Sir, | don't want himas ny guardi an because--there's another
reason he wanted the ship, battered as it may be. He wanted not
only the ship, but her pilot--nyself." She bowed her head as if in
shanme, scanning the surroundi ng faces from under the protection of
her veil. "My grandfather, all honor to his nane, wouldn't sell."
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For a nonent, she thought she had overdone it, that the judge and
the staring spectators would catch her lie, but then there was a
swelling nutter of voices fromhall and gallery, angry and

i ndi gnant .

The judge gl ared at Chanmpuy, who spread his hands w de.

“Your Honor, the young lady is distraught. | assure you, ny offer
was genui ne, and ny concern for her nerely fatherly, pronpted by
ny | ong association with her grandfather. | will state, in open

court and under binding oath, the terns | offer. | wll purchase

Bl ack Dol phin from her--at the assessors' price, even though |
believe it to be an inflated figure--and I will keep Mss Leigh on
as pilot, if she should choose to stay." He turned and spoke
directly to the pilot. "You will not find a better offer, young

| ady. "

| know a threat when | hear one, Silence thought. To the judge,
she said, "Your Honor, | do not want himfor ny guardi an."

The judge gl anced fromher to the nmerchant and shrugged irritably.

“"Very well. Merchant Chanpuy, the young wonman has declined your
services as guardian, and I wll uphold her refusal. Please stand
asi de. "

Chanmpuy bowed, expressionless. "As your Honor pleases."

The judge nodded to his clerk, who rose to his feet. "Is there any
free man, citizen of Secasia or other world of the Asterion
Hegenony, who will, under the provisions of the Tibiran Laws and

t he decree of the Hegenon, act as guardian for this wonman, Silence
Lei gh, granddaughter and heir to Bodua Kesar Leigh, provided
thereby that guardianship is not taken away from any | egal

guardi an? A fee of three solas is offered for the service. This is
the second tine of asking."”

There were a few stirrings anong the | esser nerchants toward the
back of the hall--after all, there were potential profits to be
made from the guardi anship of a woman who was heir to a starship--
but Chanpuy turned to |ook blandly at them and the noi ses
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subsi ded. Silence wi nced. Chanpuy was one of the nost powerful
mer chants on Secasia by virtue of his conbine directorship--
certainly he was the nost powerful in the hall. If he had sone
schene, none of the others would risk interfering init.

The judge | eaned forward, scowing first at the nore sol vent

audi ence on the floor of the hall, then up at the galleries. "This
Is absurd," he exclained. "lIs no one willing to fulfill his

obl i gati ons--even for three sol as?"

There was a burst of conversation in the gallery then, as the
unenpl oyed nen seated there realized that they were bei ng given
the chance to earn a day's pay, and to have sone fun in the
process. She had outsmarted herself, Silence realized, and her
stomach tw sted. She had avoi ded the Chanpuy's direct

guar di anshi p, but a guardian chosen fromthe gallery would have no
reason to try to protect her interests, as one of Chanpuy's rivals
mght. In fact, to avoid of fendi ng Chanpuy, and to buy favor and
perhaps a job, anyone fromthe gallery would cheerfully sell Black
Dol phi n, regardl ess of her w shes. Under the Hegenony's | aws,
there was nothing she could do to stop it. If only the Rusadir
hadn't resisted its absorption by the Hegenony ten years ago, she
t hought greyly. The Hegenon m ght have let us keep a few of our
old rights.... But there was no use w shing. She was going to | ose
the Dol phin, and with it her only chance to |l ead a star-
traveller's life. On, she would get enough noney for ship and
cargo to take her back to Cap Bel in style, to let her live

Wi t hout a husband, or provide her wwth a highly respectable dowy,
as she chose. But without a ship, she would have no way of proving
herself as a pilot. It had been hard enough to get her |icense for
the Rusadir, and to have it extended to cover the Hegenony, when
she was twenty and her famly had influence with the Commerci al
Boards. Now, with the Hegenony in conplete control of the Rusadir,
and threatening to expand into the Fringe, there wasn't a captain
alive who woul d make trouble for hinself by hiring a woman pil ot.
Sil ence closed her eyes, nonentarily grateful for the veil that
hi d her despair.

"Excuse ne, nost honorable. My | speak?"
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The call canme not fromthe gallery but fromthe back of the hall.
Sil ence | ooked up quickly, but could see only an arm encased in
star-traveller's | eather rather than Secasi an rosilk, waving above
t he heads of the nen standing behind the I ast row of benches. Then
the arms owner worked hinself free of the crush, stunbling over
soneone's leg as he stepped out into the aisle.

"l beg your pardon, sir, but | believe | can help."

The speaker was not a particularly inpressive man, of average
hei ght, hawk-faced and greying, but he was a star-traveller--a
captain, fromthe nedallion slung around his neck. Silence held
her breath as the judge gl anced from her to Chanpuy, who was
frowni ng openly. The latter seened to decide the judge.

"Cone forward, Captain.”

"Thank you, sir." At the head of the aisle, the star-traveller
bowed twice, first to Silence and then to the judge. "If the court
allows it, I'mwlling to act as the |ady's guardi an--given her
consent, of course.”

"Your nanme and status?" the clerk asked.

"Deni s Balthasar, owner-captain of the Delian ship Sun-Treader."
He held up a hand to forestall Chanpuy's imediate protest. "I am
a citizen of Delos, but I have comercial rights--citizen status
in the courts--as granted under the Johannine Law to persons doi ng
a significant anmount of business in the Hegenony." He reached into
a pocket of his jacket and produced a thin netal disk slightly
smaller than his palm The clerk took it and fed it into one of
hi s machi nes.

"Your identification disk?"
Bal t hasar slipped his nedallion fromaround his neck and handed it
over. The clerk consulted his nmachi nes again, then returned both

di sks.

"Your status is confirnmed."”
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"One nonent," Chanpuy exclai ned. "Your Honor, you cannot uphold
the right of a nere Delian, even one with commercial rights, and
gi ve hi m precedence over Secasi ans born and bred."

The judge | ooked at hi mw th undi sgui sed di staste. "Merchant -
mast er Chanpuy, the majority of Secasians present today show no
desire to do their civic duty. Captain Balthasar is a star-
traveller, and therefore the young |ady's kin by association. |f
M ss Leigh has no objection, | amw lling to appoint Captain
Bal t hasar to represent her interests.”

Silence hesitated only nonentarily. Wiile the nen had argued, she
had had tine to think. Balthasar was an unknown quantity, and it
was certain that no man woul d offer to take on the duties of a
guardi an unl ess he thought there was sone advantage in it for him
But he was also a star-traveller, part of a world she understood
and could mani pul ate, and a Delian--and a far better choice than
anyone el se she had seen. She could worry about his notives |ater.
“Your Honor, | accept Captain Balthasar as ny guardi an."

The judge nodded. "See to it," he said, and the clerk rose to
pronounce the fornul ae. Wien he was done, and both parties had set
their thunb-prints to the agreenent, Balthasar drew her aside,
smling a vague apology to the judge.

"Quick, was any of that true?" he nmurnured, still smling.
"Whi ch?" Sil ence whi spered back.
“"What you told them ™ Balthasar answered.

Silence hesitated, then admtted, "Chanpuy's never wanted ne, just
nmy ship.”

"Well, then--"
“"No, hold on," Silence said. "Wiy're you doing this?"

"I suppose you woul dn't believe nere benevol ence?" Balt hasar
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asked.

“No," Silence said flatly, old fears stirring. There were worse

t hi ngs than ending up back on Cap Bel--but the nman was a fell ow
star-traveller, she rem nded herself, and would foll ow those
codes. At least this way, there was a chance of keeping the ship.
“I need a pilot," Balthasar said quietly, suddenly serious, "and
for reasons | can't explain here, it's worth alot to ne to get a
woman pilot. You're the first one |I've found."

O at least the first one who was desperate enough to take the
job. Silence thought. Sure, there were no fenmale pilots in the
Hegenony or, any nore, in the Rusadir--it was not explicitly
illegal for a woman to hold a pilot's |license, but the |egal and
customary restrictions, particularly the veil, that kept wonen
under sonme man's tutel age throughout their lives, made it

| npossible for a wonan to neet the |licensing requirenents. But
there were no | egal bars to wonmen on the Fringe Worlds and, if
custom kept them out of piloting, there was always M sthia. Wnen
ruled on Msthia;, wonen flew Msthia's starships, and no star-
traveller was averse to noney. If the price were right, he could
al ways hire one of their pilots--though, to be fair, no M sthian
| i ked working for a man. Still, she thought, | don't l|ike the
sound of this.

"You'll have to tell ne nore than that," she said.

Bal t hasar | ooked pained. "I can't tell you now, not here," he
said. "Look, | don't blanme you for not trusting ne. |'Il do

what ever you say | shoul d about your ship, about your
grandfather's things. But ook what I'moffering. I'll give you a

pilot's job, passage fromhere to Del os guaranteed even if you
turn down ny other offer, and you can | eave the ship there w thout
any other obligation. On Delos, you're bound to find work."

Del os. Bl ack Dol phin had never traded there; the ships that plied
the Delian | anes were owned by richer nen than Bodua Lei gh. But
Silence had heard tales of Delos. It was the richest of the non-
al igned Fringe Wirlds, their unofficial |eader--richer even than
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much of the Hegenony. And Del os was free. She would not have to
resort to fictions there. Silence shook her head, an al npost
unacknow edged dream dying stillborn. She had thought, in the
first days after her grandfather's death, of trying to run Dol phin
herself, as pilot and owner. But she would never find a crew
willing to serve under a wonman, especially not on Secasia. She had
no choice worth nmaki ng, except to accept Balthasar's offer.

"All right," she said slowy. "I'Il doit."

“"Thank you." Balthasar | ooked over his shoul der at the display
gl obe, and the ship's image frozen in its center. "What do you
want done?"

Silence took a last | ook at the ship she had piloted for nine
years, then resolutely | ooked away. "Sell it--the assessors' price
I's the absolute mninmum but |I doubt you can get nuch nore. The
cargo's included in the assessnent, so we can forget that.

There' Il be sone debts--field fees and the |ike--but the noney in
G andf at her' s accounts should cover them"

Bal t hasar nodded and turned back to the judge. "I beg your pardon,
sir. We're ready to proceed."”

"I'mglad to hear it, Captain." The judge glanced at his printouts
again. "You're prepared to take possession of Bodua Leigh's
property--the standard freighter Black Dol phin, her cargo, and the
assets currently in accounts held under that nane--and to assune
responsibility, within the limts of those assets, for any debts

| egally incurred by Bodua Leigh, all this in the name of Captain
Leigh's heir. Silence?"

"Yes, your Honor," Balthasar said.
Silence touched his shoul der. "The debts first."
The captain nodded. "Sir, it's Mss Leigh's--and ny--wi sh that the

noney in Captain Leigh's accounts should go to pay off his | egal
debts. Any surplus, of course, should go to Mss Leigh."
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"I beg your pardon, Captain," the clerk interjected, "but Captain
Lei gh's debts were substantial. Even applying the total anount
avai | abl e, over half the debt remains unpaid."

“"Let ne see that," Silence snapped.

Bal t hasar caught the printout as it energed fromthe clerk's
console, and held it while Silence scanned the colums of nunbers.
There were half a dozen entries of which she knew nothing, repairs
and nodifications that had never been nmade, supply purchases that
made no sense, contracts that suddenly showed | osses instead of
profits.... Even her grandfather's haphazard net hods shoul d not
have produced such strange results. Her confusion was replaced by
anger as she read the list of creditors' nanmes. Herlich and Wk;
Chandl ers; Adel phi Yards; Swirka Conpany: they were all part of

t he conbi ne Chanpuy headed. Chanpuy's own nane was even on the
|ist, and according to the faint printing Bodua Lei gh had owed him
nore than he owed any other single creditor. Silence frowned. She
actually renenbered that contract, a cargo of rosilk, to be sold
on Akra Leuke. They had i ndeed bought on credit, but had nade a
decent profit, and had paid off the debt on the return trip. It
woul d have been easy enough for Chanpuy to change his own records,
and the other conpanies' as well, but the ship's data bank should
have shown paynents to Chanpuy, and shoul d have proved that Bodua
Lei gh never bought any of the other things--

"Uncle Oto," she said al oud.
"What ?" Bal t hasar turned to | ook at her.

"Uncle Oto. He could sign for G andfather; he's the one who ran
up these debts."

"Can you prove it?" Balthasar asked calmy, too calmy for her
| i ki ng.

Silence took a deep breath, fought back the urge to strike out at
hi m and at Chanpuy, to shriek her fury. "No, of course not." It
was cl ear now why Chanpuy had tried to get hinself nade her
guardi an, and why her uncle had failed to appear at the court.
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Chanmpuy m ght be owed the | argest anount of noney, but that did
not give himclear title to Black Dol phin if she were sold to pay
the creditors. And it would be the ship he was interested in, not
just the noney--no, she realized, not the ship so nuch as the
ship's fittings, her charts, and nost especially the star-books,
the collections of pilots' instructions that took the ships from
sun to sun. Rusadir star-travellers, free until the absorption
fromthe Hegenony's strict requlations, had al ways kept better
books than the Hegenony's star-travellers were allowed to own. O
was there nore to it than that? she wondered suddenly, renenbering
port gossip. Chanpuy, it was said, was interested in Earth--
interested in the sane nercenary way as was her uncle. It | ooked
as though Razil had finally found hinself a backer, though she
could not tell why the nmerchant would be willing to go to so nuch
troubl e when he could afford to buy another ship for Razil and

| eave her stranded.... She put that train of thought aside as
unprofitable: he was doing it. Well, the joke's on you, Tohon
Chanpuy, she thought. You may get the charts as part of the ship,
if | can't "get it broken up and that price split anong the
creditors, but | know there's nothing you can use in them The
star-books are ny own property--they're the tools of ny office,
and that makes them dower-property, and even Hegenonic |aw can't
take them away from ne.

"What's the total | owe?" she asked.

“"Here." Balthasar pointed to a figure at the bottom of the sheet.
Silence winced. The scrap price she would get if the ship's val ue
wer e divided anong the various creditors would hardly cover that.
She woul d have to sell.

"What's Chanpuy after?" Balthasar asked. "Your books?"

Silence | ooked up in surprise. "How-?"

The captain shrugged. "I've seen this kind of trick before. \Wat
do you want to do?"

"l don't have nuch choice, do I?" Silence said bitterly. "See if
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he'll buy it--but by God he'd better pay the assessors' price--and
cl aimny books as dower property. I'lIl have to |l et himhave the
charts."

"Al'l right." Balthasar turned to the judge. "Your honor, since
Captain Leigh turns out to have owed such an unexpectedly |arge
anmount, M ss Leigh has asked ne to sell the ship, and use that
noney to pay the various creditors. Her personal --dower--property,
whi ch wasn't included in the assessors' survey, of course isn't
included in the offer of sale.” He gl anced at Chanpuy, his grey
eyes suddenly m schi evous. "Merchant Chanpuy had already said he
woul d buy the Dol phin, at yard price. Do | hear a better offer?"

Behi nd her veil, Silence smled for the first tinme that day. It
was a petty revenge, but it was a begi nning.

"My offer was nmade under other circunstances," Chanpuy said
warily.

The judge cleared his throat. "Merchant Chanpuy, your offer was
made in open court, and | amconpelled to hold you to it. Is there
a counteroffer?”

There was an echoing silence in the hall. Cearly, no one was
prepared either to challenge the nerchant, or to get hi mout of
his current position. The judge's eyebrows tw tched, though
Silence could not tell if that were a sign of annoyance or
anmusenent. "Very well, the ship is sold. Draw up the papers.”

Silence waited while the clerk tapped at his keys, and the nachine
spat sheet after sheet of paper. Both Balthasar and Chanpuy
signed, then Silence added her thunbprint and accepted Chanpuy's
voucher for the pitiful four hundred Secasi an sol as that remained
after all debts were paid. It would be I ess that half that anount
in the nore usual currencies, Delian pound or Asteriona marks, but
she made no outward protest. It would be one nore item on
Chanmpuy's account, if ever she had the chance for revenge.

"The case of Sum aBrand,"” the cl erk announced, and Sil ence
started.
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"What now?" she asked.

Bal t hasar made a face. "Let's get out of here," he said roughly.
"Then to Dol phin, to get your books. You don't want to have to
fight with Chanpuy after he's already taken possession.”

“No," Silence agreed, and followed himfromthe court.

The Secasian streets were drowning in an afternoon sunlight that

bl eached all color fromthe world. The buil dings and the people
ali ke had faded to a uni form sandy shade. Only the few wonen,
shrouded as | aw and customrequired in black or dark blue veiling,
provi ded any break in the uniform pale brown. Sweat pearled on

Bal t hasar's harsh-boned face, one drop running down a curi ous

bl eached patch of skin on one cheek. Silence reached automatically
to push aside her veil, wpe the sweat fromher own face, but
realized in tinme where she was. She brushed feebly at the wei ghted
cloth, feeling like a fool, then jamed her hands into the pockets
of her coat.

At the edge of the court plaza, a line of cabs was waiting, their
dones on the reflective setting to drive off sone of the heat.
Bal t hasar tapped on the wi ndow of the | eader and was rewarded by a
sudden clearing of the shell. A nechanical voice spoke fromthe
driver's conpartnent.

“You Wi sh transport."

A homuncul us, Silence thought, and barely restrai ned a shiver. She
had spent nost of her adult life in space, where heavy work was
done al nost exclusively by the hormunculi, but she still could not
be confortable in the presence of the quasi-living specinens of a
magus's art. They were little nore than crudely shaped pseudo-

fl esh sl apped onto a netal skeleton, given rudinentary
intelligence and volition, and turned | oose to do the dirty jobs
no human bei ng wanted. She knew they were useful --necessary, even--
but today nore than ever, the thought of the caricatured face,
|ike a child' s draw ng, nmade her cringe, and she was glad that the
part of the done that covered the driver's section renained
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refl ective.

Bal t hasar did not seemin the |least affected. "Yes, to the port--
to the assessors' dock."

"Enter," the honmunculus said, and the rear canopy rose slowy.
Bal t hasar scranbled in, and Silence foll owed nore carefully,
gathering the skirts of her coat about her. The canopy slid closed
again, and the interior fans whined, sending a stronger jet of
cooled air into the conpartnent. Balthasar sighed and | eaned back
agai nst the seat cushions, eyes cl osed.

The hormuncul us droned on. "The neter will run at a standard rate
of two bazai each kiloneter. Luggage is carried at the rate of

t hree bazai per piece, one |las per large parcel or crate...."
There was nore, but it was dulled by the thrumof the notors as
the cab lurched away fromthe plaza. Silence sighed and | oosened
the unconfortable veil, folding back the piece that had covered
her nose and nouth. The touch of the air was deliciously cold on
her sweating skin.

"So that's what you |l ook |Iike," Balthasar remarked. Silence | ooked
at him and he quickly changed the subject. "You really think this
uncl e of yours nade a deal w th Chanpuy?”

Si |l ence shrugged, wondering again what the Delian wanted and what
price she'd have to pay for this nmuch help. But there was no

reason yet not to answer the question honestly. "If Chanpuy want ed
t he books, there's plenty he could offer Gtto--nmy uncle's not
pi cky. And that could cause ne trouble |ater, since he's still ny

| egal guardi an."
"I forgot that," Balthasar nuttered.

Silence said, "The Tabiran law only allows the courts to appoint a
tenporary guardian in the absence of a nale relative. It doesn't
gi ve you any pernmanent rights."

"I see," Balthasar said. There was a speculative look in his eyes,
but he did not pursue whatever thought had occurred to him
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Si |l ence wat ched hi mout of the corner of her eye, trying to guess
what had caught the other's attention. But after that one brief,
cal cul ating gl ance, Balthasar's face closed up, discouraging
guestions and giving nothing away. Silence | ooked away again,
nervous and di ssatisfied. The sooner | find out what's really
goi ng on, and what his real price is, the happier 1'll be, she

t hought. And the sooner | have sone real bargai ni ng power--however
| can get it, even if | have to use ny starbooks sonehow -t he
safer 1'll feel. But it'll have to be an awfully good offer before
"Il take his second j ob.

The cab slowed then, and they passed through the massive arch that
was the gate to the port area. Peering through the darkened done,
Sil ence could make out the delicate spire of the main control
tower, the custons house, and the other adm nistrative buil dings
clustered at its feet. To either side of themran rows of the

| ong, | ow barns that were the docks and tuning sheds and
nmechani cs' workshops. It was remarkable how little those buil di ngs
varied fromworld to world. Only the control tower and its

associ ated conplex was ever different.

Beyond the docks was the field itself, a flat expanse of fused
earth, linked to the docks by a network of taxiways. A cradled
ship waited at the far end of the field, its tow scurrying away
toward the bunkers at the edge of the fused strip. As soon as the
tow had vani shed inside, the ship's harnoniumwhined to lifting
pitch--even two kiloneters away, Silence could feel the vibration
in the walls of the cab. The ship trenbl ed once, a great shudder

that racked it fromnose to tail. Then it lifted, rising at first
quite slowy, then faster and faster, the gleam ng silver of the
soundi ng keel lifting it toward heaven. Silence watched it dw ndle

until the cab turned into the tunnel that led to the assessors'
bui | di ngs, and the walls cut off her view

The cab stopped outside the doubl e doors of the assessors' dock,
and Bal t hasar fed | ocal banknotes into the neter to pop the
canopy. The docki ng bay was al nost enpty, only two of the twelve
spaces surrounded by the durafelt baffles that nmarked the presence
of a ship. There was a small gl assed-in cubby just inside the
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door, and Bal t hasar approached it confidently.
"Excuse ne," he said, tapping on the glass, and a gnomsh little
man appeared as if by conjuration.

"Yes?"

“"We're here to get sone things off the Black Dol phin," Balthasar
said. "She's been sold, so you won't have her hangi ng around her
much | onger."

The wat chman | ooked suspiciously at him "I'll have to see the
papers. "

Bal t hasar handed over the paper authorizing his tenporary

guardi anshi p, and Silence produced the bill of sale, pointing out
the provision that exenpted her own belongings. The little man
exam ned each page with excruciating care, but finally nodded.

"All right, I'll let you aboard--but I'll have to conme with you.
And you can only take things fromyour cabin, mss. O herw se |
can't know what's yours."

“"Fair enough," Silence said, when Balthasar didn't answer.

The wat chman | ed them down the row of enpty cradles, past the
first baffled ship, whose bow curtain hung open enough to reveal
the sharply raked nose of a custons lighter. The unprotected
soundi ng keel showed silver, not the oiled |lead of a true keel: it
was a | ocal ship, not capable of interstellar travel. There would
only be enough Phil osopher's Tincture in the netal of the keel to
take the ship away fromthe elenental earth of Secasia's core, not
enough to reach purgatory and the stars.

"Silence?" Balthasar called softly, striking a whispery echo from
the two keels. "Are you com ng?"

Sonmehow the other two had gotten ahead of her, were already
standi ng on the catwal k that ran along the top of the Dol phin's
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cradle. Silence hurried to join them her feet on the rattling
stairway drawing a new low thrunm ng fromthe keel as she passed.
The wat chman was waiting at the now open stern hatch, a rai nbow
glittering key in his hand.

"Which is your cabin, mss?"
"This way."

Sil ence took them down the main corridor that ran the |ength of
the ship to her cabin across the conmmon room fromthe | adder

| eading to the |l ower bridge. The latch clicked open at her touch,
and the door slid back. There was not nuch for her to take:

cl othes, tapes, trinkets, and jewelry, and finally, fromthe

| ocked strongbox beneath the nattress in the platformof her bunk,
her star-books. They were real books, bound in thin netal, the
paper edged with netal as well, to help protect the fragile
contents. Charged | ocks bound covers and pages tightly together, a
pi npoint light winking red in the center of each touchpl ate. She
lifted themout of their hiding place, the New Aquarius and the
ninety-first edition of the Specul um Astronom, witten in the
bastard Latin that had been the magi's first |anguage; then the
fussy, much-abused Star-Foll ower's Handbook, and her copy of the
Hegenoni ¢ Navy's Topoi. One was m ssing. She frowned, and | ooked
around the cabin again, wondering if she could have left it out on
the shelves. But she renenbered putting it with the others and

| ocki ng the box over it.

Bal t hasar gl anced at her and said in an undertone, "Wat's wong?"
"M/ Glded Stairs. It's not here." Silence frowned nore deeply.
Only the captain had the master key that woul d unl ock the cabin
strongboxes, and she had seen it anong her grandfather's effects;
Razi| could not have stolen it. "Unless G andfather borrowed it,
and left it in his cabin?"

Bal t hasar nodded once, then cleared his throat. "Was that your
bel |, wat chnman?"

"Hn??" The man frowned suspiciously--as well he mght, Silence

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (21 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:13 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

t hought di sgustedly, that was one of the oldest tricks in the book-
-but then sighed "I didn't hear it. You'll have to cone with ne
while | check. | can't | eave you aboard al one, you know. "

“I''"' mready anyway," Silence said.

Bal t hasar hoi sted the | arger bag, the one containing the rest of
her bel ongi ngs, to one shoulder. "Is this everything?" he asked.
Face and voice were still expressionless, but there was a new
tension in his stance.

"All except the books, and |I have those," Silence said, and |et

hi m precede her fromthe cabin. The watchman gl anced back, but saw
only an inconpetent woman funbling with the latch of her carryall.
Bal t hasar was with him and that was what mattered. Silence held
her breath, timng her steps carefully. Wen the watchnman reached
t he hatch, she was beside her grandfather's cabin, her hand,
conceal ed behind the carryall, funbling with the | atch buttons.
She pressed themin the proper sequence, upper left, |ower right,
| oner | eft and upper right, and then, as the watchman | eaned out
of the ship to listen, she kicked the opening panel. The door
popped open, and she slipped inside. There was no tine to | ook
around; the famliar grey binding of the Glded Stairs stood on

t he shel ves beside the door, and she seized it and swept it into
the carryall in one notion. Then she was outside again, the door
cl osi ng behind her, consuned by the nightnare fear that she had
gotten the wong book after all.

"Sieura Leigh?" That was Bal thasar, calling fromthe hatch. She
| ooked up and saw both nen staring at her, the watchman not

bot hering to hide his annoyance. "The nen are here to claimthe
shi p," Balthasar went on.

"Oh?" Silence said, trying to keep her voice |evel. She gl anced
down into the carryall, saw the proper title, and hid her sigh of
relief. "Then | suppose |'d better hurry." She left the carryall
unl at ched and wal ked on to the hatch. Balthasar was still staring
at her, one eyebrow slightly raised in question, and she nodded as
di screetly as she coul d.
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The captain nodded back. "We'Ill be off," he said. "You needn't see
us all the way out, watchman, we'll be going by the tunnels.”

The other man hesitated at the head of the cradle stairs, but
shrugged. "Go ahead, Captain. Good voyage."

Bal t hasar nodded his thanks, then took Silence's armand hurried
her down the cradle stairs and toward the dimy it tunnel
entrance at the far end of the dock. She quickly matched his pace,
gl anci ng once over her shoul der toward the nmain entrance. Sure
enough, a group of nmen were waiting there, their dull coveralls
badged with an insignia she could not quite read, but was
certainly the mark of Chanpuy's conbi ne. Chanpuy hinself did not
seemto be with them

“"Do you think they' Il start trouble?" Silence asked.

"I doubt it," Balthasar said, hauling back the door to the
tunnels. "No profit init--1 hope." Despite his words, he gl anced
nervously over his shoul der at the approaching figures.

W shi ng that she knew how to interpret that |ook--and that her ten-
shot heylin were not buried at the very bottomof the carryall--
Sil ence hi ked her coat to her knees and hurried down the narrow
stairs. Balthasar followed nore slowy, his free hand deep in the
pocket of his jacket. The fabric bulged with nore than just his
fist. At the first |anding, he paused to listen.

"Wl |l ?" Silence asked, after a noment.
“"We're clear, | guess. Cone on."

The pil ot shrugged, biting back her anger, and foll owed hi m down
the w nding stairs.

The area beneath the dock buil di ngs was honeyconbed wi th tunnels,
originally intended to give the dock workers sone sort of
protection from Secasi a's baking heat. The star-travellers had
taken it over alnost immediately, turning it into Secasia's
version of the transients' Pale, and expanded the network of
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tunnel s and caverns to include hotels and apartnents, recreation
areas catering to every conceivable taste, shops and | ocal offices
for the giant conbi nes, nechanics' workshops, and even a m nor
magus' s | aboratory. Stepping fromthe secondary tunnels into the
mai n concourse was |i ke stepping into another world, a world far
nore hospitabl e than Secasi a.

Silence pulled off her veil, stuffing it deep into a pocket, then
slipped | oose the fastenings of her coat and let it swirl back
over the short tunic and sober grey tights she wore beneath it.
The cool, machine-scented air of the Pale flowed past her, and she
threw back her head to let it stir her close-cropped hair, washing
away sonme of the m sery of the past hours. The sight of the
colorfully dressed crowd, Qued Tessaans, Rhosoi, Castagi, even a
Num uli youth sporting festival ribbons, and the rise and fall of
the pure coine of the star lanes calned her a little. She had | ost
her ship, but her dream of being pilot-owner of a starship had
never been nore than that, and an inpractical dream besides. She
had escaped working for Chanpuy, or being forced back to Cap Bel --
and with a m ni nrum of harassnent, despite her sex. She had passage
to Del os even without accepting Balthasar's second, dubious offer,
and sone chance of finding nore work. Things could have been worse-

"Silence!" The voice cane fromone of the hole-in-the-wall bars
that filled the shorter side tunnels, and stopped her in her
tracks.

“I't's my uncle," Silence said involuntarily.

Bal t hasar nade a face. "You can't ignore himnow. "

"Silence, wait!" The tubby man pushed open the shutters that gave
onto the mai n concourse and cl anbered out through the enpty w ndow
frame, ignoring the curses of patrons and passershy.

“"Don't you know enough to use the door?" Silence asked.

"I was afraid you' d get away," OQto Razil panted, straightening a
j acket that tended to ride up over his paunch. "Wen is the
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hearing with Probate?"

"This norning, and you damm well knew it," Silence snapped. Razil
was flushed, and the faint, cloying scent of iore, the nost
expensi ve of the Ariassan narcotics, clung to his beard. He could
rarely afford even the cheap taio on his share of Dol phin's
profits, and Silence's anger flared again.

"I"'mso sorry," Razil said, slurring his words only a little.
"What happened? Did you have to sell the ship?"

Silence took a deep breath. "Yes, | sold Dol phin. It turned out
there were sone very interesting purchases nade on the ship's
account that | never saw results of. Do you know how t hat
happened?"

"Your grandfather was always spendthrift,"” Razil blustered. "I
never wanted to trouble you with the financial problens he had--"

"Troubles, hell,"” Silence said. "You did all the buying, and you
al tered our records. How nuch did Chanpuy pay you for it?"

Razil hesitated, then drew hinself up in an attenpt at dignity.
“I'f I choose to work for him that's ny business. If you're too
stupid to know a good offer--well, I"mnot going to | et you drag
me down wth you. Especially when |I should be a captain in ny own
right.”

"That's what he offered you? To be Dol phin's captain? O to go to
Eart h?"

Razi| abandoned all pretense. "Yes, by God, and I'll nake it to
Earth, now that |'ve got the backing | need, and there'll be no
sharing wiwth sonme chit of a girl pilot." H s expression was

nonentarily clever. "You're still legally under ny power, Silence.
| could refuse to |l et you sign a contract wth anyone el se, make
you cone back and pilot for ne, let you drool over the five
mllions and never give you a penny--"

“Shut up,"” Silence said. She was suddenly consuned with fury, not
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just at Razil, but at the entire situation. "Listen to ne. Law or
no law, if you ever try to act as ny guardian, if you ever
interfere with ny life again, | will kill you. Here and now, wth

ny bare hands if | have to. Do you understand ne?"

The pudgy man took a step backwards. "Silence, dear girl, no need
to be hasty. It's a good job I"'moffering."”

"No. Now go." Silence reached for the bag Bal thasar was carrying,
but the captain stepped out of her reach. In the instant her
attention was distracted, Razil vanished into the crowd. "Goddamn
it, I wll kill him"

"I don't blanme you," Balthasar said, "but not here." He nodded at
the curious faces around them the beginning of a crowd of
W t nesses, and Sil ence sighed. Her anger faded al nost as quickly
as it had flared up; she was shaking now with the reaction.

"All right," she said. "But | neant it." "I know, " Balthasar said.
“"Let's go." Balthasar's ship was cradled in the fifteenth dock, a
| ong | ow barn nearly at the end of the row of port buil dings.
These were the cheaper docks, far fromthe tuning sheds and the
central offices, and were consequently crowded. Al but two of the
thirty-odd berths were full, and workers were busy preparing those
two for new arrivals. It was hot in the dock, especially after the
cool of the Pale, and Silence slipped out of the heavy coat. It
was the designer's fault for building windows in a dock, she

deci ded, no matter how nmuch it saved the Port Authority on lights.
The narrow row of windows that ran around the entire perineter of
t he dock, just below the roof beans, showed not hing but Secasia's
whi t e- hot sky.

Sun-Treader's cradle was in a berth in the mddle of the row
Balthasar lifted a corner of the baffle curtain to let them

t hrough, then carefully secured it behind them shutting out the
extraneous noi ses that m ght upset the tuning of the keel. Silence
stared at the ship. She had been expecting another ship |ike Black
Dol phin, a rounded, fractionally ungainly hull bul ging over the
edges of a narrow keel. Sun-Treader's hull was |ong and sl eek, not
as narrow as a Navy three or four, but still very slim a
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stream i ned bunp on the arrow of the keel. She was clearly build
for speed and maneuverability, and Silence's fingers itched for
the feel of the controls.

"She's Delian built," Balthasar said casually, but there was a

cal cul ati ng expression in his eyes. "A half-and-half, the yards
call that design. She'll only carry about seventy-five nass units--
but she's twice as fast as an ordinary freighter."

Si | ence nodded, following himup the catwal k that clung to the
cradle's side. That said a | ot about Balthasar, whether he had

i ntended to reveal it or not. A half-and-half just m ght be a
respectable ship on Delos and in the Fringe, but in the Rusadir it
was a pirate's ship, at best a snuggler's ship. The cargo space

m ght be limted, but the nost valuable illegal cargos tended to
be small, and a half-and-half could outrun anything smaller than a
Navy five. Just what do you do for a living, Denis Balthasar? she
t hought, but said nothing, watching Balthasar work the hatch
control s.

"Yo, Julie?" Balthasar stepped into the narrow corridor, peered
around and upward. "I1'm aboard, with a pilot."

"Oh?" A tenporary |ladder rattled sharply, and a heavily built man
dr opped through a mai ntenance hatch into the corridor in front of
them Packing fluid streaked his hands and a few droplets were
caught in his untidy beard. He | ooked nonentarily startled to see
a worman, but recovered quickly. He renoved nost of the fluid by
draggi ng his hands across the thighs of his trousers and hel d out
a hand in greeting. "Wl cone aboard, pilot."

Sil ence took his hand speechl essly, overwhel ned by the sheer size
of the man. He towered over her by nearly half a neter, his bulk
filling the passageway.

“Silence Leigh, Julian Chase Mago, ny engi neer," Balthasar said.

"Silence has signed on at |east to Delos."

"Oh?" Chase Mago | ooked down at his captain, over Silence' s head.
"So she's going to--"
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"W haven't discussed that,’
engi neer shook his head.

Bal t hasar cut in quickly. The

"That remnds ne," Silence said. "What was this deal you couldn't
tal k about at the court?”

“"Let's drop your things in the pilot's cabin,"” Balthasar said.

"Then we'll tal k."

The half-and-hal f's construction was very different fromthat of a
standard freighter, and the differences nade Sil ence wonder again
just what kind of cargos Balthasar carried. The main hatch opened
not onto the nmain deck but into a short length of corridor running
between the two nmain holds. A |ladder led up to the crew deck,
directly into a common roomthat was little nore than a broader
section of corridor fitted wwth a few battered pi eces of

furniture. A bank of automatic kitchen nmachi nes stood agai nst one
bul khead, separated fromthe rest of the commbn area by a woven
netal partition. Silence could see grooves in the floor where
other partitions could be fitted to create at | east two nore

cabi ns.

The pilot's cabin was right up in the bow, at the base of the

| adder that led to the double bridge. It was oddly shaped, al nost
triangular, but the fittings were fairly standard. Bunk and
nonitor console were built into opposite bul kheads, and a shower
conpartnent was tucked into the apex of the triangle.

"I know it |ooks |like you're right over the keel," Chase Mago
said, "but you've got about a neter of packing in between. You
shouldn't feel a thing."

Si | ence nodded and tossed the smaller carryall onto the bare
mattress of the bunk. Balthasar set the |larger bag just inside the
door and turned to go.

"I"'mfixing tea," he said. "Do you want sone, Silence?"

"Pl ease. "
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The door slid shut automatically behind him and Silence stared at
the enpty cabin. Bare walls, bare bunk, darkened console ...
suddenly all the practical difficulties of starting over, of

| nposing her will on a new ship and fitting into a new unit,
threatened to overwhel m her.

“"I's there anything | can do to hel p?" Chase Mago asked.

"No, thanks, I'll settle things later," Silence answered. Then at
| ast the cadence of his speech registered. "You're fromthe
Rusadir, aren't you?"

The engi neer hesitated briefly, then said, "Yes, from Kesse."

Sil ence | ooked up quickly, the trivial question of nutual

acquai ntance dying on her |ips. Kesse--renaned Tarraco by the
Hegenony in an attenpt to wi pe out the nenory of the planet's

resi stance--had been the [ast of the Rusadir worlds to fall to the
i nvaders. It had |lasted for a year under siege, had turned back
all the tricks the magi had thrown against it. Only the treachery
of a splinter faction of its oligarchs had forced the planet to
surrender. The survivors had been forcibly rel ocated and subjected
to harsh sanctions--anong which, if she renenbered correctly, was
a ban on star travel.

Chase Mago shrugged, reading the question in her eyes. "Lots of
things are possible if you pay off the right people. And we don't
go very deep into the Hegenony if we can help it.... | think the
tea's ready now. "

Si | ence nodded, oddly enbarrassed, and foll owed the engi neer out
of the cabin. The snoky aroma of the tea filled the commobns. Chase
Mago sniffed at it, then dropped heavily into a folded cushion
chair that bore the permanent inprint of his huge franme. A hammock
chair stood by the dented table, the paint worn fromits netal
franme by constant use; it was obviously Balthasar's favorite.
There was a third chair as well, an oil-inflated arnthair whose
undent ed cushion proved it had only recently been taken from
storage. Silence drew it closer to the table and settled herself
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cautiously against the still, chill padding. Balthasar energed
fromthe galley cubicle with three | arge nugs bal anced on a tray,
and Sil ence accepted one blindly, sipping at the steam ng |iquid.
For the first tinme in days, in the weeks since her grandfather's
death, she had the tine to think of her own feelings, and she

wi nced, expecting the famliar tide of grief and anger. But there
was only exhaustion, a nunbing fatigue and a sense of being out of
pl ace. There had been so nuch fighting, and not nmuch to show for
it, really--only this strange ship and its equally strange crew

“"Do you want to tal k?" Balthasar asked.

"No," Silence said, rising so quickly that she al nost spilled her
tea. "Not now. |I'mdead tired, and I want sone sleep before | have
to nake any deci sions.™

"Sure," Balthasar said, and Chase Mago nodded. Their eyes
flickered toward each other in al nost sublimnal conversation, but
Silence had no interest in reading it. She retreated to her cabin,
cl osed and | atched the door behind her. She stooped for the bag
that held her bedding, but |ost her bal ance and stunbl ed back

agai nst the bunk. The mattress was positively seductive in its
Spartan confort, and she |let herself |ean back against the pillow.
In just a mnute, she prom sed herself, in just a mnute |I'l|l get
up, nmake the bed. In just a mnute. And then she sl ept.

Chapter 2

Silence woke stiff from sl eeping curled on the unnmade bunk, her
coat dragged | oosely over her. She had dreaned, she knew, but
already the thread of it was fading, |eaving her wwth a vague
menory of her grandfather's face and an odd sense of rel ease. She
groped for the substance of the dream and it was gone. She sighed
and stretched, nuscles protesting a little. At |east she had
slept, and slept soundly, for the first tinme in weeks. She sm | ed
wyly to herself. | think | can even face this offer of

Bal t hasar's.

The ship was very quiet, only the hissing of the ventilators
proving that the ship was alive. She got up, wincing--the |lights
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faded on automatically with her novenent--and searched the nonitor
for the chrononeter display. She found it at |ast and keyed it on:
the little screen declared it to be 0941 hours. She checked the
abbrevi ated notation beneath the nunbers. That was |ocal tine, but
the arbitrary ship's tine matched it fairly well, at 0652. She

bat hed arid dressed and, thus fortified, pushed open the cabin
door.

The commobn area was dark and enpty. Past the cl osed doors of the
men's cabins, a guard light burned orange in the entrance to the
engi ne room but there was no other sign of |life. Even the | adders
to the other decks were only just outlined by the blue pinpoints
of safety lights. Chastened, she retreated, closing the door

behi nd her.

So they're late risers, she told herself. Let them sleep. You can
use the tine to put this place to rights. Determ nedly, she flung
back the straps to release the mattress, exposing the strongbox
beneat h. Unl ocking the snmaller carryall, she put the starbooks
away, and adjusted the strongbox's lock to respond to her

pal nprint. Then she pushed the mattress back into place and began
unpacki ng the rest of her things. She was stacking the |ast
filnmbook in its place when soneone tapped gently on her door.
There had been noises in the conmon roomfor sone tine, she
real i zed, as she noved to unlock the door, but she hadn't noticed
themuntil now.

n YeS?II

"Breakfast is ready," Chase Mago announced. "And Denis wants to
talk to you."

"Thanks. I'msorry |--about |last night," Silence anended,
foll ow ng the engi neer through the commons into the kitchen area.
She drew a nug of coffee fromthe huge urn nounted on one

bul khead, but refused a slice of the sweet, heavy daybread.
Bal t hasar, already sitting at the table, raised a hand in
greeting.

"Good norning," he called. "Pull up a chair. How are you feeling?"

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (31 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:14 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

"Better," Silence said, taking her place at the table. "And
curious."

At her el bow, Chase Mago grinned briefly.

“"All right, | owe you an explanation, | know " Balthasar nade an
odd face: seemingly the thought of explanations caused him
physical pain. "Dd Julie nention he's from Kesse?"

"Yes." Silence stole a glance at the engineer. H's bearded face
was grim and one hand slowy contracted on his nug, as though he
woul d shatter it.

Bal t hasar went on as if he hadn't noticed. "You know the
restrictions that were inposed. Relocation, confiscations,
restrictions--it's the restrictions that're inportant. The
Kessenen can't travel except with special docunents, controlled
fromthe capital, and Julie doesn't have--can't get--those papers.
You can't really forge them" he added quickly, forestalling
Silence's question. "Asterion handles themdirectly, and the
Hegenon hi nself has to approve each one. So far, we've gotten by
Wi th sone pretty crude Lachesan papers and a | ot of bribe noney.
But we can't go very deep into the Hegenony that way, and it's
getting nore expensive every trip."

"And so?" Sil ence asked.

“"I"'ma Delian citizen," Balthasar said. "You know the citizenship
| aws t here?"

Sil ence frowned, wondering when the connection would be nade, but
answered willingly enough. She felt alnost as if she were in
school again, when the quickest way to get the information she
wanted was to hunor the teachers. "They don't allow inmmgration.
Popul ation control, | think, since it's a crowded world."

"Right. But it's |less a question of population than that they want

to restrict the nunber of people with citizen status, to nake it
hard for off-worlders to get it. Being a Delian citizen has a | ot
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of advantages ... and there are only two ways to get it: be born
on planet to two full citizens, or marry a Delian. Now, Julie
woul d be free of the restrictions if he had Delian citizenship.
You see the probl enf"

"Del os doesn't recogni ze one-sex narriages?"
Chase Mago said, "That would nmake things too easy."

"They don't bring full citizenship," Balthasar said.

mstill not sure | see--
cut in.

Sil ence began warily, and Bal t hasar

“"But they do recognize multiple marriage."”

"Oh." Silence | ooked fromone to the other. "So you want ne to
marry both of you?"

"That's the idea,"” Balthasar said.

Chase Mago frowned at him "There wouldn't be any--physi cal
obligation on your part, | promse. It would be a marriage of nane
only."

"Delian law lets all parties keep citizen status only if the
marriage | asts a year or |onger," Balthasar added. He nade an
apol ogetic gesture. "They don't want it to be easy."”

"So if I didthis, I'd have to wait a year to get out of it if |
di scovered | couldn't stand the two of you?" Silence shook her
head. "Why couldn't you just nmarry a Delian woman?"

Chase Mago stared into the depths of his nug. "I do not know many
wonen- - many people at all--on Delos. And the | aws agai nst
marri ages of conveni ence are strict. !

Hi s voice trailed off, and Balthasar said practically, "It's just

not to their advantage. There's nothing he--or |, or we--can offer
that a Delian doesn't have already. Even on Delos, or anywhere in

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (33 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:14 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

the Fringe, there aren't a |l ot of wonen who becone star-
travellers. The ones that do are all supercargos, or stewards,
things like that. You're the first wonan pilot |'ve net, except
for Msthians. | don't have any use for a supercargo-- Sun-
Treader's too small to need a separate person to handl e cargo- - but
| do need a pilot. Anyway, nost of those woman are al ready
married, and | guess | don't have to tell you why."

Si | ence nodded. The Hegenony was the |argest political entity in
known space; all star-travellers had to deal with it and its | aws
at sone point. Marriage was probably the easiest way for nost
wonen to gain | egal existence under the Hegenon's code. "So why
not marry a pl anetsi der ?"

“We couldn't prove the marriage," Balthasar said. "Delian | aw
defines marri age as cohabitation over a set period of tine. |
can't spare Julie, and there isn't room aboard for anyone who
doesn't work." He smled winningly. "This isn't a one-sided deal.
You'll get citizenship, too, and pilot's work. And you won't have
to worry about your uncle.”

“"Let ne think!" The words canme out nore sharply than Sil ence had
| nt ended, and she gestured an apology. "I don't know. "

"Just think about it," Balthasar said. "The rest of ny offer
hol ds. "

"How can | tell if I can work with you?" Silence asked. "I've
known you | ess than a standard day."

“"The flight to Delos,"” Balthasar said. "W'l|l take a |ong road.
That' |l show up any inconpatibilities.” He grinned, delighted by
his own inspiration.

Chase Mago's eyebrows rose, but then he smled faintly. "lIt's a
t hought . "

Silence | ooked at them again, at Chase Mago's broad, bearded face,

Bal t hasar's face all angles, with the patch of pale skin beneath
one eye. Chase Mago was at |east a Rusadir man, Kesse-born and

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (34 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:14 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

Kesse-bred; she and the engi neer shared a common cul ture.
Bal t hasar was another nmatter, closed in and secretive, giving so
little of hinmself that even his apparent benevol ence was
unsettling. . . . Both of them were unknown quantities, with
unknown strengths and weaknesses ... she was not ready to comm t
herself to anything, especially not to a new ship, not yet. Still,
it was the best offer yet, and who could know what things would be
| i ke on Del os? Even a Delian m ght hesitate to hire a woman pil ot.
And she woul d gain her freedom She shook her head again. The
marriage was nothing, less than nothing if Balthasar kept Chase
Mago's promise and it renmained a narriage of nane. Love was | ess
intimate a relationship than the trust that had to exist between
the nenbers of a starship's crew.

She sighed. Balthasar's idea was a good one. A |long road, |asting
si x hours or longer in subjective tine, was usually reserved for
the superfreighters with their ten-man crews--but if the three of
them coul d take Sun-Treader through, the difficulties of the
passage would either weld theminto a functional crew or prove the
attenpt to be pointless. Either way, it would be quick. Against
her better judgnent, she nodded.

“I"' mnot stupid,"” she said. "I can see howit's to ny advantage.
"Il work out a long-road course to Del os, captain, and I'l| give
you ny answer when we're cradled there."

“Fair enough," Balthasar said. He gul ped the last of his coffee
and stood up quickly. "Julie, 1've got business in the port. Wy
don't you show Silence the ship, let her get the feel of the
control s?"

“"Ri ght," Chase Mago answered, and Bal t hasar was gone, di sappearing
down the | adder to the main hatch. The engi neer shook his head,
sighed. Silence took a last sip of her coffee,

“Shall we start?" she asked.

"There's no hurry," Chase Mago said. "Look, Denis nmakes up these

pl ans as he goes al ong. He doesn't have sone great controlling
schenme in mnd, even if he'd like to nake you think he does. This
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marriage--he was going to try and find a supercargo, and worry
about those problens |ater, but then he saw you at the court, and
figured you were what we really needed. He--don't let him push
you, that's all."

"Oh, | won't," Silence said, nore grinmy than she had i ntended.

Chase Mago | ooked down at his plate as though he were surprised to
find it enpty. "Then | guess we mght as well get started," he
said. He swept up his own plate and utensils, caught both their
mugs in his free hand, and dunped the |ot into the cleaning sl ot
as he passed the kitchen console. Silence did the sane with

Bal t hasar's di shes, then wondered if she should have left them

Bef ore she coul d ask, Chase Mago had begun his tour.

“"This is the cabin space," he said, gesturing to the two doors
beyond the commobns. One--Balthasar's, Silence thought--was open a
crack, revealing an unmade bunk and bare walls. "W can fit in two
nore cabins by breaki ng down the common area--three cabins if we
el imnate commons all together," Chase Mago went on.

"“Engi neering' s through here."

Si |l ence stepped over the raised coam ng, through the warning
barrier of orange light, and blinked at the sudden sterile

bri ght ness of her surroundi ngs. There were two main consol es, and
hal f a dozen snmaller nonitors, nostly dark and silent. The smaller
of the two consol es hummed and clicked softly to itself. Chase
Mago gl anced once at it, then turned his attention to the other,
his eyes caressing the few pale lights flickering anong the

dar kened gauges. He touched keys on the double board and wat ched
the readings shift, before turning his attention back to the

pil ot.

“"We're Delos built,” he said, "but we tune to the Numuli scale."
He touched a gl owi ng key set apart fromthe others and the

har noni um spoke, a | ow chord that was no known harnony, no human
musi c. The sheer beauty of it shivered to her bones.

Into the silence that foll owed, Chase Mago said, "W reach five-
twel fths of heaven."
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Silence tried to convert that to velocity and fail ed. Consi dered
as a neasure of tine, it was easier to see what that would nean.
Conpared to Bl ack Dol phin, whose harnoni um would only nmake a sixth
of heaven, Sun-Treader woul d spend | ess subjective tine in
purgatory. O so she thought. Frowning, she revi ewed what she knew
of the engineer's art. The essential parts of a starship were the
soundi ng keel and the harnonium The keel was nade of a base netal
| npregnated with the Philosopher's Tincture, the only celestial
substance that could exist in the nundane world. The tincture in

t he keel always sought to return to the transcendant, nonnateri al
wor | d- - heaven- - beyond apparent reality, but was bound down by the
mat eri al substances with which it was surrounded. Only under
stinmulus fromthe harnonium which was tuned to as cl ose an
approxi mati on of the nusic which rul ed heaven as was hunanly
possible, could the tincture rise toward heaven, first fleeing the
el enental earth of a planet's core, then rushing faster and faster
into the void between the stars, where the barriers between the
mundane and the. celestial were thinnest. The rest of the shinp,
riding on the keel, was drawn up with it. Because nost of the ship
was nmade of material substances, gross matter, it could never
reach heaven--but the harnoniumcould bring it to the crucial
point, the twelfth of heaven that was purgatory. Tinme and space
tw sted, doors opened, and the shi ps passed between the stars in
m nutes rather than in hundreds of years. And that was where the
ranki ng of fractions cane hi. The closer a ship cane to heaven,
the less tine it seened to take to pass through purgatory.

Chase Mago was still talking. "... Dbiggest problem has been the
cargo space. The holds are right over the keel, not on the top
deck like on a freighter, and none of the baffles has worked quite
right. W have to be really careful about the stowage."

"What kind of cargo do you carry?" Silence asked.

The engi neer hesitated. "All kinds. Denis is under contract to a
group, and we run a lot of their light stuff."

The explanation did not ring quite true--for one thing, if Sun-
Treader were a contract ship, where were her enpl oyers' markings?--
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but Silence said nothing.

“"You'l| see what | nean when Denis gets back," Chase Mago sai d.
“"Do you want to see the control room now?"

n Sur ell

They wal ked back toward the bow, then Chase Mago waved her up the
| adder ahead of him The | ower control room was about what Silence
had expected, twn consoles for captain and pilot, twn

accel eration couches that could be tilted back to form al nost -
confortabl e bunks, the triple viewscreen domnating the forward
bul khead. She gave it a cursory glance and pulled herself up to
the pilot's bridge.

The done was starkly functional, enpty except for the massive
control yoke, shaped rather |ike the wheel of one of the |egendary
sea-ships of old Earth. Rudinentary status lights glowed on its
hub and al ong one of the thick spokes, but the well-worn netal was
ot herwi se unadorned. Not hing nore was needed: |In purgatory,

control was nmaintained as nuch through synbolic effects as through
any sophisticated nechanical |inkage. Silence stepped onto the
platform before it, slipping her feet into the waiting holl ows.
The clingfoam covering wapped itself around her ankles. She took
hol d of the wheel itself--it swng freely to her touch, disengaged
fromits systens--and her eyes narrowed as she tried to inmagine
the ship in purgatory. The hull would go transparent, the

voi dmarks glittering through..

In the conpartnent bel ow, Chase Mago cleared his throat, and she
cane back to reality with a start. Sliding down the short | adder,
she asked, "Wat happened to your old pilot? You can't have run
this ship with just two people. "

“Actual ly, we have been," the engi neer answered. "Denis is a

| i censed pilot--can tune a ship, too, if you can believe him-and
when Al ex was offered a better post, Denis took over until we
could find soneone to replace him"

“I't looks like it's taken you quite a while," Silence comment ed.
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| f they had been running short-handed, that would explain the
surprisingly spartan commons: there woul d have been no tine to
arrange nore than mnimal confort.

Chase Mago shrugged. "It's hard to find a good pilot, and Denis
believes in | eaving our options open.”

Silence's |ips tightened in spite of herself, but she could think
of no safe response. Then there was a clattering fromthe
hat chway, and Bal t hasar's voice echoed up fromthe | ower deck.

"Yo, Julie?"
Chase Mago | eaned into the | adder well. "Topside."

Feet rattled on the |adder rungs below him and Balt hasar appeared
i n the opening, |ooking up with a quizzical expression. "There
wasn't nuch after all. Cone hel p nme manage the honunculi.”

“1"l1'l be right down." The engi neer dropped through the hole

wi t hout a backward glance. Silence hesitated, not sure if she were
i ncluded in the order, of if she wanted to be, but then Bal -
thasar's voice floated up over the rattling of the | adders.

"Where's Sil ence?"

“"Com ng," she called, and dropped down after them

The homunculi were waiting at the base of the cradle, three short,
stunted, vaguely humanoid creatures, each with a netal -bound crate
nested in the frane enbedded in its shoulders. Balthasar, at the
top of the catwal k, raised their control disk, and the crude faces
turned toward him dull glass eyes full of a fal se awareness. He
adj usted the settings, and the honmunculi shanbl ed forward, apelike
arnms taking part of the weight off their forward-I|eaning torsos.
Sil ence shrank back in spite of herself as they started up the

st ai rway.

"Sil ence?" Chase Mago pulled a key box fromhis pocket and tossed
it in her direction. Startled, she batted at it, and knocked it
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clattering to the deck pl ates.

“"That's to the forward hold," Chase Mago said. "Go on ahead and
unl ock it, would you?"

Si | ence nodded, scooping up the key, and ducked back into the
ship. The lock responded willingly, and she fol ded back the stiff
| eaves of the hatch. The lights cane on in the hold as she did so.

"Watch yourself," Chase Mago cal |l ed.

Silence turned, and found her path bl ocked by the colum of
hormuncul i . Rather than risk their touch, she stepped into the
hol d, retreating up the slight incline toward the bow. The plates
underf oot were soft and spongy, nade of the sanme conbi nation of

el ements as the baffles that surrounded the ship.

The first honmunculus | ooned in the hatchway, levering itself over
the low coamng with clunsy novenents of its arns. Silence stepped
to one side, alnobst tripping over one of the low, soft ridges that
crisscrossed the stowage space. |t shanbl ed past her and the next
one lifted itself stiffly into the hold. It was followed by a
third, and then by Balthasar, who positioned hinself to one side
of the hatch, watching their progress with an anxi ous eye. Chase
Mago, standing stooped to peer into the hold, gnawed on a

t hunbnai | , guessi ng di st ances.

“"That 1ooks all right," he said at last. H s voice was w t hout
resonance i n the padded conpart nent.

Bal t hasar nodded and adjusted the di sk again. The homunculi froze
in their tracks. "Unl oad?" he asked, and Chase Mago shrugged.

"Wy not? We'll have to do nost of the shifting by hand anyway. "

Bal t hasar noved the di sk. Each honmuncul us reached over its

shoul der, nassive three-fingered paws closing surely over the
crates on their backs. Wth surprising grace, they lifted the
crates over their heads and set themon the floor-plates in front
of them
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“I's there nore?" Chase Mago asked.

"No, this is it." Balthasar |ooked up as the engi neer edged
cautiously into the hold. "Wiere do you want these?"

Chase Mago consulted a chart lamnated to the bul khead behind him
Then he pulled a small, thick notebook from his pocket and began
flipping through the pages, munbling to hinself. "What is this,
anyway ?"

“The usual ," Balthasar answered airily.
"Ri ght." Chase Mago tucked the notebook away again and slid back
the cover that protected the field controls. "Clear."

Hastily, Silence stepped out of the stowage into the narrow
corridor that ran between the two spaces. Behind her, light--the
outward mani festation of a Newmonian field that would confine the
cargo--flared briefly along the ridges, then coal esced to outline
three wi dely spaced squares, two to her left, one to her right.
Chase Mago cut the field, frowning.

“"The crates are light," Balthasar interposed. "It m ght be easier
for us to nove themthan to try and tell the homunculi where to
put them™"

Chase Mago sighed. "All right. You see where they have to go."

"Sure," Balthasar said, and reached for the first of the crates,
lifting it with apparent ease.

Silence copied him carefully staying out of the nearest

homuncul us's reach. It would not nove w thout an express conmand
and she knew it, but her skin crawl ed at the thought of its touch.
The crate itself was lighter than it | ooked, but heavier than she
had expected from Balthasar's attitude. She could barely raise it,
and settled for shoving it along the decking, tipping it over the
ridges into its proper place. Chase Mago did the sane, and Sil ence
was neanly gratified when she spotted the captain rubbing his back
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muscl es. Bal t hasar was stronger than he | ooked, but not as strong
as he pretended to be.

Chase Mago straightened. "I can handle it fromhere," he said. H e
pulled a small, egg-shaped object fromhis pocket and tapped it
against his palm then set it to his |ips and sounded a single
note. Silence w nced--even a pilot, not trained to listen for the
fractional variations in pitch that concerned an engi neer, could
tell that the cargo was positioned out of tune. Chase Mago had a
| ong, niggling job ahead of him shifting the crates by
mllinmeters until the ship was in tune again.

“1"l1'l get the homunculi back to the agency," Balthasar said

qui ckly, and picked up the control disk, bringing the homunculi
back to life. They straightened to their wal king stance and turned
slowy toward the hatch. Silence scranbled out of the way, then
turned to the engineer, trying to pretend unconcern.

“"Do you need ny hel p?"

"No." Chase Mago's attention was on the problemin front of him
but he | ooked up |Iong enough to smle at her. "Surely a pilot's
not interested in tuning?"

"Not quite," Silence said, and fled before he could accept her
of fer.

Once in the commons, she drew herself another nug of coffee, |ess
because she wanted it than to give herself an excuse for sitting
at the table. God, she thought, | hate beginnings. And I'm not at
all sure | want to make a begi nning here. A three-way marriage.. ..
Three-way marri age was consi dered, at best, peculiar in the
Rusadi r, even anong the avowedly eccentric star-travellers. She
knew of only one such triple anong the ships that travelled Bl ack
Dol phin's roads, and the three--it had been two wonen, both of
whom t ook care of the passengers on the tiny mail liner, and a
man, the captain--had clained that the arrangenent existed only to
guarantee rights if one of themdied. But there had been sonething
bet ween them sonething in the glances that passed between them
that gave the lie to their sinple explanation. There had been a
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| ot of gossip about them anong the star-travellers, gossip and a
sly exchange of |ooks and words every tine the triple cane into a
bar. No, she had no desire to end up like that, the object of

sni de remar ks and specul ative gl ances. Better to begin again on
Del os, no matter how hard that m ght Dbe.

That deci sion nade, she felt a little |less |ost. Balthasar had
suggested a long flight to Del os; she mght as well begin plotting
that course. She stuffed her nug into the cleaning slot and was

al ready at the door of her cabin when Bal thasar appeared on the

| adder .

"Silence?" he called. "You starting the course plot?"

"I was going to."

"How long do you think it wll take?"

"I don't know," Silence answered. "Are you taking on nore cargo?"

"No, thisis it," Balthasar answered.

Silence waited for a further explanation, but the captain sml ed
cheerfully at her and swung hinself off the |adder. You could be a

very irritating man to work for, Silence thought. | know perfectly
well the only cargos as small as this one that pay expenses--never
m nd naking a profit--are the illegal ones. "I think," she said

carefully, "that if you want ne to consider this schene of yours
seriously, you owe ne an expl anation."

Chase Mago, stepping off the | adder behind Balthasar, gave a short
bark of |aughter. "She's right, Denis, you owe her."

The captain nade an odd gesture that was not quite a shrug. "All

right. The cargo isn't precisely illegal--1've got genuine papers
for it, it's going to its rightful owners, it isn't restricted--
but it is, well, sensitive. My enpl oyers pay very well to see that

it arrives on Delos within certain tine limts, wthout anyone
aski ng awkward questions."
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Bal t hasar was a nmaster of the art of tal king w thout giving
anyt hi ng away, Silence thought sourly. He didn't say a thing I
couldn't have figured out on ny own. "And who are these

enpl oyer s?"

Chase Mago cut in irritably. "It's a | aundering operation,

Silence. Loot fenced on Enkom and Astapa buys iore on Ariassus
and spring spice fromthe Madakh. That buys gens on Tartessos, and
gens buy credit on Delos. And Delian credit buys anything,
anywhere. We're just the couriers on the last leg."

"And who pays you?" Silence asked, even though she suspected the
answer .

It was Bal t hasar who answered, wth a grinmace al nost of pain.
"W at h- of - God. "

Sil ence shivered. Wath-of-God was the greatest of the pirate
conbi nes that had dom nated the starways fromthe M|l ennial Wrs
to the reformati on of the Hegenony, and the only one to survive
the police raids that had earned the Hegenon Adeben Il his title
of the Scourge. Wath-of-God' s power had been di m ni shed since

t hose days, when its squadrons had rai ded even Asterion wth

| mpunity, but its ships still roanmed the Fringe, snapping up
unwary, or unlucky, freighters. Black Dol phin had sighted one,
once, or what they had thought was a Wath-of-God ship: a sleek

| ongshi p, barely nore than a collection of weapons-turrets

bal anced on an outsized keel, travelling unmarked and with its

i dentity beacon silenced. Dol phin had turned and run, back toward
Tell Sukhas and its patrols, and when they had taken tine to | ook,
t he unknown ship had faded fromtheir screens. Bodua Lei gh had
refused to travel that route again, even after the Tell Sukhan
patrols had made a sweep and clained to have destroyed the pirate.
Silence | ooked at Balthasar, at |last able to identify the bl eached
patch of skin on his right cheek. The senior captains who ruled

W at h-of - God marked their nen; that scar was the mark where their
tattoo of a fire-eyed skull had been hidden or renoved.

Bal t hasar rai sed one hand to his cheek, rubbing two fingers over
the mark as though her stare had nade it hurt again. "W're not
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pirates," he said. "A half-and-half isn't really good enough any
nore, not to take the profitable cargos. Those travel in convoy
anyway. W just handl e the business end."

"I see," Silence said. But | don't have to like it, she added to
hersel f. No wonder they didn't tell ne who they worked for. They
knew | woul dn't even consider their schene if | did. Well, they
were right. 1'll get this ship to Delos, and then I'lIl leave it--
so long as Balthasar keeps his part of the bargain. She shivered
agai n at that thought.

Bal t hasar had taken her silence for assent. "Can you have the
course ready by tonorrow norning?"

"Yes. "

"Good. " Balthasar disappeared into the galley, returning a nonent
|ater with a nug of coffee. "Then I'lI| try to arrange a norning
liftoff."

Silence swal |l owed her protest. She could work out a course in six
or seven hours, one that would bring the ship through in one
piece. And if it wasn't a particularly easy passage--that would be
one nore reason for Balthasar to |let her go once they reached
Delos. "I'll get right onit," she said neekly, and stepped into
her cabin.

Lat chi ng the door behind her, she crossed to her bunk and pull ed
out the starbooks, then settled herself at the console, pulling
out the tiny witing board to give herself nore space in which to
work. The G lded Stairs had the best tables for this part of space
and she flipped to themonly to stare in surprise at a set of
unfam liar synbols. The treated paper felt odd beneath her

fingers, far older than any of her own books. . . . She paged back
quickly to the frontispiece, sought the date of inprint anong the
tangl e of decoration. It read 781 N. A. Prewar, she realized
wonderingly, touching the pages with nore respect, but she could
not renenber the fornula for changing the old "New Age" dates to
the Standard Years of Rusadir and Hegenony. So how had a starbook
printed before the MIlennial War gotten into Bodua Lei gh's cabin?
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It was not as though he shared his nephew s interest in things
prewar that mght |lead to Earth. She turned back to the blank
pages at the very front, hoping to find a bill of sale or sone

I ndi cati on of ownership and found instead a small slip of paper,
cl osely covered wth her grandfather's spidery witing.

“"Silence," it began, "one of Oto's dealers cane | ooking for him
wanted to sell this for the usual exorbitant price. |'d have sent
hi m away, but for the initials in the beginning. O course, he
clains this was Gregor Mosi's very starbook and, well, | can't

di sprove it. In any case, |'d rather you had it than OQto. Happy
early (or late) nane-day, with | ove fromyour grandfather." There
was no date.

Silence | ooked automatically for the initials, but her sight was
blurred by tears. She blinked them away, and found the tiny,
intertwined Gand Mthat m ght stand for G egor Msi, |egendary
pilot of the prewar era. Mdsi had been her hero fromthe tine she
had first decided to becone a pilot; he had discovered a dozen new
wor | ds, nade and | ost a hundred fortunes--always in the nost
romanti c fashi on possible--and had finally di sappeared while
attenpting to find an utterly alien planet, his ship presumably
torn apart by the bizarre tuning of his harnonium She stroked the
pages reverently. This edition would no | onger be of nuch use in
travelling fromstar to star, but she could think of no better
talisman for a pilot. Cearly, Bodua Leigh had thought so as well.

After a nonent, she sniffed and w ped her eyes hard. It was a good
present, she told herself sternly, but of no practical use. You
have a job to do, pilot. Get on with it. For a nonent, she w shed
for her own up-to-date Glded Stairs, but the Topoi's tables were
al nost as good. She turned to them jotting down the rel evant

hi er ogl yphi cs and cross-referencing them There was only one | ong
route from Secasia to Del os, though there was a cluster of |inked
shorter routes that woul d have been her first choice under other

ci rcunst ances. But Bal -thasar wanted a long route, and a | ong
route he would get. She checked her notes again, and slid one hand
down the colum listing duration until she reached the proper
time. Then she searched across the top of the table for the

hi er ogl yph i ndicating the physical route, Secasia to Del os, and
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found the point of intersection. The sign indicated the Way of the
Carts. The Topoi had better tables, but the Specul um Astronom
used a better systemfor noting the voidmarks. She flipped through
t he pages until she found the proper place, then propped her feet
on the edge of her bunk, scanning the half-page of cryptic text
and the acconpanyi ng synbols. But the picture, the dog-headed man
who capered awkwardly atop a wheel turned by a blindfol ded wonman,

t he second wonan who crouched in a corner shielding a fretted

| anp, remai ned obstinately only a draw ng. Nothing cane to her but
the sterile, common know edge that was within the grasp of anyone
who had read a standard hieroglyphica. The Carter's Road, as the
Speculumnaned it, was a tricky route--that was the neaning of the
crouchi ng woman--and shielding the |anp suggested that the pil ot
shoul d conserve strength and ship's power. The wheel stood for a
random vortex, a tw sted knot in heaven, reflecting the presence
of sone massive object existing on the material or submateri al

pl anes.

Si |l ence sighed and cl osed the book, keeping a finger between the
pages to mark her place. She took a deep breath and tried to
relax, to reach the cal mshe needed if she was to read the

voi dmar ks accurately. She was | ooking for a gate that was not a
gate.... It was an old riddle, but it focused her m nd adm rably:
true understandi ng was the key to true perception, her first
teacher had said. The gates of which the pilots spoke were not
really gates in the sense of being fixed |locations in space and
tinme. Rather, they were nethods, ways of getting fromone place to
another in a set anount of tine. Sone--like the Carter's Road--
needed certain physical features in the space through which they
passed, so that the ship could benefit fromthe ghostly,
nonmaterial reflections of those objects. O hers required nothing
nore than the pilot's understanding of the signs that nmarked them
Met a- physi cists said that any place, if such a word coul d be used,
I n purgatory was exactly the sane as all places, that all things
exi sted there and that star travel was as nmuch a matter of |aying
departure point and destination side by side as it was a matter of
follow ng rul es and voi dnmar ks.

She opened the starbook again, and this tinme the neani ng | eaped
out of the picture at her. The Carter's Road was a random vort ex,
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with a blind spin clockwi se and a nasty twist to it at the end.
The way to get through it was to drive into the current, to ride
with it, nursing the ship along just as the woman nursed her | anp,
until the distorted reflection of a sun that was the center of the
vortex, the hub of the wheel, cane clear. And then you dove

strai ght through. Silence blinked, and the vision faded slightly.
The passage through purgatory would, in itself, be fairly sinple,
now t hat she had a coherent picture of the route.

There was a tentative knock at the door. Silence glanced up at the
chrononeter as she reached for the button that woul d rel ease the
| atch, and was surprised to realize that four hours had passed.

The door slid open, and Chase Mago stood franed in the doorway, a
di nner tray wei ghting his hands.

"I thought you m ght be hungry by now," he sai d.

"Oh, thank you." Silence had been so caught up in her work that it
took a nonent for the contents of the tray to register. Chase Mago
grinned as her expression reflected sudden hunger.

“Shall | set it on your desk?"

"Pl ease." Silence swept aside the starbooks and a sheet of paper
covered wth obscure synbols, and the engineer slid the tray onto

the snooth surface, lifting the cover with sonething of a
flourish.

“It's the last real food we'll have for a couple of days," he
said. "I didn't think you should mss out on it."

"Thank you," Silence said again. It was an unexpected courtesy, on
a new ship and froma couple of nen who were little better than
pirates, and she asked inpul sively, "Wy do you work for Denis?"

I nstantly, she wi shed she had said nothing. She had not neant to
ask, and she was not sure she wanted to hear the answer. But Chase
Mago only frowned nonentarily.

"You nean, why do | work for Wath-of-God," he corrected w thout
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anger .
"l suppose--" She hesitated, then answered honestly, "Yes."

"Because they fight the Hegenony." Chase Mago was suddenly very
serious. "They raid Hegenonic ships, and that hurts the Hegenon in
a way the Rusadir could never manage. And, of course, Denis hates
t he Hegenony, too." He hesitated in his turn, absurdly unable to
find a place for the tray cover. "I was supposed to tell you, we
lift just before dawn, 0430 our tine."

Si | ence nodded, the nonent in which she m ght have asked nore
gquestions clearly past. "I'll set ny alarm"™

"Then 1'll let you eat in peace...."
in the hiss of the closing door.

The engi neer's voi ce was | ost

Silence stared after him It nade sense when she thought about it,
and fit in better with her first inpressions of the big engineer.
Kesse had fallen, the Rusadir had |l ost, but the pirates still

rai ded, and Chase Mago could turn that into a continuation of his
own war. As |ong as the Hegenony suffered, he could accept the
cost to the innocent. In spite of herself, her |ongstanding fear
of politics, and her resolution to | eave Sun-Treader as soon as
she coul d, she found herself synpathizing with him She pushed the
t hought away, and turned her attention to the di nner he had
brought. She woul d put in another hour or two studying the narks,
and then go to bed.

She woke a few m nutes before the al arm sounded, roused by her own
internal tine sense, and reached automatically to shut off the
mechani sm Al ready, she could hear the others noving around in the
conmmon room - Chase Mago, probably, since the engineer had nore to
do to prepare for lift-off than either captain or pilot. But if he
was up and about, it was nore than tinme for her to go to work. She
threw back the |light coverlet and headed for the shower. The
stinging water woke her fully, and she felt al nost confi dent
enough, when she energed fromthe cloud of spray, to skip the
ritual last mnute review of the voidmarks. But not quite

confi dent enough: the Speculum | ay open on the consol e where she
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had left it the night before, and she gl anced quickly over text
and picture even as she westled herself into the clinging
shipsuit and fastened the nultiple seals. There was really nothing
new to be | earned, but the brief glance focused her mnd, and put
her into the proper nood for her art.

The chrononeter display read 0321. It was high tinme that she was
on her way. Hastily, she dropped the starbooks back into the
strongbox, then drew the security netting over the unmade bunk and
swept a few | oose baubles into the nearest drawer. Then she caught
up the gloves and hood that matched her suit and stepped out into
t he common room

As she had expected, Balthasar was there, hunched over his nug of
cof fee, but Chase Mago had al ready di sappeared into the engine
room The heavily baffled hatch was cl osed across the entrance,

but a faint sonething, not sound but nore than nere vibration,

| eaked out through it. Silence felt the famliar excitenent rising
in her belly, but she fought it down, and drew herself coffee and
a bar of nutritional concentrate. Balthasar regarded her blearily,
dark circles prom nent under his eyes.

“"Did you have trouble getting cl earance?" Sil ence asked.

"Not exactly. Just the usual red tape and nui sance." Bal t hasar

si ghed, and seened to see her for the first tine. "You could have
real food if you wanted it. The tow doesn't cone for half an
hour . "

Si|l ence shook her head. "I'd rather not. | don't li ke to eat first
thing in the norning."

Bal t hasar grunted and returned to the norose contenplation of his
coffee. Silence stared--she had not expected to find anything that
coul d subdue the captain, least of all sonething so trivial as

| ack of sleep--then forced herself to pay attention to her own
neal . The Carter's Road was five full mnutes long, real tine,

whi ch woul d translate to about five hours' subjective passage, and
even if Balthasar could spell her in the early stages, she would
need all her strength.
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"COh, captain?"
n Urrf?ll
"Do you want to go over the route now, or |ater?"

Bal t hasar si ghed, rubbing his eyes. "Now, | suppose. How are we
goi ng?"

"By the Carter's Road," Silence answered.
Bal t hasar | ooked at her bl ankly.
“"The Way of the Carts?" she added.

The captain nodded. "I knowit. A wheel-road, right? Over and
around, then through and out ?"

“"That's right. 1'd forgotten you were a pilot."
Bal t hasar grinned, |ooking nore like hinself. "OF sorts. | can
take sone of the first leg, | think, once you' ve got us |lined up."

"That's what | was thinking," Silence agreed.

“"All right--" Balthasar's next words were cut off by a buzz from
the wall nonitor. Wth a gl ance of apol ogy, he reached across the
conpartnent for the response swtch. "Sun-Treader."

“"Captain Balthasar? This is Kardal, your tow boss."

"Yes. Are you ready to bring us out now?" Balthasar's irritated
gl ance at the chrononeter nade it clear that the tow had arrived

early. Silence hid her grin.

"We're ready. whenever you are," Kardal answered. Even through the
di storting speakers, his voice was appallingly cheerful.

Bal t hasar glared at the nonitor. "I'lIl be in the control roomin
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two mnutes to unlock the cradle.” He switched fromthe exterior
channel to the inside speaker without waiting for Kardal's answer,
but turned to Silence before calling the engine room

"Woul d you m nd nmaking sure things are secured here?"

Si | ence sighed, even though she knew that this was al ways the
newconer's job. "No."

"Thanks." Balthasar turned his attention back to the nonitor.
"Julie?"

The acknowl edgenent was indistinct, distorted by the rising wail
of the harnoni um

“"The tow s here--yes, already. I'll want systens power in three
m nutes. Can you do it?"

Silence didn't wait for the engineer's answer, or for Balthasar's
grunbl ed acknow edgenent. She coll ected the breakfast nugs and
shoved theminto the cleaning chute--they would be safe there for
the flight--and then gave the commobn room a quick inspection,
maki ng sure that all the furniture was fastened to the decki ng and
that the cabin doors were securely |atched. Satisfied that nothing
was |likely to cone | oose and start wanderi ng--a pseudo-ani mati on,
the result of the stinulation of the tiny anounts of spiritual
substance present in every ordinary nmaterial object as the ship
cane cl oser to heaven, was one of the nost disconcerting effects
of purgatory--she followed Balthasar to the | ower bridge.

The captain was already strapped into his chair, his hands novi ng
qui ckly across his controls, instrunents comng alive at his
touch. He nodded to Silence as she slipped into her place and
settl ed her headpi ece, featherwei ght earphones and m crophone, as
confortably as possible. In the mddle of the blinking confusion
of newy activated instrunents, the triple viewscreen flashed to
life, two screens showing only the dull grey folds of the baffle
curtains. The third showed the tow, an ugly rounded thing
squatting on its treads in a narrow opening in the curtains. The
top hatch was open and a man in Port Authority badges--Kardal --sat
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on the edge, a massive control wand in one hand. At the bottom of
the screen, Silence could just see one of the honunculi that
responded to that wand. It was better articulated than the
carriers, thinner |inbed and qui cker noving, wth outsized hands
for attaching the two hooks to the cradle.

“I's everything clear below Julie?" Balthasar asked.
"Everything's fine," Chase Mago answer ed.

“"Then I'mreleasing the cradle |ock," Balthasar said. He threw a
series of switches, leaving a trail of orange warning lights in
hi s wake, then touched a control stud. "Kardal ?"

In the screen, the tow boss raised his free hand to his earphones.
"Here."

"I'"ve rel eased the | ock," Balthasar said. "You can nmake the link."

"Right." Kardal answered and his inmage in the viewscreen gestured
sweepingly wiwth the control rod. The ship shuddered faintly as a
hormuncul us jostled the cradle.

Sil ence | eaned back in her couch, deliberately divorcing herself
fromthe liftoff preparations. None of this was her responsibility-
-her job only started when they reached the twelfth of heaven, and
crossed into purgatory. She watched idly as the |link was made and
tested, then braced herself against the first jostling as the tow
got underway. The cradle was well stabilized, however, and the
notion quickly settled to a rhythm c sw ng.

The massive doors at the far end of the dock stood open to the
hal f 1ight of the hour before dawn. Cradle and tow noved between
the last pair of tightly baffled freighters, and then the ship

| urched sharply as the cradle passed fromthe snooth floor of the
dock to the rougher pavenent of the taxiway. The forward-focused
vi ewscreens showed the tow and the | ong wedge of runway picked out
by its lights. The third screen showed the port tower, black

agai nst the greying sky, the lights of the tracking roomgiving it
a starlike crown. The stars thensel ves were hidden by a thin wash
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of cl oud.

In the screens, the tow bounced once, and then the cradle jerked
again as it was dragged onto the [aunch table. Balthasar opened a
line to the tow toss, reeling off a string of coordinates given
him by the astrologers in the port tower. Kardal repeated them
and began edging the cradle around, so that the ship's bow was
directed away fromthe sunrise, onto the nost favorable |Iine away
fromthe planet, the line freest of solar and planetary influence.
Bal t hasar watched his instrunents intently. At last the ship was
positioned to his satisfaction; he signaled Kardal, and waited

Wi th sone inpatience while one of the honmunculi detached the tow
| i nk. Then the tow noved away, the honunculi clinging to the
retracted link platform and vanished into the bunker beside the
taxiway. The heavily baffled gate slid shut behind it.

"Al'l set below Julie?" Balthasar asked.
“Whenever you're ready," the engineer answered.

Bal t hasar reached across to the astrogati on console set between
the two couches and fiddled with the controls. In the tiny
projection globe, a Ficinan nodel of Secasia' s systemsprang into
exi stence, the five planets and their sun positioned accurately in
relation to each other, the Iines of harnony and di ssonance, the
musi ca nundana, visible as a ghostly flush of color ringing each
of the worlds. Sun-Treader's course appeared as a vivid blue |ine,
foll owi ng what Silence recogni zed as the path of |east resistance.
She took a deep breath as Balthasar read off the |ast harnoni um
setting, unable to control her small excited smle. Balthasar
grinned back at her as he activated the prinmary control board,
posing his left hand delicately above the keys, the sane eagerness
In his eyes.

"Secasia Control, Sun-Treader is ready to lift."

The port tower answered pronptly. "Acknow edged, Sun-Treader. You
may |ift when ready."

"There nmust not be much traffic,” Sil|lence murnured.
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“"Not this early,"” Balthasar agreed. H's hand was trenbling
slightly above the keys; he stilled it with an effort. "Julie,
give ne the first sequence.”

"Com ng up." Chase Mago's voice was swall owed in the sudden surge
of nusic as he opened the stops of the harnonium The ship
shuddered t hroughout its length and pulled free of the cradle.
There was a second of fierce pressure, a massive wei ght on chest
and stomach, and then Silence felt the famliar tingling deep in
her bones as the harnonium s influence brought the entire ship
into tune. In the screens, Secasia's surface fell away, the pull
of the planet's elenental core cheated by the protective sphere of
t he nusi c.

The viewscreens flickered briefly as Sun-Treader burst through the
veil of clouds, and Silence | ooked away, dizzied by the shifting

| mges. The astroga-tion consol e showed that Sun-Treader was
drifting slightly away fromthe planned course, attracted by sone
affinity between the ship's tuning and the nusic of one of
Secasia's sister-worlds. She opened her nouth to point it out, but
Bal t hasar's hand was already noving on his keyboard. In the
chaotic nusic of the harnmonium a single note changed, and the

pi npoint that was the ship steadied to its course.

"Sun-Treader, this is Secasia Control. W confirma successful
liftoff, and that you're running true to your projection. You
shoul d be clear of planetary and solar influences in four hours.
Good voyage!"

Silence glanced at the captain, but his attention was still wholly
on his instrunents. "This is Sun-Treader," she said, keying on her
own headset. "W copy your projection, and thanks for the good

W shes. "

There was a faint burble of static, and then Secasia Control faded
wth its planet. Balthasar seened to relax a little, though he
still held his hands ready to correct the ship's flight.

“Al nost," he whispered. "Al nost--there.™
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Silence felt it too, the sudden steadying as Sun-Treader reached
its true flight line, the point at which the cel estial harnonies
were first discernible, not blocked by the noise of the planets.
The sound of the harnonium faded, the affinity between its sound
and the nusic of heaven easing the passage. At the sane tine, the
meani ngl ess velocity readi ng wi nked out.

Bal t hasar sighed. "That does it. Nowit's just a pleasure cruise
"til we get out of the system Thanks for dealing with Secasia
Control, by the way."

“"No problem" Silence said, and tilted her chair back to its
farthest position. The captain nodded approvingly.

"Good idea."
"Thanks," Silence said, and closed her eyes.

As al ways, she did not nean to sleep, but the distant sound of the
har noni um hal f hypnoti zed her, seem ng perpetually on the verge of
formng itself into a recogni zable tune. Neither |istening nor
ignoring it would exorcise it; she lay back in the couch and | et
the nusic sweep through her. In no tine at all, there was a hand
on her shoul der.

"Sil ence."

She sat up, rubbing her eyes. The vi ewscreens showed the bl ack of
deep space, Secasia's sun a reddish pinpoint in one, the other
stars faded and renote. They did not yet show the garish corona

that marked the twelfth of heaven, but it was very close. "Ti ne?"

"Twenty m nutes," Balthasar answered. "W'll be switching over to
the upper register in ten."

"Right." Silence unclasped her harness, stretching. "I'Il go up
now. "

For sone reason, sl eeping shipboard was twi ce as restful as any
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ot her steep, and drowsi ness never seened to |inger afterward. She
stretched again, and was fully awake, ready to face the passage

t hrough purgatory. Underfoot, the decking and then the rungs of
the |l adder felt faintly sticky, as though she had stepped in gl ue.
It was another effect of the harnonium and she noticed it only as
one nore indication that everything was working properly. In the
upper control room she settled her feet in the recesses before

t he wheel and nethodically set about activating all the control
systens, first locking the yoke so that it could not nove. Then
she opened her intercomlink and announced, "lI'mready to take the
con. "

"Al'l right," Balthasar said. "Julie, we're ready to go to the
upper register.”

“"Sw tchi ng over," Chase Mago answer ed.

Al'l around them the keelsong changed. It deepened, and at the
sane tine gai ned a whol e new range of sound, floating above the
first notes. The done of the hull quivered, a trenbling beginning
at the base, then running up the walls to neet above Silence's
head, and then quietly fading to translucence. The stars shone

t hrough, ringed by unnoving halos of fire. She took a deep breath,
setting her hands on the yoke in front of her, and saw w t hout
surprise the bones gl eam ng beneath her skin, webbed by a ruby

| ace of veins and arteries. They had entered purgatory.

"You have control, Silence." Balthasar's voice sounded in her
ears, and her hand had al ready reached for the | ock, snapping it
asi de, before she answered properly.

The yoke noved snoothly under her hand, as snoothly as she had
expected, wth the hint of resistance that neant all the controls
were working properly. She smled, allowng herself a brief nonent
to savor the experience of flying a new ship, then turned her
attention to her course. The stars were fading as their coronae
bri ghtened: they had passed the first twelfth | ong ago. She took a
deep breath and sought her voi dmarks.

Al nost immedi ately, the Carter's Road took shadowy form before
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her, first the curve of the great wheel's rim the fire-edged
ghost of the spoke, then the entire shape of the cart wheel,
turning lazily against a purple starfield splotched with the gaudy
coronae of uncountable suns. Silence marked her course with a
practiced eye: over the top, onto the rimand then down it, noving
wWith its spin, then down the center of a | ower spoke and out

t hrough the white-hot hub. The wheel grew | arger and | arger as the
shi p approached, and Silence adjusted her course to bring the ship
i n over the top of the nonstrous inage. She brought Sun-Treader
down slowy, turning it to lay the keel against the apparently
nolten surface of the rim The ship sank into it, shuddering.
Silence clung to her bucking controls, blinking and unable to
spare a hand to shield her eyes fromthe fierce glare that

envel oped her. Then the ship struck the stability she had known
woul d be there, and the light faded to a bearable gl ow.

Cautiously, she lifted one hand fromthe control yoke and, when

t he shuddering did not begin again, rubbed at her watering eyes.

This was the easy part of the passage, now that the ship was
positioned properly. Sun-Treader could be relied upon to stay on
this course wthout nuch attention fromher, until the tine cane
to turn into the spoke--in fact, if she never touched the yoke,
Sun- Treader would sinply circle the cart wheel until the el enental
wat er that powered the harnoniumwas utterly exhausted. She

rel axed, her hands | oose on the controls, and watched the shifting
| i ghts around her. Sun-Treader seened to float on a river of fire,
beneath a sky of fiery cloud. Al around her, the hull had faded
to nothing, except underfoot, where the specially conpounded netal
resi sted the translucence of purgatory. The cloth of her shipsuit
contai ned traces of the sane conpound, spun fine by w tchwonen on
Castax and Akra-Leuke, decently veiling bone and bl ood and organs.

After a tinme she could not define, there was a hand on her

shoul der. She turned, and net Balthasar's eyes, twn points of
green light glowing in a face that was as nuch skull and brain as
flesh. Wath-of-God's skull tattoo was sketched ghostly on his
cheek.

"The clock's ticked once, so | figure we're about hal fway," he
said. "I'll spell you, if you like."
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"Thanks," Silence said. She | eaned away fromthe controls,
allow ng Balthasar to slip in front of her, then relinquished her
grip on the yoke. Around her, the voi dmarks faded, becomn ng

| nsubstanti al shadows of what they had been. She reached for the

| adder, a transparent shimmering in the air, and carefully felt
her way to the | ower control room The fittings there were nade of
the resistant netal; the consol es appeared perfectly solid, though
the screens and readouts were dark, the chrononeter frozen at the
instant in which they had entered purgatory. O not quite at that:
Bal t hasar had said it had clicked once since then.

She dropped down the second | adder to the oddly quiet conmon room
her feet clinging to the soft tiles of the deck. There was fruit
juice in the galley's ready box, and she drove a straw into the
soft pack, but set it aside after the first sip. She woul d not
need the distraction of a full bladder when it cane tine to nmake
the turn fromthe rimto the spoke. Spurred by that thought, she
went into her own cabin to relieve herself, then stretched slowy
to work out the stiffness of the first half of the trip. Then she
returned to the | ower control room

The chrononeter had changed agai n--she had not been in the comobns
for very long, she thought, but then real tinme passed irreqgqularly
in purgatory. She clinbed to the next Ievel and stood frowning for
a nonent, wlling the voidnmarks into existence again. They
resisted at first, obstinately refusing to cone clear, but then
the pattern fornmed. The spoke | ooned over head--Bal t hasar had
turned the ship onto its back, sparing her the chore and naking

t he course change that nuch easier.

"Thanks," she said again. "I can take it now.

“"You tined it perfectly,"” Balthasar answered, and slid out of her

way gracefully.

She nodded, and instantly forgot himas she began to |line up the
ship for the turn down the spoke. Am d the tongues of fire, she

could see the line of |east resistance, nmarked by the eddi es that
curled to either side. She eased the ship toward it, nudging the
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control yoke. The ship bucked, protesting. At last she had Sun-
Treader aligned with the current she wanted, and she | eaned hard
into the wheel, forcing the ship into the turn. It cane around
sluggishly at first, and then the current caught it, sweeping it
forward down the spoke toward the glow ng |line that marked the
hub. The controls | eaped in her hands, struggling to get free, as
the ship's apparent speed increased, so that Sun-Treader seened to
be pulled toward certain annihilation at the center of the wheel.
The hub changed shape, too, as they approached, going froma |ine
to a disk, the celestial reflection of a star. In spite of |ong
experience, Silence tensed, bracing herself for the collision-and
then the ship burst through, like a Geshanis tiger through a
flam ng hoop. She was suddenly aware of a change of pitch, and the
qui ck conversation in her earphones as the ship went from
purgatory to the nundane universe. The ship had been falling out

of purgatory even as she flew down the spoke, she realized, the
approach to the materi al sonehow translating to an apparent

I ncrease in speed. Automatically, she reached to secure the yoke,
turning control back to Balthasar.

"--respond, please. Del os Approach One, this is DRV Sun-Treader,
respond, please.”

That was Balthasar's voice in her ears, quick and nechani cal as he
concentrated on the dozens of readouts suddenly alive on the
boards bel ow. The deck shuddered delicately underfoot as Sun-
Treader passed the invisible border of the Delian system and that
faint notion released Silence fromher near-trance. She would be
needed below, if only to handle the initial conversations with

Del os Approach, and Custons, and whoever else m ght be interested
in their arrival. She stepped onto the | adder, then kicked free
and slid the rest of the way to the control room deck. Strapping
herself into her couch with one hand, she reached for the

conmuni cations swtches with the other.

"I can take that now, " she said.
Bal t hasar nodded, his eyes fixed on the projections in the screens

before him One was a two-di nensional copy of the Ficinan nodel in
the projection globe, the others were representati ons of Del os
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itself, each webbed with the |ines representing the standard
approach roads. "See if you can get through,"” he said, wthout
taking his attention fromthe readouts. Around them the ship
shuddered and | eaped, the harnoni um quavering as he fought toward
a harnoni ous bearing. "I need to know which Roads they want us to
come in by."

Sil ence adjusted the frequency knobs. "Del os Approach One, this is
DRV Sun- Tr eader, respond, please.™

"Sun-Treader, this is Delos Primary Approach.” The voice in her
ear phones was a woman's, cheerful beneath the conpetence. "W have
you on our scopes, and we suggest you funnel into the Saefrin
Roads, with descent to St. Harbin's field controlled by their
speaker. "

Silence reached for the navigation plot, keyed in the information
she had been given. Balthasar's nod was a nere fornmality. "Agreed,
Primary Approach. The Saefrin Roads, and then a | anding on St.
Harbin's field. Wuld you bespeak a berth there for us?" She

gl anced at Bal t hasar before adding, "C ass four."

“Done, Sun-Treader," Approach answered pronptly.

“"I'n the Roads," Balthasar said quietly. The vibration sl ackened
percepti bly.

“"We are in the Roads, Approach One," Silence said.

“"Confirmed by our nusonar," Approach answered. "You will switch to
St. Harbin's beamat the planetary perineter.”

Silence glanced at the navigation projection and found the pale
hal o of bl ue surrounding the pinpoint world, marking the edge of
pl anetary influence. Balthasar had al ready set up a course, a
sinple curve skirting the influence of Delos's single sister-
wor | d.

"ETA to transfer is five hours, twenty-three m nutes," Approach
went on. Remain in the Roads, and you'll have no trouble with
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| ocal traffic. Delos Primary Approach out."

"Thank you, Primary Approach,"” Silence said, but there was no
answer .

Bal t hasar nodded to her. "I can handle it fromhere, if you want
to rest. That was a long flight."

Silence's answer was choked by a yawn that caught her unaware. "It
was t hat."
"Take a rest," Balthasar urged. "I'll wake you well before the

final approach."

“"All right, thanks."” She had tilted the couch to its npbst
confortabl e position before she realized that he had read her real
hesitati on about sleeping now. she did not want to m ss her first
| andi ng on Del os. He had been good about other things, too, she

t hought, her m nd dulled by the subjective hours at the wheel.
He's different in space. He had showed up when she needed himto
take over, let her handle the secondary control roomjobs--no, he
had sinply assuned that she would do them as any pilot woul d,

t hen done his own part w thout fuss or bother. It could be good to
work for a man |ike that, no matter who paid for his cargos....
Hol d on, now, she told herself sharply. This is no tine to nake
your decision. Wait til we land, til you've had a good night's

sl eep, and then you can deci de.

Chapter 3
"Sil ence."

There was a hand on her shoul der, too. She gasped and tried to sit
up, but the protective webbing held her back.

“Sorry," Balthasar said, "but | didn't think you'd want to m ss

this."

“"No," Silence said slowy, and pulled her couch upright. Al three
screens were filled wth the disk of Delos, a perfect grey-black
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circle defined by the dianond-ring effect of Del os's sun, thrown
into artificial eclipse by their angle of approach. The pl anet
itself was not entirely dark, however. The surface was webbed with
light, the pattern broken by banks of cloud that could not
conpletely hide the reflection of the cities' |lights. No, not
cities, Silence thought. Al of Delos was a city, or so the books
and filnms said, a single vast urban area that filled every

avail able neter of solid land and spilled out into the ocean which
they farnmed so assi duously.

That single city nade it beautiful, too, glittering and spangl ed
| i ke one of the festival balls that dove and swooped above the
m dsunmmer crowds on Cap Bel.

The voice of the planetary approach controller sounded in her

ears, nmaking her junp again. "Sun-Treader, this is Saefrin Local.
Everyt hi ng | ooks good fromhere. You'll enter atnosphere in twenty-
eight mnutes; switch over to St. Harbin's Field Control now "
"Thanks, Saefrin," Balthasar answered, before Silence could
recover enough to respond. "We'll take it fromhere."

A new voi ce cut in imed ately, young and brisk and nale. "' Sun-
Treader, this is St. Harbin's Field Control. W'Ill transmt a
tuni ng beam whenever you're ready."

Bal t hasar flipped an intercomsw tch. "Julie?"

“I"'mready to record," Chase Mago answered pronptly.

Silence glanced at the captain, who nodded. "Field Control, this
I s Sun-Treader," she said. "W're ready for the tuning beam"”

"Transmtting," Field Control answered, and a nonent |ater Chase
Mago announced, "Transm ssion received and recorded.”

Silence passed that on to Field Control, received his updated
estimate of the tine to atnosphere, then rel axed agai nst her
cushions to watch Balthasar work. Liftoff and | anding were
properly the captain's responsibilities, but on Bl ack Dol phin, as
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her grandfather aged and his touch on the controls becane | ess
sure, she had taken over nore and nore of his technical duties. It
felt very good, not to have to feel out the approach line on a
worl d as crowded as Delos.... As though to enphasize her relief, a
tiny speck of light, the bronze reflection fromsone in-systens
ship's keel, drifted across the central screen, well down and
ahead of their flight path. The nusonar screen showed even nore
shi ps around them the specks of light swarmng |ike a cloud of
gnats.

Bal t hasar was obviously used to the difficulties of the descent.

H s eyes flickering fromnusonar to the course plot, now repl acing
the picture of Delos in the left-hand screen, he brought the ship
into line, then, as the St. Harbin's beam cane on, brought her
down into the atnosphere, |aying the keel against the beam using
it to cheat the shattering dissonance of Del os's core. Sun-Treader
shivered, passing through the layers of air, but the trenbling
never threatened his easy control. They sank rapidly toward St.
Harbin's field, flashing through the cloud |ayer, and Balthasar's
hands tensed over his keys. The course plot showed a plan of the
field, their cradle drawn in flashing red.

“Stand by for breaking harnony, Julie," he nurnured.
"Ready, " Chase Mago answer ed.

Bal t hasar did not answer. He watched the screen intently, and
Silence found herself tensing. This was the trickiest part of

| andi ng, when the ship was riding the field beam down toward its
cradle. That beam had to be interrupted, its hold on the ship
broken, before the ship smashed full speed into the field

har noni um Judgi ng the right nonent to switch the ship's harnoni um
to a dissonant chord was a knack she had never had; her | andings
tended to be rough, cutting the beamtoo soon. But Bal thasar was
waiting too long; the field buildings were distinct in the screen.
She thought she could see a |l aggard vehicle disappearing into a
bunker.... Her. hands cl osed on the couch arnms, and she bit her
tongue to keep from shouting to Chase Mago.

"Now, Julie!"™ Balthasar cri ed.
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The pitch of the harnmoniumsplit painfully, reformng with a
grating shriek that set Silence's teeth on edge. The sudden change
racked her guts, but the ship slowed perceptibly. Inertia carried
it down further, slowing all the way, until it settled easily into
the cradle. Instantly, padded clanps reached for the hull, and a
new bank of |ights sparked green along the top of the captain's
boar d.

"Cut power," Balthasar ordered. He wore a small, satisfied smle.

“"Power's off," Chase Mago answered. The song of the harnoni um
faded, leaving a quiet that was al nost tangible.

A new voi ce spoke into the stillness. "Sun-Treader, we're ready to
bring you in. There's another ship on your tail, so we need to get
novi ng. "

Bal t hasar stopped trying to | oosen his webbi ng and | ooked up at
the face reflected in the screen above him The lights fromthe

main tower made the field as bright as day. "Tage Rolin, isn't
it?"

“"Yes, Captain Balthasar. | hope your trip was fortunate?"

"Decent," Bal thasar answered. "All ny |ocks show green. Go ahead
and hook us up." He waited until the harshly lit inmage in the
screen had given orders to the team of honunculi before he asked,
"I's all well wth you?"

“"Tol erabl e, captain, tolerable,” Rolin answered. H's voice becane
suddenly formal. "Hookup is conplete."

"I show that green,"” Balthasar answered.

“Stand by for the tow," Rolin said.

"Ready when you are," Balthasar answered, and a nonent |ater the
ship and cradle lurched forward together.
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There were nore docks on this field than on the Rusadir worlds
where Bl ack Dol phin had traded, a triple rank to either side of
the main control conplex, and Silence could not begin to count the
tuner's sheds and ot her supporting buildings. Like any newconer,
she switched fromcanera to canera, staring eagerly at each new
per specti ve.

The cradle turned a corner then, off the taxiway to the broad road
that ran along the perineter of the field, then turned again to
pass between the dock buildings. The door of one, alnobst in the
center of the row, was open, and in spite of herself, Silence
breathed a sigh of relief. She had not thought to confirmthat
Primary Approach had found a dock space for them on sone worlds,
that failure would guarantee del ays, bad docking, and infl ated
prices. But then, Delos |lived on the starships. It would not pay
to cheat them

The tow nudged ship and cradle into the enpty berth between two
tightly baffled superfreighters, carefully avoiding the custons
team that was already waiting beside the snaller, pedestrians'
entrance, their sensor pack resting on the back of a patient
hormuncul us. As soon as the cradle was in place, Balthasar bolted
fromhis couch to secure the curtains, leaving Silence to nake her
way nore slowy down the |adder to the common room Chase Mago,
energing fromthe engi ne room had the desperately alert
expression of a man trying to keep fromfalling asleep on his
feet. Silence drew hima cup of coffee, then, at his despairing
grimace, found the bottle of wake-up pills behind the spice

di spenser. The engi neer swall owed themdry, then reached for the
coffee wwth a little nore spirit.

Bal t hasar returned with the custons teamthen, calling fromthe
bottom of the | adder for the ship's papers. Chase Mago set his
cof fee aside and went to fetch themfrom Balthasar's cabin, along
with the two sets of identification papers. Silence collected her
own docunents fromthe strongbox and foll owed Chase Mago to the
cargo deck.

The custons team had split up, one man probing the forward cargo
conpartnment with a bell-nouthed sensor, a second directing a
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sl ender wand at the bul kheads around him the third conferring

wi th Balthasar over the bills of lading. The captain accepted the
ship's registry docunents with a quick nod of thanks, then turned
back to the custonms man's questions. The second officer finished
his exam nation of the | ower |evel and vanished up the | adder to
the crew deck. Silence |eaned agai nst the bul khead, out of the way
of the man with the bell-nouthed machi ne. She woul d be the | ast,
as the | east senior, to have her papers checked. The custons nan
got around to her at |ast, asking the routine questions--nane,
birthplace, planet of origin, citizenship--in a voice that was
nei t her bored nor particularly interested. Silence answered,
handed over her papers, and waited while they were photofl ashed
and the inportant information circled on the copies.

"Good enough,"” the custons nman said. He flipped through the sheets
of photoflash paper. "Denis Balthasar, captain; Julian Chase Mugo,
engi neer; Silence Leigh, pilot. That's your full crew?"

Bal t hasar nodded.

"Permanent, or will anyone be | eaving here?" the custons man went
on.

“Julie and | are pernanent,”
Si | ence.

Bal t hasar answered, and gl anced at

“1"l1l be staying on, too," Silence answered, then | ooked quickly
at Balthasar. "If you're willing."

"It was your choice," Balthasar nmurnured. "Sieur Anane, | believe
|"'mrequired to file intent papers if | plan to nmarry an off-
wor | der. Can that be done through you, or do | have to visit the
| i censi ng bureau?"

Anane gave the pilot a sidelong glance, and Silence felt herself
blushing fiercely. No, I"'mnot like that, I'"'monly marrying him
for conveni ence's sake, she wanted to say, but it was too |ate
now. The custons man was droni ng on about the various | egal

requi renents, forns to be filed and nedi cal scans to be conpl et ed,
and Bal t hasar was nodding attentively at every pause. GCh, why did
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| ever say | was permanent crew? she wailed silently. | could ve
found ot her work here, found anot her ship--one that doesn't fly
for Wath-of-God. But it would have been anot her begi nning, she
rem nded herself, and these two are good to work with, a snooth,
qui ck-working crew. I work well with them and they haven't
hassled ne at all. And besides, she added firmy, it's too late to
back out now.

"--and for Sieur Chase Mago," Balthasar finished, and Silence
brought herself back to reality with a start.

The custons nman, filling out registration forns, |ooked from pil ot
to engineer with a startled, disapproving expression on his face.
"Atriple?"

"Good God above," Silence began, and Balthasar gestured for her to
be quiet.

“"That's right,"” he said, wth perfect equanimty.

Anane had the grace to blush. "I beg your pardon, sieura, sieurs."
He finished stanping the three forns, using the homuncul us's
casing as a witing board, then passed them back to Balthasar.
“Captain, since you're a citizen, | don't need to rem nd you of

| ocal regulations. Information on tradi ng conbi nes, markets,
currency exchange, and so on is available in the Port Authority
|ibrary for a nomnal fee. The librarians there can give you a
nore exhaustive catalog if you're interested."” The custons nan who
had been investigating the crew deck slithered down the | adder
again, giving Anane the slightest of nods as he did so. Anane

nodded back. "Well, captain, it seens everything' s in order.
You're free to do as you please. | hope your stay is pleasant."”
“I"'msure it will be,"” Balthasar answered, and the custons team

di sappeared out the hatch. He | ooked at Silence then, obviously
sonewhat at a |loss for words. "Well--"

"Thank you, Silence," Chase Mago interrupted. The stinmulant was
wor ki ng; he | ooked al nost awake now. "I am glad you decided to
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stay. "

“"Yes, thank you," Balthasar added gratefully. "How are you
feeling, Julie? Anake enough for a ride into the city center?"

"Yes, | suppose,"” Chase Mago answered. "Wiy?"
“It'1l take a while for the papers to be processed," Balthasar
answered. "I figured we'd be here at | east two weeks, so why stay

shi pboard? | got us a suite at the Parsley Vine."

The nane neant nothing to Silence, but Chase Mago rai sed an
eyebrow. "Let's hope the factor has nore work, then."

"He will," Balthasar said. "You' re sure you feel up to going in
now?"

"Oh, yes. But |'ve got packing to do, if we're staying." Frowning
vaguel y, Chase Mago haul ed hi nself back up the | adder to his own
cabi n.

"Two weeks, you said?" Silence asked.

“About that." Balthasar shrugged. "The factor tends to take his
own tine finding us work, and | thought you mght |like to see a
little of Delos.”

“"Thanks." Silence stunbled a little over the word, surprised by
t he sudden, casual kindness. "Then | guess |'ve got sone packing
to do, too."

There was not that nmuch she needed to take with her. The starbooks
woul d have to cone, of course--she could not risk |Iosing them-and
her good cl othes, but that would hardly fill a carryall. Shoes,
toilet kit, jewelry box.... Fromwhat she had read of Del os, she
woul d | ook drab indeed conpared to the flanboyant star-travellers,
mer chant captains and adventurers all, who populated this world.
She hesitated a nonment, then switched on the section of her
nonitor that was tied in to the standard | ocal -conditions channel .
The narrow screen flashed white, then settled down again. Silence
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contenplated the |ist of options--transit schedules, library
codes, a list of advertising tapes coded by service.... Anong the
| ast was a |ist of mmjor banking houses and commerci al
institutions wth offices on Delos, and she wondered briefly if
Denis's factor, Wath-of-God' s business representative on this

pl anet, would be |isted anong them

There was no tinme for that sort of speculation, she told herself
sternly, and pressed the keys that called up the |Iocal weather
forecast. The screen filled nonentarily with stars, then the stars
noved off the screen and words crowded on after them

“"Current conditions, St. Harbin's Field and St. Harbin's mai nurb.
Ti me, 0449 hours of twenty-five. Tenperature, twelve point four
degrees centigrade. Precipitation, none; humdity, |ow
Probability of precipitation negligible. Two-day prediction--"

Chill then, and dry, Silence thought, turning away fromthe
screen. The next days' weather didn't matter to her, nor did the

| ocal season: she was bringing all of her shore clothes with her
anyway. She funbled nonentarily in her carryall, then brought out
a rich blue tunic and the tights that matched it. She unseal ed the
shipsuit, fighting the clinging naterial down over her hips, then
pul l ed on the tights and the | oose tunic, adjusting the waist tabs
wi t hout a glance at the reflective panel on the back of the cabin
door. The sl eeves were very full, and the tight cuffs turned them
i nto nore than adequate pockets. She slipped her passport folder
into the left sleeve, along wwth a thin book of universal cash
slips and the card with her starbank access code, then zipped

cl osed the cuff. Then she fitted the clear plastic shields over
her feet, wiggling her toes to make sure that the treated

subst ances woul d cling securely to each other. She gl anced quickly
at her reflection: she was very pale, but the pallor was in
striking contrast to her black hair and the rich blue of her
clothes. In any case, there was no tine to spare for nakeup. She
tossed the shipsuit hastily into a drawer, caught up the carryall,
and hurried fromthe cabin.

The other two were waiting by the main hatch, each with a carryall
slung across his shoulder. Silence was glad to see that they had
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changed cl ot hes, too, and for a wonder, neither remarked on her
tardi ness. Chase Mago wore the plain trousers and hi gh-coll ared
shirt common in the Rusadir; the colors were dull, but the fabric
was expensive and the three buttons that closed the collar and the
of f-center opening of the shirt were carved from gl ow ng, sem -
preci ous stones. As she had half expected, Balthasar was nore

el aborately dressed, in a | oose, w de-sleeved coat that hung open
over a full shirt and tight trousers, but it was a style that gave
no clue to his origins. He turned to neet her, and the coat swing
open further, revealing the lowslung belt that carried his
heyl i n.

“"Do you think we'll need that?" she asked.
Bal t hasar frowned nonentarily, then touched the gun butt gently.

“"This? | doubt it. But it's better to be prepared."” He swung the
coat closed again, the heavily brocaded facings holding it shut,

conceal i ng the weapon. "The Watchers will register it, of course,
but they won't report it unless | have to use it, in which case
|"'msure I'lIl want their intervention. Are you ready?"

Wat chers? Sil ence thought, but nodded anyway. "Wenever."

They caught the tubetrain fromthe St. Harbin's Field station to
the mai nurb, carefully avoiding the |lower |evels where the cross-
continental trains cane and went. There were a surprising nunber
of people in the car, but except for that, Silence could see no

di fference between Del os and half a hundred other worlds. They

| eft the train at Anagra Market, Balthasar |eading themthrough
the cromd with practiced ease, and rose the long stairwalk to the
surface. There was |ight above them Silence realized abruptly, a
strong orange light that m m cked sunlight. O perhaps it was
sunlight, though she could think of no sun that woul d produce such
odd, harsh colors. And then the stairs rose above the surface, and
she stunbled forward, staring, onto the hard-glazed tiles of the
mar ket pl aza.

There was no night on Del os. The sky overhead was bl ack and shiny

as enanel, but stars and even nobons were drowned by the thousands
of lights that played on the streets of the mainurb. Twi n ranks of
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trees flanked the plaza, and each tree was filled with |ights,
each twig seemng to sprout a bulb of fire. The reason for the
glaring brilliance was instantly obvious. The market was alive
with nmerchants even at this hour, fromnere peddl ers who sold
their gaudy wares fromtrays in the mddle of the pedestrian

wal kways to vendors with carts to the brightly it storefronts

t hat surrounded the plaza. Hundreds--thousands--of potenti al
buyers made their way past the carts and squatting peddl ers. Sone--
usual ly young nen and wonen in the too-snmart clothes that narked
clerks fromAthos Maria to Tartessos--rushed past w thout | ooking
at the goods spread out before them WMre paused to |ook or to buy
or to exchange banter with one or another of the sellers. Silence
shook her head, al nost overcone by a feeling like vertigo. It was
ni ght, there should be quiet--

Bal t hasar caught her arm pulling her out of the way of a hurrying
knot of nmen in factory-hands' coveralls. "You can shop tonorrow
afternoon,” he said. "But for now, | think we'd better be getting
to the Vine."

"Of course," Silence answered automatically, glad he hadn't

guessed the real reason for her hesitation. "It'll be good to get
in."
Their path to the Parsley Vine--Silence was still not sure if it

was a hotel or a transients' apartnent house, or indeed, why
Bal t hasar had not found themroons in the Pal e--took them al ong
the edge of the market, in the broad wal k between the shopfronts
and the first rank of carts. At the end of the plaza, Balthasar
darted to his left, onto a broad street |ess crowded but as
brightly Iit as the plaza. The sudden change of course took even
Chase Mago by surprise. Trying to follow, Silence was first
separated fromthe engi neer, then pushed by the crowd toward the
massi ve statue that stood squarely in the center of the

i ntersection of street and plaza. Trying to avoid a collision, she
slipped and nearly fell. d ancing down, she saw she had st epped
onto a ring of bright red tile that surrounded the statue's
pedestal. There was a grating sound above her, and she | ooked up
to find the statue staring down at her, its deep-carved eyes
suddenly alive and gl owi ng. Frightened, she stepped back quickly,
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off the tiles. Instantly the eyes closed, and the nassive, |eonine
head swi vel ed stiffly back to its original position.

"Silence!" Balthasar waved to her fromthe side of the avenue and,
shaken, she worked her way through the crowd to join him

“What is that thing?"

“A Watcher," Balthasar answered, a note of pride in his voice.
"There's one at nost of the inportant intersections. They're
controll ed by a nagus, who sees through their eyes, hears through
their ears. Usually he just noves fromone to another at random
but if you step over the ring it alerts him and he checks on the
particul ar Watcher that called."

"I see." Silence glanced back over her shoul der. The statue once
agai n crouched unnoving on its base, enpty eyes half-lidded. It
was j ust anot her application of the principles that created
homuncul i, she told herself--but she disliked the honunculi as
well. It was one thing to deal with the ordinary |ow magi, who

hel ped tuners, handl ed communi cati ons, and generally worked with
star-travellers and nechanics to nake |life easier. It was another-
thing to deal with the high nagi, who nmani pulated not only matter
but the sub- and super-material planes as well, or with their
creations. She shivered and turned away, follow ng Bal thasar up
the long street.

The Parsley Vine was not what she had expected at all, neither a
hotel nor an apartnent conplex, but closer to the travellers' inns
usually found only in the Pale. It was a tall building, the base
taking up alnost the entire bl ock, the upper stories set back, so
that the building resenbled a stair-stepped glass pyramd topped
by a gl ass obelisk. The obelisk was darkened except for a ring of
warni ng |ights, and she craned her head to see better. Balthasar
nudged her and pointed sayi ng, "G eenhouse."”

Si |l ence nodded, and foll owed hi mthrough the thick archway of the
mai n doors. Wil e Balthasar paused at the concierge's desk, Chase
Mago handed is carryall to a youth in sober building livery.
Silence stared at the | obby, entranced. There were shops and a
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cafe against the walls, and the open atrium was dom nated by a
broad pool, where water rippled down the channel ed sides of a
central pyramd. In opposite corners, stairwal ks coil ed together

| i ke snail shells, or the double helix so inportant to the
ancients. Fountain and stairwal ks ali ke were nechani cal; when they
reached their suite, one wall of the main roomwas filled with
noni tor screens and controls for the rooms various el aborate
systens. No other planet Silence had visited had been so lavish in
the use of nechani cal devices--nost worlds were forced to restrict
themto protect the magi and their Art fromthe nechani cal

i nterference that could di srupt even the best-shiel ded harnonics.
But then, Del os was crowded enough to need these systens, and,
nore inportantly, it was not a great center for the Art. Merchants
could live with mnor interference as the magi could not.

There was no tinme to consider the subject further. Chase Mago had
al ready clainmed the first bedroom dropping the painted curtain
behi nd hi mw thout a word spoken. Bal thasar shrugged, and pointed
to the | adder set agai nst one wall.

“"There're two nore bedroons up there. Take your pick."

“"Aren't you com ng up?" Silence asked, and imediately regretted
it.

Bal thasar smled. "I'mflattered. But |I've got sone calls to nake--
| et the factor know I'm here, and where here is, for a start."” He
dropped his bag in one corner and pulled a chair up to the

comuni cati ons board.

Si |l ence shrugged to herself and, slinging her bag nore securely
across her shoulders, clinbed to the loft. There was little nore
there than the two bedroons, each containing a bed and a storage
chest that would double as a chair. The entire suite was nuch
smaller than it | ooked at first glance, she realized suddenly--
anot her triunph of nechani cal design. Above her, the glass wall of
the building slanted up and back, the sky growi ng grey behind it.
She frowned. In a few hours, the sun would be up, and the thin

pai nt ed- paper curtain would be no protection fromthe glaring
light.... As if he had read her m nd, Balthasar | eaned out of his
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chair, stretching to reach the wi ndow controls. The gl ass darkened
abruptly, cutting off all sight of the outside world. Silence

si ghed and went on into the bedroom dropping the curtain behind
her.

The first week on Del os passed in a whirl. The unending activity
of the Delians--nearly all the businesses operated on a twenty-
five hour schedule to accommopdate the star-travellers--unnerved
Silence at first, and she was disoriented by Balthasar's

determ nation to keep to ship-tine, so that their day was

pl anetary night. At Chase Mago's insistence, however, the captain
shifted their sleep-wake cycle until it coincided with planetary
ni ght and day, and Silence found herself nore at ease anong the
hurrying crowds. But the starless, noonless sky still bothered
her, and after dark she would not | ook up, demandi ng that the

wi ndows be bl anked as soon as night fell. As her sense of tine

st eadi ed, she began to find the patterns am d the confusion,

| earning to find her way through the maze of streets and markets
t hat surrounded the Parsley Vine. Wth Balthasar and Chase Mago,
she filled out an endl ess nunber of applications and depositions
for the marriage, and each flinsy sheet and scrawl ed set of
signatures nade it a little easier to contenplate. The nore papers
she signed, the harder it would be to back out. As it becane nore
difficult to stop the process, she thought |ess about it,
accepting the marriage as nerely the price of having work and a
good crewto work with. Her doubts surfaced only in her dreans
and, with a pilot's stubborn discipline, she contrived to forget
those nightmares in the daylight.

Morni ngs were usually spent in one or another of the offices that
dom nated the mainurb's center, filling out forns. In the

af t ernoons, Chase Mago di sappeared to the Field, where he
apparently closeted hinself with the magi who were specialists in
shi pbui l ding and tuning, officially pricing repairs and overhaul,
but actually catching up on the gossip of his art. Balthasar sl ept
or left nessage after nessage for his factor, who obstinately
refused to answer. It seened that this was not unheard of, as the
captain did not seemparticularly concerned, and Sil ence did not
pry. There were other offers of work as well, and Balt hasar
provisionally accepted two, but primarily he waited.
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Sil ence, not needed by either nman, nmade the expected visit to the
Chart house, hoping to catch up on the pilots' gossip. But though
the workers at the Charthouse grudgingly agreed to update her

St ar books--as they were required to do for any licensed pilot--she
was still a stranger, and no citizen. The traditional channels of
runor renai ned obstinately closed to her.

Rat her than admt she was at | oose ends, Silence played tourist,
visiting the nearby pre-War sites, and generally exploring St.
Har bi n' s mai nurb. Most of the pre-War sites were fortresses, of
the kind she had seen a dozen tines on as nany ot her worl ds.
However, the center of the mainurb boasted an installation she had
never seen before: a pre-War data center, one of the last to be
built before the magi forced the closing of all such institutions.
She paid her two-pounds adm ssion fee and stepped into the gl oom
of the central |obby feeling her skin tingle fromthe shield that
kept the residue of nechanical energies fromaffecting the
bui | di ngs that surrounded it. Like any tourist, she gaped at the
retrieval termnals, row upon row of cubicles, each with its tiny
screen- and- keyboard, and a slot in the wall where, according to
the bored guide, information was copied instantly for each user.
The upper floors were filled with simlar cubicles. Sonme were

el aborately appoi nted, designed for scholars, but nost were
sinpl e, accessible to anyone. On the | owest floor, she peered
through thick glass at the dead heart of the installation, the
massi ve conputers that had stored the information. Seeing them
Silence could not repress a shiver of amazenent. No one built
machi nes that |arge any nore. Mst worlds, in fact, restricted
size by law, but even where there were no regul ations, practical
consi derations--and the influence of the magi--kept themsmall.
And conputers were anong the worst of all nechanical creations.
Their peculiar function--a parody of human thought--produced a
parody of the powers controlled by the nmagi, a sort of anti-

t hought that conpletely disrupted any work of the Art brought into
contact with it. They were still necessary for certain kinds of
wor k, but inconvenient; none was |arger than the small nmachines
that handled the port's information service.

But it was the final exhibit that Silence found the nopbst
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di sturbing of all. A single reader was still functional--though
the guide was quick to assure themthat it was no | onger connected
to the main banks--and a copy of the Library's catal ogue had been
placed within it. Scanning the topics, Silence could understand
why the magi had crusaded agai nst such banks as dangerous
institutions. Mxed in with ordinary information--fiction, comobn
references, other entertainment--were listings for starbooks,
advanced al chem cal works, even a guild handbook on starship
construction and tuning. And anyone, anyone at all, the guide
assured her, had been allowed to read those books. Silence
shivered again, thinking this tine of craft secrets, and of |aynen
readi ng her starbooks. It was a good thing such places had been

cl osed.

She was very glad, that night, of Balthasar's habit of waiting
each evening for the rest of his crewin a w ndow ess star-
travell ers' bar called Bangumthe Boar's. It was a battered,
confortabl e place, and the drinks were strong. Silence was
grateful for the last, and did not ask either about its name or
the odd group of star-travellers who congregated there. Balthasar
seened to know nost of them many were enpl oyed by W at h-of - God,
or were free-lance raiders, and those who were not were

prof essi onal explorers, gaudy, hard-bitten nen who were either
richer than Croesus or too poor to pay their Field fees.

On the ninth day since landing, Silence arrived at the Boar to
find only Chase Mago waiting for her. In the end, Balthasar was
nearly an hour | ate, but when he did arrive, he brought word that
the marriage contract had cone through at |ast, and that they
woul d sign it the next norning.

“"Then we pick up the citizenship papers,” he went on, "and we're

all set. If Nnandi ever calls.”

"He hasn't gotten in touch with you either?" a stocky, bal ding
captai n asked, frowning.
"He's been | ate before." That was Tasarla, captain of the
Gstinato. She was a M sthian, sonething of a renegade in the eyes
of the other star-travellers fromthat caste-proud, matriarchal
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wor | d, who had done courier work for Wath-of -God for seven
standard years. "Gve himtine." She | eaned forward, setting one
el bow carefully on the unsteady table. Her bracel ets chined,
falling fromwist to elbow "Wen is the wedding, Denis? And are
we invited?"

"Times and nores, Tasarla,"
just a contract."

Bal t hasar said unconfortably. "It's

"So?" The M sthian captain rai sed one eyebrow, a kohl -darkened

| ine on her bronzed face. She was not of the hi ghest caste--her
hair was too |ight, brown rather than true black, she was too

tall, and her skin was space-darkened rather than naturally brown--
but she had | earned the gestures sonewhere. "It's a rather

| nportant contract, isn't it? And one that should be started in
good fortune, not tenpting fate?" Surprisingly, she grinned.

"Besi des, we al ways need an excuse for a party."

Chase Mago nodded, his face conpletely serious. "You're right
about tenpting fate, though. W should do sonething."

Bal t hasar | ooked fromone to the other, a hint of annoyance in his
smle. "Silence? Wat do you think?"

The pilot | ooked up quickly. It was on the tip of her tongue to
say that she agreed with Bal thasar, but the faces around her nmde
her hesitate. The Delian's face had closed up again, with the
habi t ual secretiveness that Silence found infuriating. Chase
Mago' s expressi on was as grave as always behind his beard. And
Tasarla was sinply cheerful, ready to give a party, and sincerely
wi shing themwell. It was the |ast that decided her. She smled
and shrugged. "It m ght be fun."

"You're outvoted, Denis," Chase Mago sai d.

The captain spread his hands. "All right, a party it is. At noon,
say?"

"Noon?" Tasarla's eyes wi dened. "That's dawn for ne, Denis."
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"Qur appointnent's in the norning," Balthasar answered.

"All right, I'll shift nmy schedule," Tasarla said, rising. "And
now, if you'll excuse ne, |'lIl start collecting for your
fountain."

Bal t hasar npbaned and put his head down on his fol ded arnmns.

"Tasarl a--" Chase Mago began, but the M sthian was al ready out of
hear i ng.

"Not a fountain," Balthasar said, his voice nuffled against the
t abl e.

"What ' s a fountain?" Silence asked.

“It's a drink," Balthasar answered, w thout raising his head.
“"It's a tradition at the Boar--it's a party all by itself."

Sil ence | ooked at Chase Mago, but for once the engi neer did not
seeminclined to nodify his captain's statenent.

The marriage itself was very straightforward. They arrived at
Si si ka House, the section of the mainurb's primary adm nistrative
conpl ex that handl ed narriages, and nade a final, formal statenent
before a mnor official. Then all three signed the statenent of
intent, the contract itself, and an application for citizenship
for Silence and Chase Mago. The papers were duly w tnessed, and
they were sent next door to the records office, where the
citizenship application was officially accepted, and pil ot and
engi neer were issued new papers. The entire process took |ess than
hal f an hour. The trip back to the East End and the Boar's was

| onger, and Silence could not help feeling a distinct sense of
anticli max.

But the party at the Boar raised her spirits imrediately. The
fountain was all Balthasar had said. She did not know t he nane of
the ruby liquor that coursed through the nesting spiral tubes of
the fountain machi ne and splashed in the silver-washed cat chbasi n,
but it was sweet and thick and spread a warm gl ow t hrough her
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body. Star-travellers, nostly friends of Balthasar's--the captain
seened to be both well-known and well-1iked despite the core of

sil ence beneath his outgoing manner-- crowded around to
congratul ate her, and to give ritual approval to her new papers.
The level of liquor in the catchbasin dropped slightly, then rose
agai n when Tasarl a spoke quietly to the bar's owner. The room grew
noi sy, and the talk freer.

"--lucky man, Denis." The voice carried clearly over a sudden |ull
in the conversations. Silence glanced up to neet the | eering gaze
of one of the explorers. "But | wouldn't want to share her."

A burst of laughter fromthe group at the fountain swall owed

Bal t hasar's reply, but Silence could feel her cheeks burning. She
rose, intending to demand an apol ogy, to explain that this was
not hi ng but a conveni ence, but instead pushed her way out of the
group to find a place at a side table. The man was drunk, she told
herself, you'll get no apology fromhim And you can't explain the
contract without annulling the narriage itself. My freedom -

I nstinctively, she touched the new papers in her pocket,
reassuring herself that they were still there--is worth a little
humliation. It's worth nore than that if necessary.

"Silence?" Tasarla slid a plate of treats, mniature cheeses and
tiny | oaves of bread, onto the table in front of her. "May | join
you?"

"Sure."

"Look," Tasarla said, settling herself confortably, "I heard what
| stavan said."

"So, | think, did everyone else," Silence snapped.

“"Yes. He's a fool, though. Everybody knows that." Tasarla
hesitated, M sthian frankness warring with caste-pride, but then
frankness won out. "What's troubling you? You did marry them
Surely you thought about what people would say."

Silence hesitated in her turn, then said, "I thought. But--the
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marriage isn't a real one, it's just to get the citizenship." Wy
did | say that? she wondered instantly. It nust be the w ne

tal king. As unobtrusively as possible, she pushed her half-filled
gl ass away from her.

Tasarl a rai sed an eyebrow, but then slowy nodded. "I do see.”
"They promsed it would be a marriage in nane only," Silence said.
She could not bring herself to match the proverbial M sthian
bl unt ness.

“"And you're worrying about that?" Tasarla's tone nade it only half
a question,

“"Yes. Hell, Tasarla, | hardly know them™"

The M st hi an nodded, her expression suddenly gentle. "But | know
them They're good nen, Silence--honorable nmen, honest as a
woman. " She made a wy face at the Msthian phrase, and Sil ence

| aughed in spite of herself.

“"Truth," Tasarla said. "They wouldn't--" Silence w nced in
anticipation, and the captain obligingly rephrased it. "They won't
force you to do anything you don't want."

"I believe you," Silence said. "I really do--I wouldn't've agreed
to the contract if | didn't. But | can't help worrying a little."

Tasarl a nodded and started to say sonething, but her words were
cut off by the slamm ng of the street door. Heads turned across
.the room and a wonman's voice said, into the silence, "Tasarl a
neAda?"

Tasarl a rai sed a beckoning arm "Over here."

The ot her woman--also a Msthian, small and slight, with an
expression of utter contenpt for the perversity of the rest of the
gal axy--shoul dered her way through the crush to plant herself

besi de the table. She said sonething in Msthia's peculiar

di al ect, deliberately ignoring Silence. Tasarla frowned,
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| i stening, and then her expression changed from annoyance to
concern. When the other woman had fini shed, she snapped a brief
guestion, and received an equally short answer. Tasarla rose
qui ckly.

"I amsorry, but |I nust go," she said to Silence. She seened to
have | ost all command of coine. "There is a thing, an energency
happened- -"

The other M sthian turned and stal ked away, tossing a sentence
over her shoul der, and Tasarla broke off to follow her. Silence
stared after them wonderi ng.

"What did Cyrilla want?" Chase Mago asked, | oom ng suddenly over
the table.

"I don't know," Silence answered slowy. "An energency, Tasarla
said--but I don't know M sthian."

"Who does?" The engi neer |ooked rather forlorn, standing there
wth a half-enpty glass forgotten in his hand, but before Silence
coul d say anything, Chase Mago asked abruptly, "May | join you?"

"OF course." Silence had expected himto say sonet hi ng about
Tasarl a's energency, but the big man stared into his gl ass,
apparently oblivious to her presence. At |ast she nerved herself
to ask, "Is anything wong?"

"I suppose not." Chase Mago sighed. "I don't know what's the
matter, it all went very well. But--there's sonething m ssing.
And, Silence, | don't even know what it is | want."

A romantic, Silence thought, and could not repress a benused
smle. Wi woul d have expected the big engineer to have that in
hinf "I don't know either," she said gently. Her eyes fell on the
other's glass and she stood up. "But | do know what you need.

Anot her drink."

Chase Mago did not protest when she slipped his glass from under
his nose, and he reached for it automatically when she returned
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wth the refills. Silence caught his wi st.

“"No, wait." She |ifted her glass. "I propose a toast, for us. No
regrets.”

“"No regrets," Chase Mago echoed dutifully, and then he smled, his
nood lifting. "You're right, there's no reason to regret anything.
|'"'ma free man now." His smle turned suddenly shy. "And you are a
good friend, Silence."

Silence blinked, pleased in spite of herself, and reached for her
gl ass to hide her enbarrassnent.

Bal t hasar joined themthen, three nore drinks precariously

bal anced in his hands. They were the first of too many. Silence
grew giggly, a state she despised, and Bal t hasar got the hiccups;
in the end it was Chase Mago, as drunk as they but steady-footed,
who got them both back to the Parsley Vine and into their
respective beds. Pale and shaky, they mnistered to each other's
hangovers, sharing the suite's tiny pharnmacopia as well as exotic
remedies culled froma dozen different planets. Despite the

| atter, they recovered.

Two days later, the factor call ed.

The taped transm ssi on was doubl e-coded, and Bal t hasar spent a
guarter of an hour adjusting his machi nes before the tape woul d
run. Silence retreated to the far side of the suite's living room
trying not to watch. The tape ended, but Bal thasar played it

t hrough again before switching off the machi nes and comng to join
her .

"Wl | ?" Chase Mago said, appearing in the doorway of his room as
I f on cue.

“Well, indeed,"” Balthasar answered. "It's very weird, that's all.
It was taped, all the codes right, check signs in order--but |
tried to get back to himand his house won't accept the call. He

wants me to cone out there. He lives in one of the suburbs, |
forget which one--"
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Chase Mago ducked back into his bedroom "Go on."

“"And he 11 give ne instructions then, Balthasar finished. "I w sh
to hell 1 knew what was going on."

“"Fen M cheas," Chase Mago sai d, reenerging.
"What ?" Bal t hasar asked.

“"Fen M cheas. That's where Nnandi |ives." The engi neer held up a
smal | panphlet. "According to this, it's about thirty kiloneters
outside the Rota mainurb. On the Rota-Mvrides Port |ine."

“"When are you supposed to go there?" Silence asked.

“Now. " Bal thasar went back to the console, sliding back the
figured screen that covered the tourist information board. "And |
think it mght be a good idea if you people cane, too. Safety in
nunbers. "

“"Do you think this has anything to do with Tasarla's energency?"
Chase Mago asked. "She and Cyrilla |lifted off yesterday, in a
hurry."

"I don't know " Balthasar answer ed.
Si |l ence | ooked fromone to the other. "I don't |ike to be an
alarmst," she said slowy, "but would | be wise to bring ny

heyl i n?"

She had hoped Bal t hasar woul d | augh, but he consi dered her words
quite seriously for a nonent. "Probably. You, too, Julie.”

“"What el se did Nnandi say?" Chase Mago asked.
"I told you everything."Balthasar hit a final set of keys and
straightened up. A mniature printer, cleverly concealed in an

apparently ornanental carving, clattered and spat a set of ticket
foils.
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Chase Mago scowl ed, and Sil ence asked hastily, "Wen do we | eave?"

“"Now. We've got tickets on an express leaving in half an hour,"
Bal t hasar said. "Better get your heylin."

They made it to the train with perhaps ten mnutes to spare,
Bal t hasar | eading themeasily through the crowds. There was a

Wat cher at the gate, a dimnutive copy of the nassive statues
decorating the streets, and Silence slowed in spite of herself,
suddenly conscious of the heylin in her shoul der bag. Balthasar
frowned at her, and handed their tickets to the guard. He checked
them verifying the reservations, then waved them through onto the
platform As Balthasar passed beneath the delicate archway, the
Wat cher sprang suddenly to life, tilting its head so that its
open, beady eyes could scan all of his body. The captain ignored
it, and it settled back to its perch. It reacted the sane way when
Chase Mago passed through, and as Sil ence stepped past, hol ding
her breath, she was eerily aware of its eyes at her back. It had
seen the heylins, she knew, and as she wal ked toward the open
doors of the train she was tensed for the call of police whistles.
But the magus controlling the little Watcher did nothing nore than
note the presence of the guns. They were all owed aboard the train
wi t hout trouble, and ushered to seats in one of the desirable

m ddl e cars.

The warni ng signs began to flash, and Silence automatically
checked the crashwebbi ng. Then the train's harnoni um sounded, a

| ow hum that quickly rose to a netallic scream and she was thrown
violently agai nst the back of her seat as the train jerked
forward. A nonent |ater, the pressure eased, and the noi se faded
to a nore bearable |level, though it was still |oud enough to nake
conversation difficult. Apparently the other passengers had been
expecting that: the group of nerchants who occupi ed the expensive
cluster of seats in the mddle of the car pulled out thick ear
guards and the | atest news sheets. Balthasar, too, produced a set
of ear guards and set themin place, then closed his eyes,

I nstantly asl eep.

Silence glared at him It was typical, she thought.
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He coul d've nentioned this, warned us what to expect--but he's

i ncapabl e of telling us anything without a direct question. She
turned to Chase Mago, but he was deep in concentration, |istening
to the sound with the abstracted intensity of an engineer. Silence
grimaced, and | eaned back in her seat, trying to relax. The noise
of the train's harnoniumwas wearing, always on the edge of

di ssonance, and at |ast she | eaned over to touch the engineer's
shoul der.

“"Why do they have to do this?" she said, raising her voice to
carry over the wailing.

"That's what happens when you try to tune a harnoniumto a core
har nony, " Chase Mago shout ed back, |eaning so close that his beard
tickled Silence's ear. "And then they never can cast el enental
earth properly--"

“"No, that's not what | neant,"” Silence said. "I know perfectly
wel | how these systens work. | just don't understand why they
don't use sonething nechanical instead. | nean, Del os doesn't seem

to put nmuch restriction on nmechanics in general....

Chase Mago was shaking his head. "Sonething nechanical on a worl d-
w de scal e? Think of the interference.”

"1 woul d' ve thought you could keep the individual conponents snall
enough for safety," Silence screaned, nore to distract herself
fromthe wearing noi se than because she was seriously interested

I n the subject.

“"The sheer volune woul d be enough to distort everything," Chase
Mago said. "And think of the chaos a nechanical system woul d
produce near the port. | suppose disconfort's just the price we
pay for progress.”

“"Disconfort,"” Silence nuttered, but could not nuster the energy to
conti nue the conversati on.

By the tine the train pulled into the Rota mai nurb station,
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Silence was sure she had been permanently deafened. But in fact
when they pushed their way up fromthe platformto the huge | obby,
the noi sy crowd gathered there proved that she had | ost none of
her hearing. The vast space, dimy lit by cool-Ilight globes that
fl oated uneasily near the vaulted ceiling, was filled wth peopl e,
sone scurrying between shops and ticketing counters, nore resting
on the stone benches that dotted the area, or relaxing in the

cof fee houses.

Li ke all crowds she had seen on Del os, every individual dressed
with a lavish disregard for conformty or common fashi on--but
there was a common factor here. She glanced up at the nassive
gl ow ng map that dom nated one wall of the station, directly above
the ticketing machines. Rota was marked by a single, nulti-faceted
jewel; the other mainurbs, linked by threads of |ight, were marked
by different, smaller stones. Wth difficulty, she identified St.
Harbin's, traced their route south and farther south, to Rota. As
if to confirmher thoughts, a door swung open at the far end of
the station, admtting a mniature tow and a sled full of cleaning
apparatus. Wth the tow cane a wedge of glaring light, and a
sudden breath of air like the blast froma furnace. Balthasar had
known, of course, having visited the factor before, but hadn't
bothered to tell the others. Silence glanced down at her heavy
tunic and swore to herself.

Chase Mago had cone to the sane conclusion as she had. G aring
down at Balthasar, he said, "Rota's equatorial, isn't it?"

The captain shrugged, undisturbed. "Yes, but drier than you'd
think." He gestured vaguely to a nunber of small shops cl unped
together by the entrance to the public lavatories. "You could pick
up sone light clothes there.™

"Thanks," the engi neer said sourly, but nmade no nove in their
direction. "You mght've told us, Denis."

Silence glanced fromthe stores and the cheap, gauzy things

di splayed in the archways that served as doorway and walls, to the
now cl osed entrance. "Well, | will," she said, and stal ked of f
toward the shops.
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The cl othes were both cheaply nade and overpriced. In the end, she
sinply renoved her heavy tights and pinned back the full sleeves
of her tunic. Just outside the |avatories, an adol escent in the

gl ossy white robes of a magus's apprentice squatted beside a tiny
burner, offering instant sandals. Silence |et him paint the warm
sticky liquid heavily across the soles of her feet, and add a

| i ghter |ayer across the tops of her toes. It dried al nost
instantly, leaving only a faint tingling that faded to a nere

rem nder of sonething on her body, no nore annoying than the
feeling of clothing. She paid him and hurried to join the others.

Despite his conplaints, Chase Mago had nade sone concession to the
heat, renoving his shirt and twisting it into a conplicated
turban. He glared at her as she approached, and Silence, w sely,
sai d not hi ng.

"Are you com ng?" Balthasar asked. He had renoved his coat and
| oosened the neck of his shirt, but that was all.

"' mready," Silence said hastily. The engi neer grunted sonething,
whi ch Bal t hasar i gnor ed.

“Let's go, then."

Pedestrians left the station through a double revolving | ock,
designed to keep the cool air in. The glare on the white-painted
towers and pale grey streets was nearly blinding, and Sil ence

bl i nked hard, tears starting. Before she could clear them
Bal t hasar caught her arm and steered her toward a waiting cab,
pushing her gently down and into the passenger section. Chase Mago
was al ready inside; she was jamed agai nst himas Bal t hasar
clinbed in beside her. The engineer shifted slightly, but seened
quite content to |l et her I ean against him For the first tinme, she
was fully, physically aware of him-of his height, of the bands of
hard nuscl es beneath his sun-browned skin....

"Where to?" The driver's voice shattered the spell, and Silence
drew a shaken breath, edging away toward Balt hasar.
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"Fen M cheas," Bal thasar answered. "Bell nan's House?"

Through the hal f-darkened canopy, Silence could see a human hand
novi ng on the map consol e. Not a homuncul us, then--but she had

| earned, in her short stay on Delos, that the planet was too
crowmded to allow a creation to usurp any job a human being could
or would perform

"Right, Captain, Bellnman's House it is." The driver's hands noved
again. The overhead canopy |lightened a little, enough to let them
see out without allowing in too nuch of the heat, and the cab
edged out into the traffic.

Rota mai nurb was nmuch |i ke St. Harbins, except for the small
details of wi ndow size and the inel egant solar towers decorating
every roof. Tall buildings vied with | ow, enclosed markets for
space. There were fewer pedestrians but many nore bubble cars, and
everywhere the signs of flourishing comerce. The cab darted

t hrough the crowded streets for perhaps a quarter of an hour, and
then, with startling suddenness, turned a corner into another
world. Two tall buildings, apartnent conplexes of the kind common
in St. Harbins as well as Rota, stood to either side of the
street, but directly ahead was a bridge, arching over a streamtoo
straight to be natural. Across the canal was an expanse of green,
broken by a line of trees in the m ddle distance. Beyond the
trees, a roof showed coyly.

“What the hell?" Silence murnmured in spite of herself.
"That's a suburb," Balthasar grinned. "The rich live there."

The very rich, Silence anended, as they crossed the bridge and
passed twin Watchers. The lawns to either side were inmacul ately
tended, not a blade of grass out of place; the hedges sprouted
flowers fromhalf a hundred worlds--not nerely Fringe Wrlds,
either, but fromas far into the Rusadir as Athos Maria and
Reshef. The houses were hidden by stands of trees or casually

pl aced scul pture, but even the tilt of a roof or the single

vi si bl e corner was enough to betray the anount of nobney spent.
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"Not all of them" Chase Mago said mldly. "Quite a few of the
shi ppi ng magnates live in the mainurbs, with their folk."

"And our factor lives out here," Balthasar nuttered, but before
Silence could decide if that was criticismor conplinent, the cab
pul l ed up at a private gate.

“"Here you are, Captain, Bellmn's House."

"Thanks." Bal t hasar popped the canopy and slithered out into the
gl ari ng sun, pausing only to hand the driver a thin sheaf of
Del i an pounds. Silence followed, cautiously, and was surprised to
find the air cooler than in the mainurb. Fromw thin the hedge-
shi el ded conpound cane the sound of a fountain.

"Yes, sieurs, sieura?"

The man who had energed through a discreet break in the hedge
carried gardener's shears slung at his waist, but his | oose
trousers and shirt were of a nottled green fabric, perfect
canouf | age agai nst the cool greens of the lawn. A tiny, nonkey-

| i ke creature clung to one shoulder, chattering in his ear: no
gardener, then, but a guard, and an expensive nercenary fromthe
| ook of him Silence decided.

Bal t hasar stepped forward. "My nane's Denis Balthasar. |'ve
busi ness with Nnandi --he should be expecting ne."

The creature on the guard's shoulder chittered discreetly, and the
guard said, "Yes, Sieur Nnandi is expecting you--but these
ot her s?"

"My crew," Balthasar said. "I wasn't sure of--conditions here.
Nnandi ' s request was unusual ."

The creature tugged gently at the guard's ear, spoke urgently in a
| ow nonot one. The guard nodded, and the thing clanbered down his
body, skittering off through the hedge toward the house. The guard
said, "Sieur Nnandi says you are all wel cone, though he wasn't
expecting Sieur Chase Mago and Sieura Leigh. Wn't you cone in?"
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He gestured to the hedge and the branches shrank back on either
side, revealing a respectabl e opening.

"Thank you," Balthasar said again, and stepped through the gap.
Follow ng him Silence noticed three-inch thorns hidden in the
foliage, saw too the pale flowers of a cam sado vine w ndi ng

t hrough the branches. Cearly Nnandi--or Wath-of-God--was willing
to pay dearly for his privacy.

Once inside the shelter of the hedge, the tenperature dropped
dramatically, becom ng al nost springlike. Magus's work, Silence
t hought - -shapi ng el enental air into an enclosure, and then
creating the gentle weather pattern that prevailed inside. The
expense nust have been astrononi cal .

Nnandi's house sat atop a gentle rise, wi ndows and doors
apparently open to the soft breezes, though Silence was sure that
security considerations nade that an illusion. Trees placed at
artfully chosen intervals spread a network of shade across the

| mmacul ate turf; a black-plunmed nerry widow bird clung to a | ower
bough in the nearest one, its trilling |ike well-bred |aughter.
“This way, please." The guard |l ed themup the w nding path toward
t he house, | eaving the pavenent only once to skirt a basking

vi pera. The chunky lizard lifted its head as they passed, and

hi ssed without lifting its neck frill.

They were nmet at the door by two nore nercenaries in typical house-
servant's livery, and by another of the nonkey-like creatures.
Nnandi was well| guarded, Silence thought. | wonder if it's just

for show, or if he needs thenf? She gl anced around discreetly, but
could see no further signs of security neasures, or of any recent
attack which m ght have pronpted new causati on.

"Sieurs, sieura," the older of the guards said quietly. He had a
faint Rusadir accent. "If you would pl ease | eave your weapons here
?" He let his voice trail off, inplying that he was nerely
asking a favor, but Silence had no doubt that any refusal would be
swftly dealt with. She handed her bag to the younger guard, and
Bal t hasar and Chase Mago passed across their heylins. The young
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man | ocked them away in a cabinet, and the first guard bowed
deepl y.

"Captain Balthasar," he said. "Sieur Nnandi will see you in the
library. If Sieur Chase Mago and Sieura Leigh will acconpany
Ednon, he will see that they are made confortable on the terrace.”

“Lead on," Balthasar said. The nonkey-like creature followed him
out. It was sone kind of famliar, Silence decided--a nmagus's eyes
and ears--but she could not tell if it were sone responsive
species or, |like a honmunculus, the creation of a |aboratory.

“I'f you'd cone with ne, please?" Ednon asked. He seened | ess
confortable in his role as houseservant than the others had been;
his mlitary bearing betrayed himas a soldier.

The house had not seened particularly inpressive fromthe outside,
especi ally when set against the lush grounds. Wthin the walls,
however, its true size and luxury were glaringly apparent. The
hal | way t hrough which they passed was decorated with art that even
Sil ence could recogni ze as expensive, and the floor was covered
wi t h copper-highlighted bl ackwood from Qued Tessaa. Hal f-open
doors provided glinpses of yet nore spectacular wealth--a table
set with gilded dishes, resting on a cloth of spider-lace fromthe
Madakh; a sun-bright roomfilled with expensive gymastic

equi pnent; a hot house room apparently stocked only wth Sareptan
orchids. Then Ednon slid open a final door, and gestured for them
to precede himonto the terrace.

A table was waiting for them and twin chairs, |ooking out over a
huge fountain and a stretch of lawn as inmacul ate as the first. A
young wonan in a | oose white shift was adjusting the thin canopy
covering the entire terrace. A gentle breeze stirred the plants on
the terrace, and died at the edge of the canopy.

“"Lisele," Ednon called. "The sieuri are here."
The girl secured the canopy cord and cane forward. Her arns and

| egs were as hard-nuscled as a dancer's, and Silence coul d not
hel p wondering if she, too, were part of the guard force. But the
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Rusadir nercenari es never hired wonen.

“Sieur, sieura," Lisele said, bow ng. "Please nake yoursel ves
confortable. Sieur Nnandi tells nme that he should not detain your
captain for long, so I brought only drink, but if you should w sh
for anything else, you have only to tell ne."

“"Thank you, this wll do nicely," Chase Mago sai d.

The girl bowed agai n and backed away, di sappearing behind the
dr oopi ng edge of the canopy. Silence could just make out her
shadow agai nst the thin material; she would remain there,
ostensibly to serve them but equally to report anything of

i nterest that m ght be said. Silence touched the engineer's
shoul der and nodded toward the corner.

Chase Mago nurnured, "Yes, | know " He handed her to a seat with
unexpected grace, and poured the thin, cold wine into the crystal
gl asses that stood ready.

Silence lifted hers gingerly, afraid that even the |ightest
pressure would shatter the fragile things. The w ne was the best
she had ever tasted, with a flavor that hinted at a dozen
different things but in the end was sonet hing uni que. "Wat is
thi s?" she asked at | ast.

"Sangui s Auri," Chase Mago answered w thout hesitation. "Bl ood-of-
gold." He lapsed into silence again, staring into the pal e depths
of his gl ass.

Silence regarded himand the wine with equal admration. Bl ood- of -
gol d--Sangui s Auri, she corrected herself--was one of the rarest

wi nes in the gal axy, produced only in a single province of a
single world. Once it had been reserved for the table of the
Hegenon. Now magi's aid nade it possible for sonme, at least, to be
sold on other worlds. That she had been served it was renmarkabl e;

t hat Chase Mago had recognized it was incredible. Certainly the
engi neer did not seemat all intimdated by his surroundi ngs,

t hough Bal t hasar had been fractionally ill-at-ease. She had seen
that in his very refusal to be inpressed. But Chase Mago seened
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very much at hone.

She gl anced sidelong at him realizing once again how little she
knew about him He was from Kesse, a rich planet--and on sone of
Rusadir worl ds, a double nane marked an oligarch. But would an

ol i garch ever have allowed his son to becone an engi neer? The
oligarchs of Cap Bel, for all their nercantile connections, would
have considered that a waste of a child. Yet how el se could he
have becone famliar with such surroundi ngs? She coul d not ask
here and now, but she filed the questions for |ater. Perhaps she
woul d ask Bal t hasar, although she was far fromcertain that he
woul d know. . ..

"I don't know how to thank you for this, Nnandi." That was
Bal t hasar, appearing suddenly at the right side of the terrace. He
hel d back the canopy for Nnandi, a small, slim dark-skinned man

W th cl ose-cropped grey hair. The factor wore an unor-nanented,
tightly cut coat and equally plain trousers. Only as he approached
did Silence see the quality of the material and the expertise of
the tailoring.

"l have ny orders, Denis," the factor said. "As you do."

“l don't have to like them" Balthasar answered. "The |east you
could do is pay ne for ny cargo now. "

Nnandi spread his hands. "Again, orders, Denis. Besides, our
mut ual enpl oyer wi shes to be certain that all his captains are
present. You will be paid on arrival." He held up one finger to
stop Balthasar's protest. "I am authorized to advance you the
noney to pay your expenses here, and for the trip. In fact, the
noney has al ready been transferred.”

Bal t hasar hissed softly. "So that's why you | et ne nake those
arrangenents. "

Nnandi bowed slightly. "But of course.™

"Dam you, "’
transport ?"

the captain said, wthout heat. "Wat about
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Nnandi gestured to the | awn. Beyond the fountain, one of the | ow
hills split open, revealing the nouth of an underground hangar. A
slimneedl e of a |ocal transport plane energed, rolled by a crew
of mechanics in Nnandi's livery. "Al settled."

Chase Mago stood up, setting aside his enpty glass, and Sil ence
imtated him

"What's up, Denis?" the engi neer asked.

"A change of plan," Balthasar said grimy. "W've been ordered
back to Wath-of-God for a captain's council, no further details."

“"This m nute?" Silence asked, and Chase Mago said, "lIs there an
ener gency, Nnandi ?"

"I do not know," Nnandi said. "Really, Sieur Chase Mago, | do not.
But | don't think so."

"Let's go," Balthasar said.
Chapter 4

Nnandi and Wat h-of - God spared no expense for transport, either.
The little ship was capable of sub-orbital flight, riding her
silver keel up toward the break between cel estial and nundane,
then gliding back to the planet's surface. They woul d nake the
flight to St. Harbin's in less than two hours. After Nnandi had
said his farewells, and had noved back out of range, they took
they places. One of the nercenaries handed their heylins aboard
and the pilot lifted off in a thunder of sound. As the transport
gained its cruising altitude, harnmoniumflickering on and off to
mai ntain them the noise steadied to a sound no worse than w nd.

“"Al'l right," said Chase Mago. "Wat's goi ng on, Denis?"

"I told you," the captain snapped. "W' ve been ordered back to
W at h-of - God for a captains' council.”
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"That's all?" The engineer plainly did not believe him

“"That's all." Balthasar glared at him "W |eave i mmedi at el y--our
things are being sent directly fromthe hotel to the ship. This
flight lands at St. Harbin's Field, and we go strai ght aboard Sun-
Treader. Nnandi's orders."”

"He said it wasn't an energency?" Sil ence asked.

"Ha." The captain | eaned back in his seat.

“Nnandi doesn't usually lie outright," Chase Mago said

t hought ful Iy.

Bal t hasar si ghed, sonmewhat nollified. "No, he doesn't. And | think
that's what worries nme nost of all.”

They | anded at St. Harbin's Field on schedule, and found a | ow
slung car waiting for them ready to take themto the dock. The
Parsl ey Vine had done its work well--they were probably used to
that sort of thing. Silence thought--and their baggage, packed for
star travel, was waiting at the foot of the cradle. They hauled it
aboard, and then Chase Mago switched on the coffee brewer in the
commons.

"W don't have tine for that," Balthasar said.

“"Yes, we do," Chase Mago said. "Silence still has to learn the
voi dmar ks. "

“"Hell." Balthasar scowl ed, and Silence winced. "How long will it
t ake you?"

"WI1l they be conpletely unfamliar?" Silence asked.

“Not conpletely," Balthasar answered. "You should know t he

not ati on."

"Let me see them"
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Bal t hasar hesitated, then shrugged, unlatching his cabin door.
"Cone on in."

The room was spartan--bare walls, plain dark bl anket on the bunk,
t he book rack half-enpty, with only a couple of the nost trivial
popul ar novel s tucked between manual s and a general hiero-

gl yphi ca. The di sordered cl othing had been put away. There was
nothing to give her any clues to the captain's personality. Then,
tossed aside on his witing board, half-fallen between that and
the nonitor console, she saw a glint of silver. She reached for it
automatically, to set it right, and pulled out a tiny nodel of a
ship. It was a Navy six, only one class bel ow a dreadnought, but
there were no markings on it that she could identify.

"Do you want to see the marks?" Bal thasar asked abruptly. He left
his mattress standing on its edge, but closed the lid of the
strongbox over whatever else was left inside. He held out a single
fol ded sheet of paper, obviously torn froma pilot's manual .

“"Yes, please." Silence set the nodel ship carefully on the witing
board. "Is that a Wath-of-God ship?"

“"Yes. | served on it." Balthasar swept it aside, and unfol ded the
sheet of paper. There was sonet hi ng about his very indifference
that made Silence certain there was sonething i nportant invol ved,
but there was no opportunity to question himfurther. She focused
her attention on the page displayed before her.

The voi dmarks were not at all what she had expected. The tiny,
handwitten notation at the top of the page said "The Path of
Smal| Restraint," and added, cryptically, "dense clouds, no rain."
Sil ence groaned to herself. As Balthasar had prom sed, she

recogni zed the notation: the page had been taken fromthe Tiger's
Book, the nost obscure and | east useful of all the starbooks she
had ever studied. But at |east she had studied it.

“I't'"1l take nme a couple of hours to relearn Tiger's system" she

said, "and another couple to get confortable wth the road. Five
or six hours, say."
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“"Make it five, if you can," Balthasar said. "lI'd like to find out
what's goi ng on."
“I'"'l'l do ny best," Silence said, staring at the unfamliar

drawi ng, where denons and dragons and conpl etely unrecogni zabl e
figures craw ed through cl ouds that hung | ow over a parched and
barren plain. "May | take this?"

"Feel free.™"

It took her a little nore than six hours to |l earn the voi dnarks,
but Bal thasar was able to arrange for an i medi ate cl earance.

Si |l ence suspected Nnandi's hand in that. As soon as Sun-Treader
settled into the Iine of |east resistance, Silence freed herself
from her couch and reached for the | adder to the upper bridge.
Bal t hasar shot her a questioning | ook, but did not speak. It was
not unusual for a pilot to want tine al one before an unfamli ar
passage through purgatory, and Silence did not bother to offer

t hat explanation. On the upper bridge, she settled hersel f agai nst
t he bul khead, and rested her forehead agai nst her drawn-up knees.
The voidmarks for Wath-of-God, for the "Path of Small Restraint,"
were still unfamliar, the synbols |Iess than confortable. She took
a deep breath, using the tricks of nenory taught her as an
apprentice to conjure up an exact nental imge of the page of the
Ti ger's Book. Painstakingly, she began to identify each individual
synbol, nmurnuring the name of each one out | oud.

"Si |l ence."

She | ooked up wiwth a start, saw the bul kheads cl oudy-cl ear around
her, Delos's distant sun showng a ring of green flane. "Yes?"

“"Are you ready?" Balthasar's voice was beginning to show strain.
Silence hurried toward the control yoke, wiggling her feet into
the clinging surface of the platform then | ocked the yoke and

activated its systens. "I'mready."

"All right, Julie, ready for the upper register."
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"Swi t ching over," Chase Mago answered, and the song of the
har noni um split again, bringing in a whole new range of notes.

"You have control, Silence," Balthasar said.

Silence slapped off the lock in a panic, swearing to herself. The
ship was surrounded by clouds, thick, inpossibly solid clouds that

rolled slowy toward her, lightning flashing in their depths. She
had never seen voi dnmarks cone clear so quickly--she had been too
concerned with them had had themtoo firmy in mnd.... Wth an

effort, she | ooked away, letting the ship take its own path for a
noment before | ooking again. The cl ouds seened fractionally |ess
threateni ng--they no | onger seened to be advanci ng on the ship--
but there was still no indication of a path. And then, at the
poi nt where the horizon would have been if there had been | and
beneath her instead of a mrror-inmage of the clouds above, a line
of cal m showed cl ear.

The ship was shivering a little, the shaking growi ng worse with
every heartbeat. Cautiously, she edged the nose down, |ining
herself up with the distant horizon. It stayed as distant as
before, but the shuddering eased away. The cl ouds stayed where

t hey were, but hung om nously cl ose, above and bel ow, |ightning
sparking now and then in their depths. Dense cl ouds, she thought,
but no rain. Then this is the path, and | don't need to do
anything nore. The Path of Small Restraint indeed.

The apparent horizon cane closer at last, growng brighter as it
came until it gleaned |like a white-hot gash agai nst the cl ouds.
The harnoni uni s note changed again, and there was the famli ar
rush of speed as the ship fell out of purgatory. Then there was a
sharp change of pitch, and the bul kheads were solid around her.
She hurried to | ock the control yoke and switch off the systens,
her eyes filled with the scene she thought she had glinpsed in the
split second before the bul kheads firnmed up. She slid down the

| adder to the control room anxious to get a |ook at the

vi ewscreens. The sight took her breath away.

Two massi ve waves of dust rose up, frozen in the instant before
breaki ng, starkly |Iimed against a sky scaled with gold fire. The
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| ight tipped each billow of dust with gilded spune. A cluster of
suns hung against that brilliant curtain, so bright that she could
only count three of them before her eyes were dazzl ed and she had
to | ook away. G een shadows blinded her, alnost obscuring the
chain of lights that hung just below the right-hand wave. |f that
wave ever broke--and the chance formation of dust m m cked water
so closely that it seened inpossible for it not to fall--the tiny
| i ghts woul d be engul fed. Balthasar freed a hand to tap the screen
gently, just above the |ights.

"W at h- of - God. "

| can see why, Silence thought. Al oud she said, "That's a space
station, not a planet."”

“"That's right," Balthasar said. "Actually, it's a group of I|inked
stations--hollowed asteroids, really--" He broke off as a |ight
wi nked on in the conmmuni cati ons board.

"Wath-of-God, this is Balthasar 70219, Sun-Treader. | repeat,
this is Balthasar 70219, Sun-Treader. Acknow edge, pl ease."”

The response, when it canme, was alarm ngly sharp. "Balthasar
70219, Sun-Treader, this is Yoshi-ko 75851, Raksha. W identify
you. Follow ne in; the | ocal approach tugs will take you in tow
when we reach Mageara." Silence glanced quickly at the nusonar. A
ship was visible on the screen, well within shooting range of Sun-
Tr eader.

"Yoshi ko 75851, Raksha, there's no need to take us in tow. 1|'ve
mated to Mageara dock before.™

"Sorry, Balthasar 70219, Sun-Treader," the escort ship answered.
"That's orders, fromthe Council. Things are a bit crowded around
t he docks now. No one wants to take any chances."”

"I don't want those dammed fl anme-throwers near ny ship," Balthasar
muttered, but Silence saw that his transmtter was sw tched off.

There was nothing to do but follow the escort ship in. It
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travell ed at a maddeni ngly sl ow pace, and Balthasar's scow grew
deeper. As they approached the string of stations, Silence began
to pick out nore details, the instrunent towers and the docking
rings sticking out fromthe three large units that nade up the
station.

"Three separate stations?" she said aloud, nore in hopes of
di stracting Bal thasar than because she really wanted to know.

"Mn" Bal thasar roused hinself fromhis black nood with an effort.
“Five, actually. You just can't see the other two, they're beyond
Alecto. The three main units--they were the first built--they're
Megeara, Tisiphone, and Alecto." He grinned sourly. "W're |ucky

t hey' ve | asted. Phobos and Denpbs--they're the new stations, the
ones you can't see--have needed repairs since the day they were
put into position. But the great magi, and nost of the nerely
conpetent, don't work for us. W get the sanme kind of nmagi that we
get pilots and captains.”

Raksha cut in again with a comment about their tuning, and

Bal thasar's attention was instantly el sewhere, leaving Silence to
puzzle over his last remark. O course, nost of the magi
gravitated toward the established, legitinate worlds; there, at

| east, they could be assured of sone security. These days, nore
and nore were taking service with the Hegenon, who could prom se
much nore than security. The only price was that those nmagi worked
first for the Hegenon's glory, not their own know edge. Wi ch
meant, Silence thought, that Wath-of - Gd woul d get two ki nds of
magi , those who hated the Hegenon and woul dn't accept his service,
and those whomthe Hegenon woul dn't accept. And, with the Fringe
full of worlds that wel conmed nagi, there would be nore of the

| atter.

"I't was Zeheb Orena who built the first three units," Balthasar
sai d.

Silence | ooked up, startled. She had thought Onena was nore than
hal f | egendary.

Bal t hasar saw her expression and smled again. "Truth, he did. |
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can show you his forging-mark, on Al ecto. He brought the asteroids
here, set up his engi nes and shaped them hollowed them out and
made them habitable, all in a standard week. The little creation,
they called the scale he used to shape them That's lost, if
anyone el se ever knewit."

“"Whay did he work for Wath-of-Gd?" Silence asked. The stories all
say he was a good man, she added to herself, but did not quite
dare voi ce the words.

Bal t hasar's expression tw sted as though he guessed her thought.
"It was a chall enge, sonething no one had ever done. And W at h- of -
God coul d al ways pay well. Orena wanted to go | ooking for aliens."
He broke off, glancing at the nusonar. "There's the tug."

That nade sense, Silence thought, scanning the viewscreen until
she too had found the flickering dot that was the tug. A nagus's
good and evil were traditionally fluid: if an act brought new
know edge, any price, even a blood price, was worth payi ng.

Bal t hasar nuttered sonmething to hinself, and Silence's attention
snapped back to the screen. As the tugs got closer, she could see
why the Delian had objected to them They were primtive things,
powered by chem cal fuel, shooting jets of flane across the

i nterveni ng di stance. Despite the tug pilots' obvious skill, she
hel d her breath as the tiny ships worked thenselves into position
on either side of Sun-Treader. The grapples fired--Bal-thasar

wi nced, and Silence heard a heavy sigh fromthe engi ne room as
Chase Mago contenpl ated what that new force would do to his
delicately tuned keel--and the tugs began to work their way down
to the dock. The waiting dock seened nuch |ike a standard cradl e--
but then the tugs deftly rotated the ship, bringing it in so that
the top of the ship, not the keel, was agai nst the dock.

The cradle | ock nonitors flashed green, and at the sane tine the
ri ght-hand vi ewscreen snowed a flexi ble tube snaking up fromthe
dock to fasten onto the airlock. Balthasar waited until a small

I ndi cator faded fromyellow to green, then touched a speaker
but t on.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (102 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:15 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

"Cargo teanf"

“"That's right," a voice said cheerfully. Silence could just see
the man's shadow on the screen, bulky in an ol d-fashi oned
spacesui t.

"Cone on aboard," Balthasar said, and worked the hatch controls.

Custons formalities were nonexi stent on Wat h-of-God. From

Bal t hasar's of fhand comments, Silence gathered that one was either
expected, and therefore already cleared, or dead. Their cargo was
renoved- - Bal t hasar asked for, but did not get, the voucher for his
pay--and they were quickly assigned roons and a table in one of
the dining halls. Wath-of -Gd was unusually crowded, filled to
capacity with the crews of the ships whose captains had been
summoned to Council; they were |lucky to be given three tiny

cubi cles, set across the hall froma lavatory that they would
share with the seventeen other people billeted on that hallway.
The roons contained only a bunk and a set of shelves, and Sil ence
could not avoid thinking that they were hastily converted storage
cel | s.

Conditions in their dining hall were sonewhat better. They were
assigned to a table with eight strangers, but already a brisk
exchange of seats was in progress. Silence was whirled fromtable
to table in Balthasar's wake, Chase Mago running interference for
t hem both. After involved negotiations, they took their seats at a
| ong tabl e occupied by Tasarla and her crew, and anot her captain
whom Bal t hasar introduced as Lenno.

Conversation turned wholly on the purposes of the Council. Runor
ran wild: the Hegenon had decl ared secret war, Lenno whi spered,

but Tasarla's pilot contradicted him The opposite was true, she
sai d; the Hegenon and the Council were ready to sign a secret
truce. When one of Lenno's nen suggested that soneone had finally
found Earth, and the Council was planning a raid on the ancient
worl d, Silence stopped listening. |'msick of hearing about Earth,
she thought, stabbing viciously at her food. Earth was gone,
destroyed, or if it wasn't it was staying hidden in the Rose-

Worl d's unbroken trade ring, refusing all contact with the planets
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of Hegenony, Fringe, and Rusadir. But that sort of commpbn sense
was unappealing, especially to people like Oto Razil, and

expedi tions were | aunched al nost every year to find the |ost road
to Earth. Mst of those ships sinply vani shed, though occasionally
a broken exploring vessel would linp back to an outlying port,
with a half-starved crew and a cargo of wild tales. Silence
sighed. That tine and sacrifice would be better spent on the
search for alien worlds, she thought. At |east we know they have
to exist, even if the magi haven't been able to construct a

har noni um t hat woul d play an alien enough scale. She sighed again,
and put aside those thoughts.

They were hustled out of the dining hall by serving homunculi,
maki ng room for the next shift of diners, but no one wanted to
return to their cheerless roons. Sun-Treader's crew stood with
Tasarla in the crowded corridor until a harassed-1ooking man with
an-official arnband told themto return to their assigned roons.

"Hell with that," Tasarla said, as soon as the man was out of
earshot. "Let's try the observatory."

Chase Mago gl anced at Bal t hasar, who shrugged. "Wy not?"

The three followed Tasarla through the gently curving corridors to
a central stairwalk, rising and falling treads coil ed together,
then up two levels to the tube connecting Mageara to Ti si phone.

Ti si - phone seened al nost identical to Mageara, except that a
different set of directional synbols marked the walls. It was only
when they passed through a second opaque transfer tube into Al ecto
that things changed. The corridors were wider in this, the central
unit of Wath-of-God, and there seened to be fewer people noving
about. At first Silence thought this was only an illusion brought
on by the greater space, but then she noticed that nearly all the
passersby bore Wath-of-God's skull on cheek or hand. Tasarla was
careful to keep out of their way, and Sil ence wondered just what
the tattoo neant. Tasarla didn't have one, and plainly never had,
but Balthasar.... She glanced surreptitiously at him and saw him
rubbi ng at the patch where his mark had been, a pai ned scow

di storting his features.
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Li ke the other two stations, Alecto had a central stairwal k, but

it was wider, and bathed in a cooler, bluer light. Tasarla stepped
on, judging the speed perfectly, and Silence followed, stunbling.
As the stairwal k rose, she could see a part of the level that had
been hi dden by the curve of the stair. Heavily arned guards stood
out si de a nmassi ve door that was spattered with warning

hi er ogl yphi cs.

"What's down there?" Silence asked, reaching to touch Tasarla's
el bow.

“Library," the M sthian answered, w thout |ooking back. "Of-
limts, of course, unless you're captain of at least a five."

"Oh." Tasarla was hugging the right-hand rail, Silence saw,

| eaving room for people to pass. The pilot imtated her, and a
noment |ater was glad she had done so, as a gang of |aborants--
failed apprentices or inpoverished nechanics bound to a magus's
servi ce--rushed by, carrying unidentifiable equipnent.

They rode the stairwalk to its end, where the treads flattened and
vani shed beneath the spongy flooring. The stairhead was enpty
except for a stairway, marked with the doned tower that had
synbol i zed an observatory since |ong before the MI Il ennial Wars,
and with the red-slashed circle denying admttance. Two nore doors
| eading off the stairhead were marked wth the sane synbol .
Tasarl a crossed to the third door and fiddled with its stiff | ock.

Bal t hasar touched Silence's shoul der. "Look up." Obediently,
Silence tilted her head back--and saw, set into the ceiling, a
woman's face, distorted in fury. For a nonent, she thought it was
real, sonehow preserved by magi's art, but then she realized it
was only stone, carved froma rock lighter than the rest of

Al ecto. Beneath it, gold letters spelled a brief nessage: Omena ne
fecit. Orena made ne.

“"Are you com ng, Silence?" Tasarla call ed.

Si |l ence shook herself, and stepped through the now open doorway
onto a platformthat circled the base of the observatory tower,
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protected from space by a single |layer of nage-cast glass. Silence
stepped gingerly onto a black floor so highly polished that it
reflected the stars, and then, when it did not break, and she did
not slip and fall out into the starfield, she wal ked carefully
around the curve-of the instrunment tower, toward a glowin the
sky.

Fromthis angle, the wave of dust reared over the station, doubly
bl ack against the flamng brilliance beyond, light tipping each of
the billows. Silence took a step backward, ready for it to fall
and crush her. Chase Mago caught her shoul der, keeping her from
running into him

"My God, that's--incredible,” Silence said, and felt a fool for
usi ng such an i nadequat e word.

The engi neer nodded, releasing her. "I know," he said. "It's
al ways so...." He, too, let his voice trail off in defeat.

Tasarla said, "Now that |'ve got you here, Denis, there's a thing
or two | want to ask you."

Si |l ence gl anced over her shoulder in tine to see the M sthian pull
Bal t hasar back to the other side of the circular platform In the
glaring light, the Delian | ooked ill, his shoulders slunping, his
face haunted. But then he was gone, and Silence wondered if she
had inmagined it all. Shrugging to herself, she turned back to the
nebul ae.

It took an effort of will to |ook away fromthat terrible splendor
and exam ne the station spread out bel ow her. Beyond Al ecto | ay
two nore stations, clearly newer than the others, hollowed from a
di fferent kind of rock. Each of those stations had two docki ng
wheel s, and every space was full, but she could see none of the

| arge rai ding ships, the navy-built fives and sixes she knew W at h-
of - God owned.

"That's Phobos and Denos," Chase Mago sai d.

“"They're nostly for the magi, and for anybody el se who's staying
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| ong-term™"

“Where are the big ships?" Silence asked. "I didn't see any when
we docked. "

"They dock here, to Alecto," Chase Mago answered. "Around here."
He | ed her along the platform back around the observatory, until
its dark bul k bl ocked half the nebula. "If you | ook al nost
straight down, | think you can see them"

Sil ence pressed herself against the glass, staring down between
her feet, and could just glinpse a docking wheel far nore nassive
than any of the others, and the i mense keel of a six.

“"Al'l the warcraft dock to Alecto,” Chase Mago went on. "Alecto's
t he bi ggest dock, and the tracking center's here--nost of that's
done by this observatory--plus the master controls for the
stations' harnonia, and the Adm ral keeps station from here."

"I see," Silence said. The dark quiet of the observatory platform
seened to | oosen the engineer's tongue, and Silence willed himto
keep tal king. "Wiat do the tattoos nean?"

Chase Mago hesitated, then said, shortly, "Crewman froma fighting
ship."

"Then Denis was on one of the raiders?"

"l suppose he nust've been.
tal k about it, in any case."

The engi neer shrugged. "He doesn't

That was a clear warning, and Silence gave up her questions,
taking a few nore steps along the platform She was al nost back to
where they had started; Tasarla and Bal t hasar, |eaning against the
observatory wall, |ooked up fromtheir conversation in surprise.
Silence hardly noticed them To the side of Tisiphone, swelling
out fromthe station's [ ower quadrant, was a billow ng cl oud of
material, shimering fromrich blue to white as it noved.

"What the hell is that?"
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Chase Mago noved to join her, stared entranced. "An airtight
bubbl e? | don't know. "

Bal t hasar pulled hinself away fromthe wall. "That's the assenbly
hall,"” he said. "They can't fit all the captains into any of the
roons on the station, so we neet out there." He shivered slightly.
“"Everyone nust be here."

Stragglers fromWath-of -God's fleet arrived over the next few

sl eep/ wake periods, a nunber of couriers and two rather battered
fours, for which there was no roomon Al ecto's docking wheel. In
the end, they were tethered to a nakeshift dock off the axis of
Denpbs, and the crews were ferried back to Alecto for quartering.
Si |l ence and Chase Mago watched their arrival fromthe observatory
deck, then noved around the platformto | ook again at the bl ue-
whi te sphere of the assenbly hall. It | ooked |ike nothing so much
as a giant balloon, but that illusion was spoiled by the tiny
human shapes that could be seen noving around on the inner
surfaces. Stringing guideropes and seating nets, soneone had said.
The magus who had created the hall had not brought it into the
field of the station's harnonium though he had given it an

at nosphere: the captains would have to fl oat wei ghtl ess throughout
their neeting.

Now, as she | eaned against the slick cold glass, staring down at
the hall, a three-toned chinme sounded overhead, and all notion

st opped. For a brief second the quiet was so deep that she could
feel the | ow humof the harnmonium buried in the depths of Al ecto.
Then a woman spoke.

"This is the Voice of the Council," she announced, her voice cool
and faintly nenacing. "The Admral and senior captains sumon all
the captains of Wath-of-God to Council. Council wll begin in one
| ocal hour. Failure to attend will result in loss of privileges
and status. The Voice of the Council has spoken."

"Who or what is the Voice of the Council?" Silence whispered, but
Chase Mago shook his head, frowning.
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"Later."

Thr oughout the station, the sumpbned captains streaned toward the
tenporary tube that connected the assenbly hall to the side of

Ti si phone. The two captains who had been on the observatory deck
haul ed open the door to the stairhead, nearly knocking over a

| aborant unl ucky enough to get in their way, and hurried out.

Bel ow, Silence could seen the first arrivals filing into the
transfer tube. She watched in fascination as the hall filled, the
surface of the sphere darkening as nore and nore nmen took their

pl aces in the maze of rope.

"So what happens now?" she asked.
"I don't know for sure," Chase Mago answered. "Presunably the
Council tells everyone why they' ve been sumoned, and then they
put the question to a vote."

"How I ong do you think it'll take?" Silence asked.

Chase Mago snorted. "The Conmittee stage-nmanages things as well as
any clutch of oligarchs. An hour or two, no |onger."

“"You know a | ot about politics," Silence said, and did not add,
and about the sort of life Nnandi | eads. The words hung unspoken
in the air between them and for a second she wondered if she had
gone too far. Then Chase Mago ducked his head in enbarrassnent.

"My father was an oligarch--a new man, the first new man to break
into the Crcle of Famlies on Kesse in a hundred years, but still
an oligarch. | just absorbed a |lot of things, growng up in his
house. "

“"And he |l et you becone an engi neer?"

Chase Mago shrugged. "I had brothers, and ny father thought |'d be
happi est and nost useful if | could help run the famly fleet.

That was how | escaped when the Hegenony put Kesse to the sack." A
spasm of pain crossed his bearded face, and Silence did not need
to ask what had happened to his famly.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (109 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:15 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

"' msorry," she nmurnmured. For a |ong nonent, neither said
anything. Then Silence smled, wstfully. "My famly al ways want ed
me to marry an oligarch, but | don't think this is what they had
in mnd."

Chase Mago | ooked down at her, his face breaking into the first
real smle she had seen fromhim "But you're not first-famly
yoursel f."

“No, nmy kin are nerchants, clients of one of our oligarchs,"
Silence answered. "But when | was nineteen, the third son of Vald
Kiollr--he was one of the nost powerful nmen in the senate at that
tinme--asked ne to marry him He was everything a girl could want--
handsone, clever, only twelve years older than |I. My parents
didn't believe | was serious about becomng a pilot until |
refused himthe third tinme. The next year, ny grandfather got his
patron to sponsor ne for ny license."

"Kiollr." Chase Mago was frowning, oblivious to the rest of her
story. "The Kiollr are on Cap Bel, aren't they?"

Yes. I"'mfromthere."

“"And a Kiollr arranged the general surrender, didn't he?"

Yes," Silence said again. Chase Mago's face darkened with an old
anger, and the pilot hurried on. "Not all of Cap Bel supported
him not even all the oligarchs. That's how ny grandfather | ost
his fortune, reinstating Avaras--that was his patron--when the
Hegenony despoiled him And not all the Rusadir's as defensible as
Kesse. W don't have the fleets or the noon stations to fight
from"

Chase Mago's expression eased a little. "I know. |I'msorry."
“It's all right," Silence said, vaguely. She could still renenber
when Avaras had been rui ned, the second year she had had her

| i cense. She had been flying one of Avaras's snaller ships, and
had brought it honme only to see her captain forced to hand over
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ship and cargo to the Hegenon's nen. There had been nothing |eft
for her, she had thought, and she had gone hone, nunb, to find her
female kin in tears and her grandfather at the conputers, calmy
turning assets into cash. O all Avaras's clients, only three had
stood by him turning over their own funds to help himbuy back
his properties. Bodua Lei gh had given nore than any--he had

recei ved nost, he said, in Avaras's good days--and bankrupt ed

hi mself in the process.

The observatory had enptied while they stood tal king. The stars
and the half-hidden fire of the nebula had becone faintly
nmenaci ng, and the air seened suddenly cold. "Let's go below " she
sai d.

Despite Chase Mago's confident prediction, the Council |asted
seven hours. Silence sat cross-|egged on her unconfortabl e bunk,
trying without much success to concentrate on a M sthian novel
borrowed fromone of Tasarla's crew. The conventions of the pl ot
were peculiar, and her attention kept straying to the hallway
beyond her hal f-open door. At last there was a stirring in the
air, a muttering that began bel ow the |evel of hearing and swell ed
rapidly to full-scale shouting. Silence stepped to the door,
pushing it fully open, and | eaned out into the hall.

"What ' s happened?”

“Council's over," a stranger in a patched shipsuit shouted
eagerly. "War's declared.™

"On who?" she cried after him but he had di sappeared down the
hal | way.

Chase Mago | ooked at her fromhis door, his expression grim "No
use listening to runors yet," he said, as nuch to hinself as to
her. "We have to wait for Denis." Balthasar appeared at | ast,
follow ng a gang of be-ribboned Num ulians. He | ooked very tired,
the skin of his face dragged tight over his harsh bones, and he
wal ked as though his back hurt.

“Well," he said, when he cane cl ose enough to be heard over the
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babble of talk filling the hall.
Chase Mago rai sed an eyebrow. "Well?" he repeated. "That's it?"
"Hardly," Balthasar said, with a bitter smle. "Let's talk."

The captain's cubicle was as cheerless as any of the others, nore
SO0 because Bal thasar had made no effort to personalize the space.
The captain kicked his carryall beneath the bunk, clearing a
square of floor, and hoisted hinself onto the mattress, pushing
back against the wall to nake roomfor the others. Silence settled
herself on the very foot of the bunk; Chase Mago | owered hi nself
to the fl oor.

For a while no one spoke, until Silence nerved herself to say, "I
heard war's been decl ared."

Bal t hasar sighed and sat forward. "Yeah, well. Apparently the
Hegenon's decided to start cracking down on Wat h-of-God's
connections inside the Hegenony. The Council m ght've known he
woul dn't tolerate that forever. And this crackdown's neither
subtle nor discrimnating, fromall accounts.”

Sil ence renenbered one battered ship she had seen in the Mageara
wheel , renenbered too Tasarla saying the crew was being kept in
guar anti ne.

“"WAas Skrymr involved in that?"

Bal t hasar grinned. "And how. The Navy's caught two ot hers--
squadron mates to the twin fours that cane in last--and the crews
just vani shed. They're either dead, or the Hegenon's nmagi have
them and |, for one, hope they're dead. Skrymr got real | ucky,
that's all. She carries Delian markings, and that made the
Hegenon' s peopl e just wary enough. You saw the damage she took
anyway. "

Si | ence nodded, renenbering the scored paint and the dulled, off-
color ook of Skrymr's keel.
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“"And that's not all," Balthasar continued, with a sort of grim
relish. "They've arrested two of our factors in the Rusadir,
executed one with all his famly, and are ready to do the sane to
the other one. Not to nention that they publicly flogged the
satrap of Inarinme--and himan aristocrat, one of the Thousand--for
not keeping a closer eye on his custons officers.”

"And the custons officers?" Silence asked, after a nopnent.
"Dead. "

"That would explain why it's been harder to bribe the custons
people lately," Chase Mago said. The captain grunted, and the
engi neer went on, "I didn't think we did that nmuch business
t hrough the Hegenony. Not enough for this to hurt too nuch.”

"We don't," Balthasar said. "W nostly live off their ships, but
we still need contact. But there's also talk on Asterion that when
the Navy has dealt with the Rusadir--secured them that is--
they'll nove into the Fringe."

Sil ence shivered. The Fringe Wrlds, unprotected by any | eague of
pl anets, would be even less of a match for the Hegenony than the
Rusadir had been. And with the Fringe gone, Wath-of-God woul d
have no place left to sell its plunder. "So what did they
propose?" she asked.

“"A raid on Arganthonios," Balthasar said.
"The water worl d?" Chase Mago | ooked up. "That would hurt the
Hegenony, all right."

So it would, Silence thought, but it mght hurt us, too.

Ar gant honi os was an anonal ous world, a thin skin of ordinary ice
concealing a core of elenental water--and it was el enental water
that powered a starship's harnonium Arganthoni os was the single
| ar gest source of the substance in the known gal axy; control of
that was one of the cornerstones of the Hegenon's power. It was
not a world to take lightly.
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" Argant honi os nust have a substantial garrison," she said
cauti ously.

Bal t hasar grimaced. Silence thought the expression m ght have
started as a smle. "It does. But the Council has decided to throw
all our ships against it."

“"All?" Silence could not keep the protest from her voi ce.

Even Chase Mago | ooked startled. "The couriers can't be of nuch
use, surely.”

"Oh, but the raid' s practical, too," Balthasar answered. "The
Hegenon is tal king about refusing to sell water from Argant honi os
to outsiders. So the captains plan to take enough of it to fill
all our tanks, enough to last two or three years."

"How?" Chase Mago asked.

“"The big ships--the fives and sixes, and anything el se with enough
guns to be useful--will swoop in first and secure the planet. Then
the rest of us wll land and load up with the water." Balthasar
added quickly, "Don't worry, Julie, the shipwights will make the
nodi fications to the holds."

“"And retune when they're done?"

"Of course," Balthasar said.

"They'd better," the engineer said, but w thout heat. Sone of the
worry was snoothed fromhis face as he contenpl ated the attack,
and the damage to the Hegenony. Silence shook her head.

"l suppose there's no way out of this," she said.
Bal t hasar smled wyly. "None."
The next week was spent planning for the raid. Sun-Treader was

assigned a place in the third wave of couriers--0stinato was part
of the sane group, to Silence's relief--and given the road to
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fol |l ow bet ween W at h-of - God and Argant honi os. She had flown the

Li on- Road before, but she spent hours with her starbooks anyway,
def eati ng uneasiness with the famliar synbols. She saw little of
the others. Balthasar was occupi ed by al nost constant captains'
councils, and Chase Mago spent his waking hours at the docks,
supervi sing the shipwights. The day's routine was set by the

Voi ce of the Council, her perfectly nodul ated tones issuing new
orders at reqgular intervals. Silence asked agai n about her,
wonderi ng how even Wat h-of-God could give so nuch power to a
wonman, and Bal t hasar expl ai ned, |ooking over his shoul der as he
spoke. The Voice was a revenant, he said, an idiot or a crimnal
bought by a magus, who then destroyed the existing personality and
replaced it with a matrix only slightly nore conpl ex than that
given to a homuncul us. The Voi ce was capabl e of repeating the nost
conpl ex instructions, and of maki ng very sinple decisions, but she
coul d never use her power as the Council's representative to
create a policy of her own.

The use of a revenant was only too typical of Wath-of-God; a

bl ack carel essness filled the station, and Silence found her

t houghts slowy deadened by it. The raid was a ganble, but unreal--
the couriers grunbled a little, but were solaced by the thought of
the profits to be nade. The warshi ps' crews were frankly ecstatic--
but none of it affected her. She knew she should be afraid, and
was not; only the unreality of it all raised a nagging worry.
Sitting on her bunk in the badly it room she opened the Specul um
to the pages showi ng the Lion-Road, but could not concentrate on
the over-famliar synbols. Sighing, she set it aside, and reached
for the Glded Stairs. The odd texture of the treated paper

rem nded her that this was not her copy. She turned the pages
anyway, glancing idly at the unfamliar tables and strange roads.

Wil e the nunber of roads known to the conpiler of this version of
the Glded Stairs was limted, the nunber of planets he had known
was far greater than she had imagi ned. The maj or worl ds of
Hegenony and Rusadir were listed in the tables, and a few of the
Fringe planets, but there were also listings for planets that had
been destroyed in the MIlennial Wars. There were worl ds she had
never heard of, and she assuned that they, |ike Latnobs and

Vahal is, were anong the planets shattered by the war. Then she
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recogni zed, anong a table full of unfamliar nanes, Sicyon, and
then Aja. Those were Rose Worl ds, prohibited worlds, and she
wondered if the other nanmes in the table could be variants of the
ot her planets of the ring. Lemrey mght be Linyre, she thought,
and el Mersa could be Mersaa Maia. That was easily enough checked,
and she turned quickly to the New Aquarius, conparing the listings
for the roads between Asterion, listed in both books, and Mersaa.
The books gave the sane roads, and she turned back to the G I ded
Stairs with a feeling of satisfaction. It was rather anusing to

t hi nk that she now shared the vaunted secrets of the Rose-Wrl der
pilots. No one knew precisely what they had to hide, though there
was nuch specul ation. The majority, like Oto Razil, said that the
Rose Worl ds knew how to reach Earth.... Silence drew a sharp
breath. Was it possible that this book mght really hold the key
Razi| had been | ooking for?

There was no index. Instead, the entries in the tables that nade
up the first third of the book were arranged according to an
unfam liar system She could not work out the key, and was finally
reduced to going through it page by page. And then, anpbng the m x
of synbols and oddly m sspelled planetary nanes, she sawit: the
circle surrounding a cross that stood for Earth. The cross-
referenced worlds, the originating planets, were ones she did not
recogni ze, though at |east one of the roads was a famliar one.

Per haps that was why no one had noticed the value of this copy,
she thought. The listed worlds were nostly unknown or unreachabl e,

so the Earth synbol, if anyone had noticed it, had been ignored
because the roads were usel ess. But probably not conpletely so,
she thought. | imagine that, with patience, | could trace those
worl ds, and fromthere |I could reach Earth-- | wonder why

G andf at her never noticed this? Probably because he never | ooked,
she told herself. He had bought it only a few days before his
death, if he had bought it for her nane-day--and that day had cone
and gone, she realized suddenly, w thout her noticing--and even if
he had bought it earlier, he was not particularly interested in
the arcana of the pilot's art. It would have been like himto buy
it wthout ever |ooking beyond Gregor Misi's initials.

She pulled herself up off the bunk, wondering if Balthasar were in
his room Then she hesitated. If she told the Delian what she had
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found, the Council would inevitably hear about it--she was sure
their surveillance was nore than adequate. And that's sonething |
don't want to risk, she thought. If Wath-of-Gdd had the Eart h-
Road... | don't know what they'd do, how they'd handle it, but |'d
al nost rather see Oto find Earth first. She closed and | ocked her
Glded Stairs, then buried it at the bottom of her carryall,
pulling a shirt over it. She could not even think of |ooking for
the worlds that had been the departure points for Earth until she
was well clear of Wath-of-God--and probably not even then, she
admtted. But at |east | can always sell the book, if | need
noney. |f we survive this raid. For the first tine, the
possibility of death seened real, and she w shed she coul d spend
what m ght be her |ast days on any world but Wat h-of - God.

Twenty-four hours after her discovery, the warships lifted from
their docks; six hours after that, the couriers foll owed. Sun-
Treader did not so nuch [ift fromher cradle as fall fromit, her
har noni um tuned | ow, barely giving her steerage way. Sweati ng,
Bal t hasar took the ship through the confusion of traffic, dodging
ot her formations and shi ps under tow. Sun-Treader was sluggish in
the interference fromthe other harnonia, and the captain took his
time working her into her assigned spot behind Gstinato. Chase
Mago | owered the pitch of the harnoniumeven further then, waiting
for the signal fromthe fleet conmander.

Finally, the formation was conplete. At the head of the |ong
colum of starships, the fleet commander gave a signhal, which was
refl ected back along the Iine of ships. Silence saw Balthasar's
face pale as Ostinato repeated the brief transm ssion and opened
the stops of her harnonium The captain's eyes were fixed on the
twn pitch recorders, one tuned to Ostinato, the other to his own
harnmonium To keep station, he and Chase Mago woul d have to keep
Sun- Treader's harnoni umtuned a full step below Gstinato's primary
not e.

“"Now, " Bal thasar said quietly.
Silence reached for the transmtter switch, sent the prepared

signal to the ships behind them At the sane nonent, Chase Mago
opened the stops, and the nusic rose glorious, only to waver
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instantly into dissonance. Bal thasar wi nced and touched his keys,
bringing the ship back into line. The interference eased, but did
not di sappear entirely, and Silence glanced nervously at the
strain gauges. The needles were flickering, but only at the edge
of the yellow area. They had a | ong way to go before they reached
the red danger nark.

"“Accept abl e?" Bal t hasar asked, w thout taking his eyes fromthe
pitch indicators.

"Looks fine to ne," Silence answered.

"Good. "

When the pitch indicators showed Sun-Treader to be | ess than
twenty mnutes fromthe twelfth of heaven, Silence clinbed to the
pilot's bridge. It took every exercise she had | earned in
apprenticeship to put herself in the proper state of receptivity,
but at |ast she was able to | ook at the fading bul kheads with sone
confidence. She knew the Lion-Road well enough, but had never
flown any road in conpany with so nmany other ships. She coul d not
entirely quell the fear that she would | ose control of Sun-Treader
i n the eddi es and backwash set up by other ships.

“"Are you ready, Silence?" Balthasar asked. In the background,

Sil ence could hear Chase Mago's nonotonous chant, counting off the
fractions as they approached the twel fth. Balthasar woul d be
paying nore attention to the readings from Gstinato, keeping Sun-
Treader half a step behind.

"Ready," she said softly, and did not expect an acknow edgenent.
She rested her hands on the control yoke, fingers on the |ock, and
wai ted as the netal surroundi ng her grew nebul ous and vani shed all
t oget her.

"You have control, Silence."
The pil ot snapped off the | ock and searched quickly for her

bearing. To her surprise, the marks were palely visible already,
the snarling cats setting the path that curved gently down to a
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gate that seened to be shaped both like a prison portcullis and
the nmouth of a |ion. She shook her head, trying to nake the lion's
head conme clear, but the dual imge persisted. It was the other
pilots' doing, she realized. The standard texts di sagreed on the
synbol for the end of the path, and purgatory was doing its best

t o accommodat e both vi sions.

Sun- Treader fell into the proper path al nost without her help, its
path eased rather than hindered by the starships that had preceded
it. Seeing that, Silence relaxed a little, staring at the chain of
shi ps. Gstinato rode ahead of her, her keel shining rai nbow

bri ght, and beyond her was the slimer arrow of M cah, half
transparent and gl owi ng. Beyond M cah was Freya's Wtch, and
beyond her nore ships whose nanes Silence did not know, strung out
| i ke beads on a string. They were all in the road, not a ripple of
di ssonance to mark a devi ati on.

As the | ead ships approached the distorted i mage of the gate, the
first dissonance appeared. It was harder to control the ships as
they fell out of purgatory; captains |ost control of their
harnoni a, setting up new distortion. The needles of the new strain
gauges set into the yoke junped sharply, hung just at the edge of
the red zone. Sun-Treader shivered, and Silence tightened her hold
on the control yoke.

The di sturbance grew worse as Sun-Treader cane up on the gate,
apparent speed increasing as they fell away fromfive-twel fths of
heaven. The ship bucked, then swerved crazily as a new eddy

mani fested itself as a tiny tiger crouched to spring.

Si |l ence brought them back into |ine, but not before the harnoni um
shrieked wildly. She heard Chase Mago swear, and realized that he
had | ost control of the tuning. The end of the path | ooned ahead
of them OGOstinato franed against the teeth of the half-I| owered
bars. O were those a lion's teeth? Silence's head swam as she
tried to take in the double picture. Wth an effort, she bani shed
the lion's head.

They were gaining on Ostinato. She was sure of that despite the
difficulty of judging relative distance, with only illusion to

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (119 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:15 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

measure it against. She bit her |ip, hesitating. Should she wait,
take the chance that both ships would nake it out before they
collided, or should she risk the di ssonances that bordered the
path and sheer off now?

"Julie, watch the pitch,"” Balthasar snapped in her ears. "Watch
it, we're clinbing their tail."

Chase Mago's only response was an inarticulate grow. He'd | ost

it, Silence realized, was no | onger a fraction ahead of things.
Sun- Treader seened to | eap forward suddenly, and she no | onger had
a choi ce.

To either side |ooned the stone pillars of the gate, terribly
solid even as the illusion faded. Bel ow was i ndeterm nate, a

not hi ngness she avoi ded wi t hout knowi ng why she did it. Even
before she was conpletely aware of her reasoning, she | eaned back
agai nst the control yoke, hauling the protesting ship up and out
of the path. The illusory world around her spun crazily as she
tw sted the yoke against the stuff of purgatory, dissonance that
was the gate-inmage, nonentarily bit into and through it. A ghost
of sound passed through the pilot's bridge, and then they were
through, falling rapidly away from purgatory.

Silence clung to the yoke, retching, then gathered enough strength
to |l ock her controls. That touch of celestial stuff had very
nearly been too nuch for her material self.

“"Are you all right?" Balthasar demanded. "Sil ence? Are you al
right? God, that was conpletely off the scale. Silence?"

The pilot swallowed carefully. "I think I"'mall right," she
whi spered. "I wll be, anyway."

"You don't sound it," Balthasar said. "Julie, lock things down and
get up there--"

"I"'mfine," Silence said, and alnpost neant it. "I'mbetter
al ready. "
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"I --" Bal thasar broke off as the intershi ps channel crackled to
life.

“Bal t hasar 70219, Sun-Treader, you are off station."”

Silence did not bother to snother her weak giggle, and Balthasar
snarled, "Tell nme sonething | don't know. Ayaz 59982, Mesner, we
were overrunning Gstinato."

Ayaz, the fleet commander, seened unruffled by Balthasar's tone.
“"Report any damage, Bal t hasar 70219, Sun-Treader."

"Wel |, Julie?" Balthasar asked.

"We need to retune,” the engineer answered. Listening, Silence
coul d al nost hear sonething different, sonething not quite right,
perhaps a single note a half-step higher, that changed the

har noni um's song from pleasant to faintly wearing.

"Ri ght away?" Bal t hasar asked.

"As soon as possible," Chase Mago answered. "But we could go
anot her gate or twd. If we have to."

"Ayaz 59982, Mesner, this is Balthasar 70219, Sun-Treader. W need
to retune, but it's not quite desperate.”

"Recei ved. Tasarla 68035, Ostinato, report your condition,
sai d.

Ayaz

Tasarl a's answer was qui ck and cheerful. "Ayaz

59982, Mesner, this is Tasarla 68035, Ostinato. We're all right,
not hi ng nore than a shaking. Nice piloting, Silence."

"Thanks," Silence nmurnured, though she was certain the transmtter
was of f.

"No gossip, Tasarla 68035, Ostinato,"” Ayaz said. "Change pl aces
wi th Bal t hasar 70219, Sun-Treader."

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (121 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:15 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

"Acknowl edged, " Bal thasar said, and Tasarla echoed him

Slowmy, Silence pulled herself upright. She still felt shaky, but
not as sick as before. Carefully, she I et herself down the | adder,
rung by rung, then dropped heavily into her couch. Even that
limted activity left her dizzy, and she had to cl ose her eyes for
a nonment before she could summon the strength to secure the safety
webbi ng.

“"Are you sure you're all right?"
Silence nodded. "I really am [|'mbetter already."

The captain | ooked dubi ous, but the shift to approach fornation
demanded his attention. "The warshi ps have secured the orbits, and
things seemto be going well on the ground--channel four, if you
want to listen."

Si |l ence shook her head, staring at the screens. Visual and nusonar
showed Arganthonios and its sun, forever circling an invisible
point like a pair of wary westlers. They were bound toget her by
limted Newtonian forces, pushed apart by the nutually excl usive
el enrents, fire and water. The nusica nundana, reflected in the

Fi ci nan nodel, showed the contrasting forces interwoven, each
distorting the other, achieving only a precarious harnony. On the
vi sual screen, Arganthonios showed al nbst as bright as its elderly
sun. Sun-Treader was still too far out for the scanners to be able
to distinguish the picket ships, but the nusonar showed them
clearly, two rings of bright dots, one banding the planet at the
equator, the other circling it frompole to pole. A cluster of

| i ght s hovered around Arganthonios' irregular noon: the garrison
was fighting back. "So we're going in," Balthasar finished grimy.

Chapter 5
The descent to Argant honi os was unexpectedly easy. The fleet of
couriers fanned out into landing formation, designed to m nimze

the i npact of any attack fromthe planet, and net nothi ng except
t he gui dance signals fromthe orbiting warships and the beacons
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pl anted beneath the tenporary fields. There had even been tine to
set up field harnonia, so Balthasar did not have to make an

unassi sted | andi ng, bal anci ng the keel against the song of the

pl anet's core. Sun-Treader rode the beam down as she would onto
any world, onto padded skids rather than a cradle, and was dragged
to one side by a team of heavy-duty honmunculi. Balthasar and Chase
Mago saw to the fitting of baffles around the already stressed
keel , and adjusted the chocks that held the ship upright, ready
for a quick liftoff.

Silence waited for themjust within the hatchway, an unfamli ar
projectile rifle cradled in her arns, her heylin slung at her

wai st. Cold settled over the ship, chilling her in spite of the
thickly quilted jacket and trousers provided by the quartermasters
on Wath-of-God. Wth the cold cane the quiet, doubly unnatural on
a planet just taken by storm There was no noi se, no shouting, not
even the nearly soundl ess popping of heylins or the flat crack of
the projectile rifles. Across the steanm ng netal of the tenporary
field, she could just nmake out a cannon enpl acenent, half-hi dden
by the last ship in the parking line. It took nmuch nore effort to
find the white-garbed troops who manned it, but when she finally
pi cked them out of the snow, they were drinking coffee, very nuch
at their ease.

When the nen returned, they brought the cold with them an

I nvi si ble cloud about their bodies. Chase Mago headed i mmedi atel y
for the engine roomto set up collectors to power the secondary
pl ant. Balthasar and Silence remai ned behind to set up the
security devices--nonitors that woul d sound alarns if anything
noved too close to the ship--then retreated to the commons.

“I'sn't there sonething we should be doing?" Silence asked.

Chase Mago passed her a nug of coffee fromthe giant urn, and she
sipped at it cautiously. The engineer had left his jacket on her
chair, and she lifted it off, noting as she did how the cold still
clung to it. Her own clothes were chill, too, and she worked her
way out of them precariously balancing the nug.

“Li ke what?" Bal t hasar asked. He, too, accepted a cup of coffee,
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and drank half of it in a single gulp, before beginning to strip
off his cold-weather gear. "W aren't heavily arned enough to help
in securing the main installation, and the field guards don't need
our help. All we can do is wait for the order to start |oading the
wat er . "

“"And be ready to lift," Chase Mago interjected quietly. "Were do
we go, Denis, if things go wong?"

"There's nothing in the plan,"” Balthasar said. "lIt's too late for
things to go wong."

| don't |ike the sound of that, Silence thought, and saw Chase
Mago surreptitiously make a gesture to avert bad | uck.

“"All right, so what's your plan?" the engi neer asked.

Bal t hasar shrugged. "The Madakh, | suppose. O would Ariassus be
better?" He took a deep breath and, with a great effort, focused
his attention on the idea, "Yes, | think Ariassus. Bigger

popul ation, nore ships calling there, and the governor doesn't ask
guestions even if the Hegenon does pay his salary. Silence, go
ahead and set up a course for us, Arganthonios to Ariassus--plot a
backup, too. Arganthonios to the Madakh." He glared at Chase Mago.
"Does that satisfy you?"

The engi neer, staring into his coffee, said nothing. Silence rose
and went into her cabin to collect her starbooks. | didn't think
Julie was being that unreasonabl e, she thought, lifting the
mattress and unl ocki ng the strongbox. It seens only reasonable to
want to have a disaster plan. But then, Balthasar had a point,
too. It was too late for things to go wong. |If they were attacked
now, there would be nothing to do but run. O be blasted on the
ground.... She shied away fromthat thought, flipping quickly
through the tables in the New Aquarius, but the planet's chill
qui et had crept into her cabin. She was uneasily aware of the
slightest creaking of cold netal, of the occasional scuff of a

f oot step outside her door. In the end, she swept up her books and
returned to the commons.
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The others were sitting as she had left them but Balthasar had
lit the wall screen, which showed a picture taken by a canera

pl aced just above the main hatch--the row of parked ships, the
snow beyond them and the spindly drilling towers. She squinted at
it, and thought she could just make out the cannon enpl acenent at
the edge of the tenporary field.

“Not hi ng yet?" she asked, and Chase Mago answered, "Nothing."

Si |l ence sighed, and spread her books across the table, pulling up
a chair so she could work in confort. The tables in the New
Aquarius listed only three routes between Argant honi os and
Ariassus, and none between Argant honi os and t he Madakh, but the
Topoi's tables |isted seven for each. Two of those were famliar
roads, ones so commopn she had | ost count of the nunber of tines
she had flown them She could take Sun-Treader through to either
t he Madakh or Ariassus, even if the ship were falling apart around
her, or if she herself were hurt. And it spared her the effort--

| i kely to be unsuccessful--of trying to nenorize voi dnmar ks when
her m nd was on ot her things.

She cl osed her books and put them away in her cabin, then returned
to the commons. Bal thasar had a fresh cup of coffee, but nothing
el se had changed. In the screen, night was falling on

Argant honi os, grey-white fading into the blues and violets of
twlight. In the distance, she could just see a sliver of nobon
rising behind the drilling towers, casting the faintest ripple of

| i ght across the gently nobunded snow.

Suddenly, lights blazed fromthe top of the drilling towers and
fromthe roofs of the other buildings. She junped, reaching
instinctively for the heylin she had discarded with her heavy

j acket and, in the screen, the cannon's crew junped for their
weapons and fired hastily. The blazing ball of energy bl asted away
t he darkness, nearly shorting out the canmera and blinding the
three watchers in Sun-Treader's commons. Wen Sil ence's eyesi ght
returned to nornmal, she saw that that was all the danmage it had
done. A great puddle was slowy refreezing on the hill beyond the
towers, but nothing el se had changed.
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“"Attention, attention," a voice blared over both | oudspeakers and
the internal communications channel. "Kesin 453, ground forces
commander, speaking. There is no attack. Repeat, there is no
attack. Al troops, cease fire at once."

"An automatic switch," Chase Mago said, and drew a shaky breath.
“"Dam stupid of themnot to warn us," Balthasar grow ed, but
before he could go on, the speakers crackl ed agai n.

“"Attention, all personnel, this is Hal dan 309, operations
coordinator. Stand by for fleet orders. Al conmanders check in."

"This is it," Balthasar said, and reached to touch a single button
set beneath the screen. The snow covered | andscape faded, and was
repl aced by a man's face. In one corner of the screen, nunbers
flickered rapidly, froze, then di sappeared before Silence could
read the total.

“"Attention, all personnel, this is Hal dan 309, operations
coordinator," the man repeated. "Stand by for new orders. Orbital
control was achieved at 1428 hours, |ocal; ground control at 1450.
However, the anount of elenental water in the storage tanks was
consi derably |l ess than projected, threatening the second half of
the Council's objective. Therefore, the senior captains have
decided that the fleet will remain on Arganthonios until enough
wat er can be punped to fill our tanks back on Wath-of - God. The
resi dent nmagi have agreed to operate the mning nmachinery in
exchange for interviews with sel ected captains and crewren, on the
usual terns."

Sil ence could not help shaking her head in wonder. A magus woul d
sell his soul for new knowl edge. These magi, despite their
presuned oaths of loyalty to the Hegenon, were prepared to give
active aid to his enemes, in exchange for the right to ask
guestions. They were even wlling to keep the answers secret--

t hose were the usual terns.

“Garrison troops wll be held on the lunar station,"” Hal dan went
on. "Transport captains will be detailed to ferry prisoners up
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there, and those selected for interviewwl|l also be notified
wi thin the hour. Hal dan 309, operations coordinator, ending
transm ssion."

"They're crazy," Balthasar said. "They're totally insane. Wat
makes themthink the alert hasn't already gone out, and that we
won't have a whole task force down on us within the day?"

“"Maybe it's worth the chance,” Chase Mago said. "The water w ||
| ast for years, even at the rate the fleet uses it--"

The speaker buzzed again, and Silence reached for it quickly. "Sun-
Treader."

"M kos 949, speaking for Hal dan 309, operations coordi nator.
You're the pilot?"

Yes," Silence said.

"Right. | need to speak to Balthasar 70219."

The captain spoke without turning, raising his voice to carry to
t he pickups. "Wat the hell do you want, M kos?"

The coordinator's representative did not seemdi sturbed by the
obvious hostility. "Official orders, Balthasar 70219, Sun-Treader.
Your pilot is required by the magi --seens they've never heard of a
woman pil ot before, at |east one that wasn't a Msthian. She's to
take up residence in the main conpound. You can cone with her or
not, as you choose."

Bal t hasar ground his teeth, swing to face the screen. "I protest.”

"Protest denied." Mkos's face softened a little. "You can bring
it before the Council when we get back, but | can tell you now you
won't get very far."

“"Very well." Balthasar took a deep breath, fighting to control his
anger. "We'll all nove to the nmain conpound.”
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"Thank you, Balthasar 70219, Sun-Treader. A sled wll be by for
you in one local hour."” The transm ssion ended abruptly, |eaving
Bal t hasar staring at the blank screen.

"They're determned to kill us all," he said at last, quite
calmy, then turned on his heel and vani shed into his cabin.

Silence stared at the table top, a lost feeling settling in her
stomach. It had been so good, the past few weeks, being treated
not as sonething strange or exotic, but nerely as one of the crew
It hurt to be an oddity again, to be rem nded that she was a
woman, w thout status--and, worse than that, to be treated as a
comodity, sonething to be traded to the nmagi in exchange for
their help and silence.

“"Don't blanme Denis," Chase Mago said, after a nonent. "There's
not hing he can do, if they won't allow a protest until we get back

to the Wath." He hesitated, then added, "I'msorry."

Silence waved a hand in negation. "It's all right." She coul d not
quite bring herself to say she was used to it, or that she was
glad to help, and conprom sed on, "It's not a difficult thing."

The sled arrived pronptly an hour |ater, setting off the alarns
that ringed the ship. Balthasar nade themwait while Chase Mago
set atrip lock at the hatch, so that opening it would al so snap
on the ship's power and start the harnonium then tossed their
bags into the cargo well behind the seats and cli nbed aboard,
extending a hand to help Silence up. The pilot foll owed
cautiously, stepping over the ice-coated running board directly
onto the floor of the cabin. Chase Mago clinbed in next, foll owed
by a guard in white col d-weat her gear heavily trinmmed with ice-
colored fur. The sled jerked forward, its tiny wheels awkward on
the rough surface of the field, then slid off into the deep snow.
The wheels cane up into their recesses, and the nmachi ne shot
forward, throw ng Silence against the back of the seat. The cabin
was unheated, and she was grateful for the warm bodies to either
si de.

The trip fromthe field to the main conpound was short, and the
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glaring spotlights turned the snowfield into an indistinct expanse
of glittering white and coal - bl ack shadow. It was inpossible to
see details, and Silence was glad when the sled slid to a stop in
front of one of the buildings. An airlock door was just visible,
set back into the thick walls, a waist-high retaining wall curving
beside it, presunably to protect it fromthe drifting snow.
Silence coll ected her bag, probing automatically through the thin
sides for the shape of her starbook, and pushed through the door
into a pleasantly lit hallway. The air inside was so cold it took
her breath away; she gasped and tightened the collar of her

] acket .

A mercenary fromthe assault teamwas waiting for them his head
tilted to one side as he listened to the chatter froma tiny
mechani cal box clipped to his collar. The words were gi bberish to
Si |l ence, though she thought she recogni zed the | anguage as the
soldier's guild' s private tradetal k, but the nercenary nuttered
sonething in response, and cane forward.

“"Conme with ne, Captain, sieuri?"

The three followed silently down the white-walled corridor, then

i nto anot her identical hallway, then down a short flight of stairs
and through a corridor that grew suddenly |owceilinged as they
passed fromone building to another. The air was warner in the
second building, and there were guards posted unobtrusively at the
top of the stairs fromthe connecting tunnel, manning a snall
cannon. Their escort tossed thema salute, and the gun crew
returned it silently.

There were signs of fighting here, the first Silence had seen
since the landing. The walls were stai ned, a door had been bl asted
away, and she caught a quick glinpse of charred furniture and

rui ned machi nery. Guards were posted at nmany of the doorways, and
the men who noved through the halls were either soldiers fromthe
| andi ng team or bore the tattoos of the warship's crews. For a
noment, Silence wondered why this part of the installation was so
| nportant, but then they passed a board filled wth directi onal

hi er ogl yphi cs. Main power plant controls to the left,
communi cati ons and astrol ogy one flight up, drill nonitoring and
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map... of course the assault commanders woul d concentrate their
men here.

Their escort | ed them down another short flight of stairs, past
yet anot her cannon enplacenent, and into a third building. There
was heat here, too, but very little else to provide confort.
Furniture was piled in the hall outside office doors; one was open
a crack, and Silence could see a very young sol dier asleep on a
thin mat, one armthrown up against the light.

“"What is this area normal |l y?" Balthasar asked.

"Magi's quarters, l|laborants' hall, and workroons," the soldier
answered. He gl anced at Bal t hasar, saw nore questions in the
captain's eyes, and sighed. "W kicked the magi out of their
regul ar quarters and have them under guard in one corner of the
buil ding. We took the [aborants up to the lunar station with the
garrison, just in case. You get one of the workroons." He stopped
in front of an unmarked door, and kicked the | ower right-hand
corner. The door slid back, revealing a stack of folded cots and a
tiny portable heater. "Heat goes down at 2200. Follow the signs
for dining hall and lavatories. And don't go wandering around.
There's no heat in any of the other buildings, and you could
freeze to death.”

"Thank you," Balthasar said bitterly, but the man was al ready out
of earshot.

Chase Mago sighed, tossed his bag into a corner, and began
met hodi cally unfol ding the cots.

“"Are the ground troops always this friendly?" Silence asked.
To her surprise, Balthasar nanaged a wy grin. "They aren't
usually this bad, no. But |I'msure they aren't happy about the
change of plans, either.”

Chase Mago had finished unfolding the cots, and knelt by the

heater. After a brief exam nation, he pushed it away in disgust.
“"That thing's no good. The power cell is nearly drained."”
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"Wonderful ," Silence nuttered. Raising her voice, she added, "How
cold does it get when the heat goes down?"

The engi neer shrugged, and Balthasar said, "Cold."
“Very funny." Silence glared at the others a nonent, then, with an
effort, controlled her anger. "Should we try and get sone food?"

"Sounds good to ne," Chase Mago said, accepting her inplicit
apol ogy, but Balthasar held up his hand.

"No, | brought rations fromthe ship. W're better off staying
here, out of the troops' way, and besides, | want to talk to you."
He settled hinself on one of the bare mattresses. Pilot and

engi neer exchanged gl ances, then copied him

"Look, if the Hegenony cones back, we're going to need a plan of
action," Balthasar began. He |l owered his voice. "And | don't nean
the official, fight-to-the-last kind, either. If we're attacked,
we head for the ship, above-ground.”

“"What if they' ve brought siege engi nes?" Chase Mago asked.

“I'f they do, then we try to get to the tunnel to the drill towers,
and take our chances in the open fromthere," Balthasar answered.
“But | doubt they will. It would be too tricky, with all the

el enental water just below the crust--the engi nes would be nore
| i kely to break the planet open than to disrupt us.”

The engi neer nodded, and Bal t hasar went on. "There's a lock to the
surface two cross-corridors back." He searched briefly in his
pockets and, after a nonent, Chase Mago handed him a tiny notebook
and pen. The captain tore a sheet fromthe back pages and
scribbled on it for a mnute, then held up a crude di agram

"Turn left fromthis door, down two corridors, then left again,

and you'll see stairs and an energency |lock. Fromthere, you can
see the fields, so just head straight for the ship."
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Silence took the sheet of paper, studied it for a nonent w thout
speaki ng, then handed it to Chase Mago. They could nake it out of
t he building, she thought, but there wasn't nmuch chance they could
make it across the open snowfields to the ship. But then,

Bal t hasar had never prom sed that.

"Any questions?" the captain said, after a nonent.

Si | ence shook her head, and the engineer said, "I can't think of
any."

“"Then let's eat," Balthasar said, reaching for his bag.

The nmeal was a quiet one, and shortly after they had finished, the
heat began to fade. Each cot was equi pped with a heavy sl eepsack,
and Silence crawed into hers fully dressed. Feeling like a fool,
she westled with buttons and ties, and finally freed herself of
her outer |ayer of clothing, setting it on the floor beneath the
cot. Chase Mago did the sane, folding hinself to fit into a too-
short bag, but Balthasar stripped without regard for an audi ence.
Silence watched in sleepy fascination--the captain was |eanly
muscl ed, brown-skinned and fit, belying the grey in his hair--but
Chase Mago yawned | oudly. Balthasar glanced at him his expression
unr eadabl e, then reached to dimthe |ights.

Si | ence woke shivering, her body contracted to a tight knot
beneath the | ayers of the sleepsack. Wncing, she tried to

strai ghten her | egs against the painful stiffness of her nuscles,
whi stling softly at a cranp in one calf. The fabric was icy
beneath her feet, and her toes were beginning to ache fromthe
cold. The heater's broken down conpletely, she thought, but a
qui ck gl ance showed a pinpoint of red light in the far corner.
Theoretically, at least, it was functioning. Still shivering, she
wor ked one arm out of the sleepsack, and runmaged beneath the cot
frame for the clothes she had discarded earlier, heaping them on
top of the sack. They stopped the shivering, but she did not dare
uncurl from her fetal position for fear of dislodging them

"Silence?" That was Bal t hasar, whispering across darkness and the
i ntervening cot. "Are you awake?"

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (132 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:16 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

Yes.
"Jul i e?"

The engi neer nmunbl ed sonething inarticulate, but Silence, shifting
uneasi ly beneath the piled clothes, could see his eyes w de open
t hrough t he darkness.

“"Are you as cold as | an?" Bal t hasar went on.

"Frozen, Si | ence answer ed.

“I't"d be warner if we put all the sacks together." Balthasar said.
For a nonent, no one said anything, and then Silence shrugged.
"Anything to get warm again," she said.

“1"1'l agree with that,"” Chase Mago nunbl ed.

In the end, they sinply piled the cot franmes one on top of the

ot her, then, shivering, fastened the sl eepsacks together and
clinbed in. Silence huddled in the m ddl e sack, wondering

m serably if she would ever be warm again. To either side, captain
and engi neer shifted restlessly, each trying to avoid the others’
cold feet. For sone reason, the situation rem nded her of nothing
so nmuch as the outings sponsored by her grandfather's patron for
the offspring of his clients, and she snothered a | augh at the
menory. While the boys went canping, the girls were taken to one
of the summer conpounds on the Garumnan coast, where they spent

t he days swi mm ng and sunbathing, and |earning the traditional
femal e crafts. At night, they took the mattresses fromthe beds
and spread themtogether on the floor, so they could huddle

toget her and share secrets in the dark. But that had been a | ong
time ago, and the secrets they had shared had had to do with
dreanms and ghosts and whi spers of boys. The nenory was conforting
and, as she grew slowy warner, she slept.

Silence woke to find herself curled tightly against Balthasar's
si de, her cheek on his shoul der. Chase Mago was nowhere in sight.
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Silence lay frozen for a nonent, wondering what to do. |If she
noved, she would wake him and in pulling away woul d | ook |ike the
stereotypi cal honebred girl whose virginity was her only property.
On the other hand, she had no particular desire to have hi m wake
up to find her in his arnms. Maybe if | stretched, she thought,

that would wake him and | could pretend I'd just wakened nyself.
At that nonent, Balthasar opened his eyes. He blinked twi ce, as

t hough di sconcerted, and then his lips curved in a know ng smle.
Silence glared and sat up quickly to hide her blush.

“Good norning," Balthasar said, and the smle turned into a grin.
Pig, Silence thought, and felt her face freeze automatically into
t hat stony i nconprehension that had been her best defense agai nst
all men, fromoligarch's sons to fellow star-travellers. "Do you
want breakf ast ?"

She pulled on her quilted trousers and reached for the ration
packs di scarded next to the heater. One had been broken open, and
Chase Mago had scrawl ed a short note on the inner wapping: "Gone
to see about quick-tuning Sun-Treader. Back when | can."

“What ' s up?" Bal t hasar asked. Coming up behind her, he rested his
hands very lightly on her shoulders, a touch at once tentative and
apol ogetic. "l suppose | ruined ny chances," he added.

Wrds and tone were at odds with his cautious hands. Silence
gl anced over her shoul der, not knowi ng how to answer. A flat
agreenent woul d sound petty, and anything el se woul d sound
flirtatious; she settled on naivete.

"“Chances?" Wthout waiting for his answer, she went on, "Julie's
gone to see about the keel."

The captain's hands lifted from her shoul ders. "Maybe not
utterly,” he nmurnmured, but his expression, when she gl anced again
at him was oddly wistful. He saw her |ook, and his manner changed
abruptly. "So Julie thinks he can qui ck-tune?"

Si |l ence shrugged. "It | ooks as though he's going to try," she
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sai d.

"I doubt he can do it," Balthasar nused.

Privately, Silence agreed with him Quick-tuning--forcing a
stressed keel tenporarily back to its original pitch--had to be
done in the confined space of a tuner's shed, or else the
beneficial harnoni es dissipated before any good coul d be done. She
shrugged agai n, and changed the subject. "Wat about the nagi?
WIll they send for ne, or what?"

"l don't know," Balthasar said, and reached for a ration pack.
Silence copied him seating herself precariously on the edge of
the bottonmmost cot. The captain sat on the floor. "I amsorry
about this," he said presently. "I intend to file a protest at the
next captains' council."

"It'"s not worth it on ny account."

Bal t hasar | ooked up with a quirky smle. "Ch, |I'mnot just doing
it for you, | admt it. There's a matter of ny rights as captain
and freehol der to be considered. My crew shouldn't be dragged off
w thout their first consulting ne and getting ny consent."”

"I see." Silence busied herself with her ration pack, wondering as
she nibbled at the flat, faintly bitter drybread whether she
should be flattered at once again being treated as just another
crew nenber. She put that question aside with the rations, and
began to return the roomto its original condition. After a
nonment, Bal thasar noved to hel p her.

She had just set her own sl eepsack back on its cot franme when
soneone knocked at the door. Balthasar noved to open it, one hand
I n his jacket pocket.

The young man who stood in the doorway was wearing star-
traveller's clothes rather than a nercenary's uniform and Wath-
of -God's mark was dark on the back of one hand. "Denis? The nagi
are ready to talk to your pilot now. "
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"Tell her yourself," Balthasar grow ed.

"Si eura?" the nessenger began, and Silence said, "I heard." She
reached into her carryall for her heylin, checking to nake sure

t he touchpl ate was warm beneath her thunb, then tucked it into her
pocket. "I'mready."

"I protest, Kirkja," Balthasar said wearily.
"I know." The nessenger grinaced. "What can | do? They know you're
not happy."

Bal t hasar nmade a gesture of disgust, and Kirkja sighed. "Sieura?
|f you' d conme with ne?"

"OF course," Silence said.

The magi were confortably inprisoned in a roomon the top |evel of
the building, watched only by a single guard fromthe assault
team He checked their credentials, then unl ocked the door.

Three nen who had been sitting on a | ow couch rose to their feet;
the others, already standing, nodded with ol d-fashi oned courtesy.

Silence froze. These weren't the nere technicians she had been
subconsci ously expecting, nen whose talents confined themto the
sinpler arts one step above a nechanic's skill, nen who inquired
into anonalies |ike herself nerely out of a sense of duty. These
were high magi, nen who mani pul at ed heaven and submaterial hell

Wi th ease, as one snmall part of their greater work. Dangerous nen.

But the magi were al so honest, she rem nded herself, at least in
the sense that they kept their given word. They were too powerful,
t oo dangerous, and at the sane tine too few and too

i ndi vidualistic, and therefore vul nerable, not to have to guard
jealously their reputation as honorable, disinterested nen. |f

t hey pl edged her safety, she was safe. Even so, she wal ked very
warily into the room

She was at once conscious of the stares. The magi were eating her
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W th their eyes, stripping not her clothes but every thread of

i nformati on that she possessed that m ght help themto understand
t he workings of the universe. Theirs was not a physical Just--

| ndeed, they seened unaware of her as a woman--but an intell ectual
one, far nore frightening than the stares of nmen on the street
because it denied her even the reality of a body.

Behind her, Kirkja cleared his throat. "Sieura Leigh, | present
the Masters of Art Omani sa Bol di sar and Rahab Magire; the Master
in Fire AdemGrault; the Doctors G antham Axtel |, Saskska

Al assid, Haram Ubald. Sieuri, Silence Leigh."

The ol dest of themall--Silence thought it was Al assid, but the
i ntroductions had gone too quickly for her to be certain--cleared
his throat and said, "thank you, Kirkja. That will be all."

Kirkja bowed and left, closing the door behind him At the sane
time, the Master in Fire said, "Wn't you sit down, Sieura Leigh?"

He gestured to a chair standing next to the low table that held an
el egant silver coffee service. Silence sat carefully, marveling
that Wath-of-God's troops had not robbed themof all these

ri ches. Besides the coffee service, worth five hundred Deli an
pounds at the |east, she saw statuary in highly polished el ectrum
and a done beneath which an imensely fragile dancing doll stood
frozen in mdstep. But then, nmagi were considered neutrals

t hr oughout the gal axy. And no one could afford to earn their
enmty; though they would not unite to oppose an eneny, their
refusal to work for any state was tantanopunt to passing a sentence
of deat h.

"Cof fee?" one of the masters of arts asked. Silence nodded, and he
held a fragile-looking cup beneath the spigot of the inmmense
silver urn. The pilot took it, murnuring her thanks, and sipped
cautiously. It was hot and heavily spiced, sweeter than she |iked.

Al assid cleared his throat again. "Ah, Sieura Leigh. You do
understand the terns of our agreenent?"

"Yes, | think so."
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“"Nevertheless, | would Iike to go over them just to nmke
certain." Alassid steepled his fingers. "W have agreed to
supervi se the extraction and distillation of elenental water for
your enployers, in return for your answers to our questions. Do
you agree to answer everything as fully and honestly as possi bl e?"

"I do." Silence set aside her cup, the coffee barely tasted, and
one of the other doctors waved a hand at her.

“Oh, please, ny dear |ady, nake yourself confortable. This
shoul dn't be painful at all."

“"Magire," Alassid said softly. "Get the boy."

The master of arts sitting on the far side of the room a grimman
who | ooked ol der than his actual years, rose silently and

di sappeared behind a painted screen that half conceal ed one corner
of the room Wen he returned to the circle of chairs, he
propel | ed before hima boy about ten years old, who wal ked with
slow, faltering steps. There was sonet hi ng odd about the child,

Si |l ence thought and, as though he had read her m nd, Magire said,
"My son, Nial. He was born--defective. But one nakes use of what
one has." He sat down again, and with the gentle pressure of his
hand on the boy's shoul der conpelled himto sit also. The child
was a revenant, Silence realized with a start, as mndless as the
Voi ce of the Council. She stared at him trying to keep her

revul sion fromshow ng, and the boy stared back at her with

| um nous, enpty eyes.

“Sieura Leigh." Alassid sat forward on the couch. "Shall we
begi n?"

"Go ahead," Silence said, bracing herself. The boy was still
staring at her; she shivered to think of himlater repeating her
exact words, his voice and expression a parody of her own.

“"Your given nane is Silence?" Alassid continued. If he was aware
of her disconfort, he gave no sign of it.
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"Yes. "

“"That's a very old style of nam ng," Boldisar said. "Wre your
parents aware of the synbolic significance of the reali st
tradition?"

"I doubt it," Silence said. "Virtue nanes are common in the
Rusadir."

"You're fromthe Rusadir? What worl d?" That was Ubal d, | eaning
pl unply forward.

"Have you found that a virtue nanme, as you call it, has any effect
on your piloting?" Bol disar denmanded, riding over Ubald' s reedy
voi ce.

"Gentl enen, please,” Al assid snapped. "One at a tine, and pl ease
allow the others to finish a line of questioning. You will all
have your turn."

Ubal d drew hinself up. "I amnot accustoned to sharing a subject
under investigation, nor am| accustoned to take a second place to
a mere Master of Art--"

“"Do you wish to | eave?" Al assid demanded sharply. "No? Then we
wi Il proceed as agreed. Sieura, you wll answer Master Bol disar,
I f you pl ease.™

Silence collected herself hastily. "I don't think it's had any
active effect. Having a synbolic nane may have nade ne nore
sensitive to synbols in general, but that's about all."

Bol di sar gestured politely to Ubald, and the plunp man, still
glaring, said, "Wiere are you fromin the Rusadir?"

“"And what is the status of your famly?" the hitherto silent
doctor--Axtell--interjected.

Si | ence answered those questions, and the others that followed,
rangi ng from questions about her famly to the circunstances of
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her apprenticeship to a mnute description of the voi dmarks on
several common roads. She felt as though she were being di ssected,
the magi follow ng sone invisible checklist. It was |ate afternoon
by the tine they were finished; Silence was tired, and tw tchy
fromtoo many cups of coffee with too |ittle food. Each of the
magi thanked her politely, and then Kirkja escorted her back
through the installation to the roomshe shared with the rest of
Sun- Treader's crew.

Bal t hasar and Chase Mago were crouched by the heater, the engi neer
maki ng sone sort of adjustnent to the nechani sm Balthasar staring
dubiously at it, his hands full of tools. They both | ooked up as

t he door opened, and Chase Mago sl ammed shut the cover of the
heater. He took his tools back from Bal thasar and said, "How are
you?"

"Starved," Silence answered.

"I traded for sone new rations," Balthasar said. "And sone juice-
packs. "

"Fantastic," Silence said. She ate and drank ravenously, focusing
all her attention on the nmundane act of feeding herself. The other
two wat ched wi t hout speaki ng.

They resisted the tenptation admrably, Silence, thought, as she
slipped out of her trousers and overshirt in the conbined

sl eepsack, trying not to disturb the engi neer drowsi ng besi de her.
Bal t hasar dinmmed the lights and crawl ed into the sl eepsack.

Only then, perhaps feeling hinself protected by the darkness, did
the captain ask, "So what did they want ?"

Si | ence groaned and pushed herself down into the sl eepsack, hiding
her face beneath the upper lining. Chase Mago | aughed softly, and
Bal t hasar said, "Don't ask?"

"Don't ask."

A scream ng woke her. A noise like the wailing of a banshee rose
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and thickened to a shriek that clawed at her bones. Silence jerked
upright, screamng herself at the pain that knifed through her.
Bal t hasar was on his feet, slapping on the lights, his face
contorted wiwth the effort. Seeing her, he shouted sonething, but
his words were drowned in the din. Then the scream ng faded a
little, the pitch dropping to a |less piercing |evel, and

Bal t hasar's hoarse shout cane cl ear.

"I knewit! | fucking well knewit!"

Silence was al ready out of the sleepsack, funbling into her cold-
weat her gear. Now that the worst of the noise had passed, she was
able to recogni ze it; the Hegenony had returned to Arganthoni os.

The noi se agai n--a | ess painful sound--peaked, and fell away
agai n. Chase Mago, fastening the collar of his jacket, paused
nonentarily to listen.

“"That's anot her ship," he said. "About five mles off."

"They're buzzing the planet, they can't risk siege," Balthasar
said inpatiently. "Cone on, before the lights go."

Even as he spoke, the overhead panel flickered and died. Silence
gasped and clutched at Chase Mago's arm totally disoriented. Then
t he weak energency |ights faded on, casting a pale blue |Iight on
the room

"Move," Bal thasar said again, and ki cked open the door.

They hurried into the corridor, Silence clutching the bag which
hel d her starbooks. They were halfway to the energency exit before
she realized she had forgotten her heylin. She slowed, and
Bal t hasar caught her wist, dragging her forward.

"My heylin," she cried.

"You can pick up another," Balthasar shouted. H s words were

swal l owed in a new wave of sound, the screeching interference of a
ship's keel, tuned to celestial harnonies, skinmng along the edge
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of a planet's atnosphere, clashing with the harnonies of air and
earth. Chase Mago caught at Silence's other hand, and pressed
sonething into it. She | ooked down with a gasp, and saw her
heyl i n.

The energency exit was unguarded. Balthasar waited until the
starshi p passed overhead and the noi se eased, then slamed back
the door. The frigid air rushed in, taking Silence's breath away.
Bal t hasar dragged her forward, choking.

It was not yet dawn, but the sky had al ready grown light, the snow
taking on a newy | um nous hue. The spotlights were dead, but the
| andscape was full of bobbing handlights as the assault teans ran
to their defensive positions. There were |ights on the | anding
field as well, and a rising cacophony fromthat direction reveal ed
a nunber of the couriers were preparing to abandon the pl anet.
Even as she watched, a starship shot up fromits blocks, its keel
gl eam ng against the dark sky. It rose steadily, and then, when
its keel was barely nore than a fleck of gold, it burst apart in a
shower of sparks. Automatically, Silence counted to five before
she heard the first runble of the expl osion.

The rest of it was swallowed in a new scream ng, flattening them
against the wall of the installation. In spite of herself, Silence
| ooked up, hands pressed to her ears in a futile gesture. Far
above, a slimbronze arrow noved majestically across the stars,
red interference flickering like lightning along its sides. As it
swept past, the Doppler effect nodul ated the noise, and Balt hasar
waved t hem forward.

They plunged into the snow, Silence sinking nearly to her knees
before she found solid footing. She reached instinctively for
Bal t hasar to steady herself, but the captain |lost his bal ance too,
and both went sprawling. Chase Mago, taller and heavier than
either of the others, was | ess hanpered; he pulled themboth to
their feet, and the three staggered forward.

A new sound rose overhead, a thin keening that was |i ke a needle

striking through the ears to the brain. On the field ahead of
them a courier caught at the nonent of liftoff reeled out of
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control, crashing just beyond their line of sight. Elenental water
erupted where it had fallen, a frozen spray roaring up beyond the
snow, carrying with it the crunpled pieces of the hull. Squinting
up at the sky, Silence could just nake out the narrow outline of a
naval fifty, the slimand deadly |ines of the short-range attack
ship barely visible against the fading stars. A second courier
rose fromthe field, and the fifty dove at it, cannons bl azi ng.
Balls of brilliant flanme exploded to either side, but the captain
hel d the ship steady. Then a shot expl oded beneath the courier's
belly, and the keel darkened perceptibly. Chase Mago caught at
Silence's arm

"That's Cyrilla, and Maxi xe."
“Cone on, worman, pull up," Balthasar growl ed. "Pull her up."

The damaged ship nosed down slightly, then steadied, the keel
di mm ng even further. Silence held her breath, willing the

M sthian to recover. The fifty's shot had shocked the keel,

di srupted the tuning. If the engineer was conpetent, and the ship
| ucky, the harnonium could be nodul ated, the pitch recovered. The
fifty dove again, and fromthe field cane the throaty roar of a
harnmonium forced to lifting pitch before fully warned.

"Tasarl a?" Silence cried, and then the ship lurched drunkenly into
the air, rolling to reveal the Msthian's distinctive markings.
Gstinato rolled again, not toward the horizon and away, but back
toward the fighting, spiraling up toward the circling fifty. Qun
ports opened al ong the stubby control w ngs, and Ostinato's tiny
cannon spat defiance. Mst of the shots fell short, but one

expl oded just behind the fifty's silver keel. Lazily, the Navy
ship turned, sliding dowmm a harnonic line to neet its attacker.
OGstinato dove away, scranbling for roomto run, but the planetary
core was interfering wwth her tuning. The fifty caught her with
ease, waiting for the opti mumshot before firing. The balls of

| i ght expl oded agai nst Ostinato's keel. The netal went dark, and
the little ship tilted down, burying its nose deep into the snow
just beyond the drilling towers. A nonent after the inpact, the

| ce crust gave way, and the nearly-el enental water beneath the
surface gushed out, carrying the weckage with it. The nundane
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metal of the hull dissolved, but the keel remained whol e, caught
in the center of the colum of ice that fornmed as the water m xed
wi th and was further contam nated by comon air.

"Tasarlal" Silence cried again, and tears stung her eyes, freezing
on her cheeks beneath her thin scarf.

"Cyrilla' s got away," Chase Mago shout ed.

Overhead the fifty circled back to finish its original victim but
the brief respite had been all the tine Mxi xe's engi neer had
needed. The courier was already well out of range; the fifty
tilted up nonentarily, but then its captain seened to think better
of it and abandoned the pursuit. The bronze fleck of Maxixe's keel
dw ndl ed still further, and vani shed.

"Conme on," Balthasar said again, through clenched teeth.

Sonehow, they made it through the snowto the field, driven to
their knees each tine one of the Hegenony's warshi ps passed
overhead, dragging its keel along the interference line. A few of
t he cannon enpl acenents fired at the great ships, and at the fifty
circling contenptuously above them but the range was far too

| ong. At the edge of the field, they were greeted by the shriek of
a courier's liftoff. Balthasar waited, cursing, until it was well
away, then hauled hinself up onto the warm ice-free platform

Bur dened as she was by starbooks and heylin, Silence was gl ad of
hi s hel ping hand. She struggled to her feet, only to be knocked
asi de by the sudden burst of sound as a courier five ships away
started its harnonium She pressed her hands to her ears, know ng
it would do no good, then curled into a tight ball as the pitch
rose higher still. The noise struck through her flesh to jar her
bones, was reflected by the field coverings; she fought to pull
herself upright, away fromthe vibrating netal, and was sl ammed
down again by the al nost pal pabl e sound. Through a haze of tears,
she could see Balthasar twisting in pain, arns wapped around his
head.

Then the noise eased a little as the ship lifted, the field no
| onger thrumm ng in synpathy with the harnonium Balthasar rolled

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (144 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:16 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

over, shouting after the rapidly fading ship, but Silence heard
his words only as a thread of sound.

“"You son of a bitch, I'lIl get you for this!"

Si | ence shook her head, trying desperately to clear the cottony
deadness that had settled in her body. She could barely hear

Bal t hasar's shout, could see only dimy, as though through a |ayer
of gauze. Even her fear cane slowy, as though it belonged to
soneone else. 1'll never be able to pilot now, she thought, but it
was a renote sensation. She becane aware then that Chase Mago was
shouting at her, his face reflecting the sane disorientation that
she felt. She shook her head again, and could hear, but her sight
remai ned bl urred, her sense of bal ance askew.

"--all right?"

Silence frowned, digested the question. It took an effort to
remenber the neanings of the words. No, I'mnot all right, she
t hought, | doubt | can pilot, and | know you can't nanage the
har noni um -

“"We've got to get to the ship," Balthasar shouted again. He was
swayi ng as though he had lost all sensation in his feet. There was
bl ood on his nouth, and he wi ped inpatiently at it with one gl oved
hand.

Chase Mago shook his head, still on hands and knees. "Can't."
Bal t hasar reached for him alnost falling hinself. "W have to--"
There was a change in the air around them and Silence | ooked up
qui ckly. Three points of white |ight showed on the horizon, rising
rapi dly above the | ow buildings of the original landing field. She
could feel the sound of their keel, but could not hear it. She
touched Bal thasar's arm and poi nt ed.

"Too | ate."

The captain swng around, stunbling, and she saw the intensity
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drain fromhis face. "Marines," he said, so quietly that she
barely heard him She could al nost read the agoni zed cal cul ati ons
in his eyes: ten mnutes to the | andings, and at | east tw ce that
before they could raise Sun-Treader, and five nore m nutes before
they were out of range of even the |ightest ground-based cannon.
There was no place to run, on or off the planet.

The white ships swept closer, changing fromnere points of |ight
to the broad-w nged sil houette that even Silence recogni zed as the
fanmous houri-class transports that served the Thousand, the elite
troops of the Hegenon's personal arny. Two banked away, one to
each side of the installation the crown and gal axy of the Hegenony
vivid on the white wings. The cannon fired at them but the
gunners' ai m had been destroyed by the constant barrage of sound,
the shots falling far behind and to the sides. The third ship kept
com ng, dropping lower and lower as it cane on. Silence stared at
it in utter fascination, unable to raise the strength to nove out
of its path. She could hear the song of its keel now, a fiendish
shrieking that cut through the cotton that seened to close her off
fromthe world. It swept | ow over the main conpound, interference
flickering faintly along the edges of its keel, the vibration of
Its keel shattering the ice that had gathered on the buil dings'
roofs. She realized her danger then, but could not seemto nove.
Then Bal t hasar shoved her forward into the abandoned cannon

enpl acenent, and she fell hard agai nst the gun nount. Chase Mago
pul l ed her out of the captain's way as he dropped beside them
reachi ng hastily for the gunners' screen. The houri's keel -song
struck like a hammer, and Silence | ost consci ousness.

Soneone was shaki ng her, not gently. Reluctantly, Silence opened
her eyes, her body respondi ng as though it bel onged to soneone

el se. She was no longer in the protected gun enpl acenent, but |ay
sprawl ed on the warmnetal of the field, Chase Mago bendi ng over
her. Bal t hasar crouched beside them head hanging, in soneone's
shadow. Silence | ooked up with a gasp. Aslimfigure in white col d-
wor | d canoufl age stood over him a heylin held negligently in one
hand. He had an officer's crescent pinned to his collar. To either
side stood two nore of the Thousand, projectile rifles trained on

t hem
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"Who are you?" the officer asked, his voice conversational, al nost
polite.

Bal t hasar | ooked up. "Balthasar, captain of the half-and-half Sun-
Tr eader. "

"And these are your crew?" The officer's voice renained bl andly
court eous.

Bal t hasar nodded warily. "Also nmy wfe and co-husband."

"You may surrender, captain," the officer said.

Bal t hsar hesitated, and the officer smled. "You were expecting
terns, captain?' he asked lightly. "Cone now, pirates are |lucky to
be all owed to surrender--and sone of you aren't getting that
much. " He nodded toward the edge of the field, where bodies lay in
an untidy heap, their white col d-weat her gear stained red and

bl ack. "Do you surrender?"

"Yes." Balthasar dragged hinself to his feet, reached down to help
Silence. The pilot rose slowy, her carryall banging at her hip.

“"Freeze!" one of the troopers ordered sharply. "What's in that?"

"My starbooks," Silence stanmmered.

"Hand it over," the trooper said. "Slowy, now

Very carefully, Silence lifted the carryall over her head, held it
out to the trooper. He slapped it fromher hand, then kicked the

| ock expertly, spilling the books into the snow. Silence w nced as
he ripped at the lining, nmaking sure no weapons were conceal ed

| nsi de. When he was finished, he prodded at the books with the toe
of his boot.

"What do | do with these, sir?"

The officer |ooked fromthe spilled volunes to Silence, then back
again. "You're the pilot, woman?"
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"Yes."
He sighed. "Keep themfor now. |If we can't use you, |'msure
they'll be of interest.”

The trooper tossed the nutilated carryall at her. Silence caught

it automatically, then bent to collect the books. She scooped them
up hastily, noting with relief that the bottomof the carryall was
i ntact. The strap was broken, however, and she tucked it under her
arm hugging it tight to her body.

“"Let's go," the officer said, and one of the troopers prodded her
with the nuzzle of his rifle. She pulled herself upright, Chase
Mago steadying her, and they began the |ong march back toward the
mai n installation.

Chapter 6

The Thousand gathered their prisoners in the |argest docking shed.
There were perhaps fifty nen, Silence thought, squinting through
the gloomthat was increased by the colum of sunlight pouring

t hrough the single skylight--the M sthian ships had escaped or had
been destroyed. The survivors were nostly crews fromthe couriers
that hadn't nade it off the landing fields, though once the doors
had opened to admt a batch of nmen captured in space and brought
back to the planet for whatever the Hegenony chose to do with
them One crouched against the wall near her, a young man in his
teens, who held a bloody rag to his face where his tattoo had
been. Hi s wound was the nost serious she could see--the Thousand
had not bothered with injured prisoners.

"What happens now?" she asked softly.

Bal t hasar ignored her, staring blindly into the colum of
sunl i ght.

"The Hegenony needs star-travellers," Chase Mago said. "It

happened on Kesse, when they took it. They interned all the star-
travellers they could catch, and bound themto the Hegenon's
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service--not the warships, of course, but all the support ships,
supply, transport, everything. That freed the aristocrats for the
fighting."

It nade sense, of a sort, Silence thought. The Hegenony was only
noderately wel |l -popul ated, and its aristocracy was tiny. Wen
Jairus Ill had begun his program of conquest, he had relied on the
only trained mlitary nen he had, his nobles. The aristocracy in
turn had demanded and received the nonopoly of mlitary positions
i n subsequent generations, even though the pressures of war had
forced Jairus's successors to allow certain bourgeois into | ower

| evel positions, and to draft prisoners into the support. ships.

"W m ght have a chance, then," she said, |owering her voice even
further.

Chase Mago shook his head. "I said bound. Under geas."

Silence sat very still, feeling the hope run out of her. A geas
was a nental bond, a set of conpul sions created by a nagus to
produce desired behavior; it was unbreakabl e, and pernmanent unl ess
a magus renoved the restriction. Once so bound, she would serve

t he Hegenon in spite of herself. "No," she whispered, and that
seened to rouse Bal t hasar.

"Woul d you rather be dead?" he asked.

"I"'mnot sure,” Silence retort ed.

Chase Mago sighed. "Nor aml," he murnmured. "Nor aml|."

A final batch of prisoners was brought in around noon, when the

| ast of the snmaller warshi ps | anded, but it was not until

m daf t ernoon that anything further happened. From outside cane the
wai | of a heavy ship nmaki ng an unassi sted | andi ng, bal anci ng
itself against the planetary harnonies. The noi se was cl ear
despite the baffling of the shed, and heads turned quickly toward
it.

“"That's a transport,"” Chase Mago said, listening intently.
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"MIlitary--a Beacon-cl ass, nmaybe?"
Bal t hasar shrugged. "Your ear's better than mne."

There was nore noise fromoutside, as the sound of the harnoni um
st opped, and there was heavy scuffling around the nain entrance to
t he shed. That was punctuated by the harsh clang of netal agai nst
netal, and then there was a sudden, oppressive quiet. Silence rose
to her feet, unable to wait passively any |onger. The others stood
as well, across the shed; nost of the couriers' nen were on their
feet, watching the door.

It slid open at |ast, not onto sunlight but onto the dulled Iight
of a transfer tube. A detachnent of troops, these in the gorgeous
dress uniforns of the Thousand, braid sparkling from shoul ders and
sl eeves, stood there, ten troopers with leveled rifles, and a
cluster of officers. Anong the officers, conspicuous in his Jrab
robes, stood a single nagus.

The nost senior of the officers, the crinson fabric of his coat
al nost invisible beneath braid and decorations, lifted a hand.
“"Attention," he called, his voice carrying easily w thout
anplification. "Under the | aws of the Hegenon, the officer corps
of a ship of the Thousand nmay act as a tribunal, and has done so.
You have surrendered to nercy; prisoners, hear the sentence.”

Si |l ence shivered, saw Chase Mago's face go bleak and bitter.
Bal t hasar's hands tw sted together, but then, with an effort, he
jammed theminto his pockets.

“Because of the necessities of war and through no nerit of your
own," the officer went on, "the

Hegenon wi || accept you into the | esser branches of his service,
i f you accept his geas." A shudder ran through the group of
prisoners, a whisper of protest that the officer ignored. He
gestured to the sergeant, standing deferentially one pace to the
rear of the group of officers. "Line themup."

There were nore troops than the ten she had counted, Silence
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realized. A full detachnent, perhaps twenty in all, poured out of
the transfer tube, began prodding the prisoners into a straggling
line. As they approached, Silence |ooked around wldly, but there
was no place to run. She was not yet ready to give up all hope;
she allowed herself to be pushed into place, Balthasar and Chase
Mago behind her. At the head of the line was a man she recogni zed
as the engineer of Freya's Wtch, one of the ships assigned to her
formati on. The officer beckoned himforward; the engi neer noved
slowy, like a man in a dream and the magus lifted a hand to nmake
a conplex gesture in the air before him H's words were inaudibl e,
but the engi neer shuddered suddenly, shaking his head as though he
had been struck. A trooper pulled himaside, shoving himtoward
the transfer tube and the waiting ship.

The procedure was repeated twice nore, the forner pirates dragged
off toward the transport, but at the fourth man the nmagus
hesitated, frowning. He said sonething to the officer, and the
prisoner | aughed.

“"No, you can't bind nme," he said, raising his voice to be heard
t hr oughout the shed. "I spit on you all--"

The officer nade a sharp gesture, and the nearest trooper dragged

himout of the line, flinging himtoward the far wall. Before the
pirate could recover his balance, two troopers fired quickly, and
he fell. Silence shuddered and | ooked away, but could not shut her

ears agai nst the whip-crack of the coup de grace, and the gentle
scuffing of the body being dragged away.

The line seened to nove even nore slowy after that, Silence's
fear giving everything a nightmarish clarity. Ten tines nore the
magus frowned, and troopers stepped forward to kill a nman who
coul d not be bound. The |ast was the man standing directly in
front of Silence, a stolid, stocky man who had served on one of
the larger couriers. At the magus's frown, he cried out sharply,
but to no avail. His body joined the others stacked agai nst the
wal | .

Bef ore she had fully realized what had happened, there was a hand
on her shoul der, shoving her forward. The magus stared at her
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| npassi vely, seem ngly unaffected by his work, but the officer
cleared his throat.

"A wonan, Gerik?"

The magus | owered his hand. "As you w sh, Colonel, but she is a
pilot."

The officer pursed his lips, considering, then shrugged. "Very
well. We do need conpetent pilots.™

Silence held herself rigid, suppressing a shudder of fear. He
woul d have killed her, w thout reason, just for being born
female.... The magus lifted his hand, drew an el aborate figure in
the air. H's hand seened to |l eave a trail of shadowin the air, a
di sturbance in the fabric of reality, the submaterial chaos of
hell, from which the magi drew nuch of their power, show ng
through. In spite of herself, she stared, fascinated, and then the
magus spoke. His voice was | ow, al nbst conversational, but the
words struck |i ke physical blows, beating against her ears like
the tolling of massive | eaden bells. The force of the geas drowned
t he neani ng; she fought it, grasping frantically for the sense of
t he words, a know edge of what bound her.

“... to obey ..." She heard those words clearly, understood them
with an effort, but in puzzling them out m ssed exactly what it
was she was to obey.

“... forbidden to think of escape ..." That she coul d understand
wi t hout effort, the words searing across the surface of her m nd.
To be told not to think of sonething always had the opposite
effect, and the word "escape" struck echoes of resistance deep
within her soul. | will think of it, she cried silently, | wll
free-- Pain |anced through her body, worse than anything she had
ever felt. She doubl ed over, npaning, and the next words snapped
her upright. She stood quivering, sick with pain, held suspended
by the heavy words that finished the geas. Abruptly, the flow of
speech ended. Silence sagged forward, tears filling her eyes, and
was caught by one of the troopers. He slung her casually toward
the transfer tube; she struck hard agai nst the netal connecting
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pl ate, and was pronptly sick. Another trooper, with an exclamation
of disgust, shoved her on toward the waiting ship.

She staggered up the gently slanting tube, |eaning against the
ri bbed fabric, trying to bring herself under control. Her body
still ached fromthe nenory of pain--at the thought of it, her
stomach heaved--and her mnd felt as though soneone had woven

wi res through her brain. She could al nost see their reflections,
ghostly lines splintering her vision. Then she stunbl ed over the
rai sed coaming of the entry hatch, fell, and was sick again.

She was lifted by surprisingly gentle hands. "You'll be all right,
girl," a voice said.

Sil ence straightened slowy. The pain had eased sonewhat now t hat
her body had vented its outrage, and she was |learning to see in

spite of her fractured sight. "I don't feel it," she said, and was
renotely surprised that she could still speak.
“Brave girl." The speaker was a young lieutenant, barely past his

majority, with alnond-fair skin and a delicately aristocratic
face. But that at |east was no surprise, Silence thought. He was
one of the Thousand, and the Thousand were the elite of the elite.
Each trooper was a gentleman and the son of a gentl enan; each

of ficer could prove at | east three generations of nobility.

“You." The |ieutenant snapped his fingers at a small figure
crunpl ed agai nst the nearest bul khead. It lifted its head, and
wth a glad start Silence recogni zed the boy fromthe warship, who
still clutched a bloody rag to his cheek.

“Cone here," the officer continued, still gently. "Help the--" He

hesitated briefly, then chose the foreign, noncommttal term "--
sieura."

The boy did | ook steadier than she felt, Silence thought. |
suppose it's because he's so young, he can take this better than
the rest of us. That thought sparked a new fear, one she had

al nost forgotten in her own pain. "My husbands."”
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"You're married?" the |lieutenant asked, | ooking down at her
ri ngl ess hands.

Silence ignored him tw sting against his steadying armto face

t he hatchway. For a |long nonent, she saw nothi ng except the
trooper on guard duty, his sonic pistol held negligently at his
side, and she felt a wail of loss and fear rising in her throat.
She choked it with an effort, shook away tears. | will not cry in
front of them she told herself, I will not-- Then she heard
staggering footsteps in the transfer tube, and tensed, afraid even
to hope it mght be one of them Chase Mago hated the Hegenony too
much, Bal t hasar was born stubborn, resenting any control.

The feet stunbled at the hatchway, and she | ooked up with a gasp

“Juliel™

The engineer lifted his head, his face chal k white beneath the
beard. Hi s eyes were gl azed, barely able to focus, and he noved
with aching precision. Silence pulled away fromthe |ieutenant,
desperately ignoring her own pains, and stunbled forward to catch
Chase Mago's arnms. They | eaned together, each supporting the
other, and Silence could no longer restrain her tears. Chase Mago
rested his head agai nst her shoul der nonentarily, then forced

hi msel f upri ght.

"Denis," he whispered. "They took him-"

Silence's face paled again with fear, and the engi neer shook his
head violently, alnost unbal ancing both of them "No, they bound
him he's alive. They're bringing him"

Even as she spoke, there were nore footsteps in the tube, and a
pair of troopers appeared in the doorway, a linp form held between
them Wth a shudder that mngled new fear and a relief Silence
had not known she could feel, she recognized it as Balthasar.

“Li eutenant Marcini k?" one of the troopers called. "This one's

margi nal, but the colonel said to try it anyway." They dropped the
body uncerenoni ously onto the decking.
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The |ieutenant frowned, but said nothing, and knelt beside
Bal t hasar. "You nmay go."

The troopers saluted as one, and headed back toward the docki ng
shed. Silence gently freed herself from Chase Mago's grasp--the
bi g engi neer was wavering badly, and she herself could feel a new
di zzi ness sweepi ng over her--and knelt beside the |ieutenant.

"WIIl he be all right?"

Marci ni k | ooked up. "I don't know," he said sinply. "There are
t hose who can be bound, but will not Iive under geas. He nmay be
one of those."

“No." Silence shook her head, fighting a fresh wave of nausea t hat
threatened to overwhel m her. "Wat can | do?"

“Not hi ng," Marcini k answered. He beckoned to the boy, who still
hovered uncertainly, and both caught hold of one of Balthasar's
arns. "l'msorry," he added, as they dragged the captain toward a
protected corner. Silence followed, and coll apsed at Balthasar's
side. The captain was pale beneath his tan, and he breat hed
raggedl y, as though caught in a nightmare. She shook him
tentatively, but he did not seemto feel it.

“"Let himbe," Marcinik said. "Do you understand the geas, how it
wor ks ?"

Si | ence shook her head, and saw the |lines that speared through her
vision crackle and reform Her stomach twi sted at the sight, and
she tasted bile.

"Listen, then." Marcinik squatted beside her. "A geas is a
conpul si on, shackles on the mnd. You' re bound to obey all our
orders--the orders of any of the Hegenon's |[awful officers--and
not to think of freedom or escape.”

Silence shied away fromthe words. They touched raw places in her

m nd, places that she al ready avoi ded. Marcini k was wat chi ng her
cl osel y.
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"You see? It's already taking hold, you're already adjusting to
it. But sone people fight harder--Wath-of-God lays its own geas
on its higher officers, for one thing. This one--" He gestured to
Bal t hasar. "All you can do is |leave himalone, let himfight
through it. Gve himwater-, if you want." He stood up, dusting
of f his hands.

Silence stared blearily after him "WII that hel p?"

The |ieutenant did not answer, already noving toward anot her knot
of prisoners. Silence tried to pull herself to her feet, but the
wal | s of the conpartnent were padded, and she could not get a grip
on them She slid slowly to the decking, and then, not know ng
exactly why she did it, wapped her arns around Bal thasar's
noti onl ess body. She cl osed her eyes, and the sickness faded a
little. A nonent later, there was a new presence beside her, and
she felt Chase Mago reaching blindly for her. They clung together,
Si | ence huddl ed between the two, conforted and conforting, until,
nercifully, sleep or unconsci ousness overcane her.

She woke sl owly, becom ng aware of pains in her head and back. She
shifted her position, then sat up, and the stabbing pain in her
back vani shed. The headache remained, dull |ike an old bruise, but
at least the lines that had run crazily across her vision had

di sappeared. She glanced automatically to either side, saw Chase
Mago stirring uneasily. Balthasar, however, lay very still. She
caught her breath, reaching for his wist, and then saw his chest
nove, his breathing quick and shallow. Wter, she thought. The

| i eutenant said to give himwater.

She | ooked around cautiously. They were in a cargo hold, she
realized, or perhaps in a regular transport hold fromwhich all
bunk fittings had been renoved. Bul kheads and deck were thickly
padded, and the surviving prisoners were scattered throughout the
conpartnent, about thirty in all. She recognized sone of them-
Ni ko M nda'a, the engineer fromFreya's Wtch; a pilot naned
Yacesen fromone of the arned couriers; another pilot known as
Fynn; Grenadier's captain, Audan Verney--knew nore by sight as
peopl e she had seen around the docking wheels. M nda'a was at the
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back of a line that had forned at an installation set into the far
bul khead.

"Silence?" he said. H s voice was hoarse and croaki ng; he
swal | owed hard and tried to clear his throat, but it did no good.
"How - ?" He nodded toward the corner, where Chase Mago had nmanaged
to sit up.

Sil ence shrugged. "I don't know. Denis--it doesn't |ook very
good. "

The engi neer nodded sadly. "Arne's going," he said. "There's
nothing I can do."

Arne was the captain of the Wtch. Silence opened her nouth to
protest that, but then she saw the msery in the other's eyes. She
said, "No. I'msorry."

The man ahead of them noved away fromthe nachine, and the

engi neer stepped to the keyboard. Looking over his shoul der,
Silence could see that it was a fairly standard nodel, dispensing
rati on packets and cl ear drinking bubbles at the touch of a
button. There was a sign above the keyboard, but it was printed in
the unfam |iar Hegenonic script. She puzzled over it, then
realized that it was sinply coine transliterated: "This machine is
set for one pack per man per half-day. Do not exceed your share.”

Three packs, then, she thought, glancing back to make sure that
Chase Mago had not joined the |ine. The engineer was still huddled
agai nst the bul khead, forehead resting against his drawn-up knees.
The machi ne beeped softly, and deposited three square packets and
an equal nunber of the clear plastic bubbles on its shelf. The
Wtch's engineer collected them and stepped aside. Silence took
her place in front of the keyboard and typed in her request. The
machi ne fl ashed a nessage--once again, transliterated coi ne, gone
so quickly that she had no tine to work it out--and consi dered her
request. She gl anced nervously at Wtch's engi neer, wondering if
sonet hi ng had gone wong, but he nodded reassuringly. The machi ne
beeped, and produced the rations; she swept them up w thout

| ooki ng, her attention caught by a hatch she had not noticed
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before, set into the bul khead just beyond the food di spenser. She
wonder ed how many guards were stationed there--

The shooting pain caught her off-guard, stabbing through her
belly, then tearing up to heart, and |lungs. She doubl ed over,
dropping the rations, all thought of freedomdriven fromher m nd.
For an interm nable nonent, her thoughts swamcrazily, unable to
focus on anything, yet equally unable to free thenselves fromthe
topi cs of escape and freedom Then, with an effort that was al nost
physical, she tore herself free.

"One, and it is twd," she nmurnured, forcing herself to concentrate
on each word, each apparent contradiction of the fornula that
descri bed the Phil osopher's Tincture. "Two, and it is three;

three, and it is four."” One was the Stone, fromwhich the Tincture
was nmade. Two exhal ations, three principles, four elenents.... The
pain eased further, and she pulled herself to her knees, suddenly
aware of the circle of prisoners gathered around her, and of the
smashed bubbl e beneat h one hand.

“"Oh, no," she said, and Wtch's engi neer handed her an unbroken
package.

"Here," he said, "Arne doesn't need it."

Sil ence | ooked up, managed to nurnur her thanks, then collected

t he ot her packets. The other two water bubbles were unbroken, and
the rations, though cracked, were still edible--though she, for
one, could hardly think of food w thout nausea.

“"Are you all right?" a new voice asked, and soneone el se said,
“What happened?”

The second question sent her mnd perilously close to the danger
area. Wth an effort, she bl ocked the answer before it was fully
formul ated--a warning tw nge rolled through her body, but the pain
was not i ncapacitating--and shook her head.

“I can't tell you," she gasped. "Think about it--"
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She fled, but not before she saw her questioner double up in
agony.

Chase Mago was waiting anxiously for her. "Are--"

"Don't ask," she said quickly, and this tinme the pain was only a
rem nder. "The geas--"

The engi neer nodded. "I understand," he said, and grinmaced
briefly.

"I brought water," Silence said quickly, "and food, if you're
hungry." She was relieved to see the abstracted expression from
the other's face.

"Thank you." Chase Mago took one of the water bubbles, sucked
greedily at the corner, but waved away the ration pack. "Maybe
| ater.™

Silence bit into the corner of one pack, drank her fill, then, her
needs net, stared at Balthasar's |inp body, wondering how to give
hi mwater. He obviously could not suck it fromthe package.

“"Bite it open, then dribble a little on his lips?" Chase Mago
suggest ed dubi ously.

Silence foll owed his suggestion awkwardly. Mst of the water ran
down the captain's chin, but she thought a little got between his
| i ps. Then Bal t hasar swal | owed convul sively and opened his eyes.

“Deni s?" Silence said tentatively, but. there seened to be little
recognition in the captain's expression. He reached blindly for
the water, and she set the bubble to his lips. Balthasar sucked at
it, drained the package, then pushed it away, sinking back wth
his eyes closed. Silence and Chase Mago exchanged gl ances.

"I think it's a good sign," he said, after a nonent, and Sil ence
could not bring herself to disagree. But she stared dubiously at
the captain's still form hoping that he was sl eeping now, not in
the trance-like state fromwhich he had just awakened. She gl anced
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over her shoul der, and saw that Chase Mago's attenti on was

el sewhere. Cautiously, she shook Balthasar's shoul der. There was
no response, and involuntarily her eyes filled with tears. If he
were to di e--she pushed that thought away, unwilling to face it.

"Listen," Chase Mago sai d suddenly.

She listened, glad of the interruption, but could hear nothing
except the sanme continuous | ow hum of the harnonium naintaining
power aboard the transport.

“What - - ?" she began, and Chase Mago waved at her to be quiet.
" Shh. "

After a nonent, she heard it, too. The noise of the harnoni um was
changing slightly, inching toward a pitch that would take it out
of parking orbit toward the twelfth of heaven. And where beyond
that ? she wondered, then tensed in anticipation of agony. To her
surprise, there was nothing, not even the warning pul se, and she
warily pursued the thought. Their destination was al nbst certainly
a depot world, where the prisoners--conscripts, she anended
hastily, as a thread of pain worked its way from her belly up and
around her spine--could be assigned to their new ships. But which
was the nearest? She went through the possibilities quickly.
Adaba, 1ol cos; Sapriportus, maybe Kison or Peiria--those were the
easi est roads. She reached half-heartedly for her starbooks, then
st opped. There was no point in trying to second-guess the
transport's pilot.

"We've left orbit," Chase Mago sai d.

Silence |listened obediently, but her ear was not sharp enough to
detect the subtle changes in pitch. The conpartnent was buried in
the center of the ship and the Ti ncture-inpregnated bul kheads

di storted the sound; she renai ned unsure of their exact position
until the twelfth of heaven. The keel song changed--even here she
could hear the new notes--and the material objects in the
conpartnent began to take on the peculiar translucence of
purgatory. The padding was the first to fade, becomng a little
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nore than a disturbingly unfocused haze floating above the solid
nmetal of the bul kheads and deck. Silence | ooked away, w ncing. It
was like trying to | ook at the greenish shadows |eft in her eyes
when she had stared too long at a sun. She | ooked down at her own
hands, trying to shut out the double inmges, and saw bones and
nmuscl e, ghostly shadows beneath equal |y ghostly skin.

They were deep into purgatory now, and she longed to be able to
see the voidmarks, but they were bl ocked by the Phil osopher's
Tincture in the bul kheads. The fam liar synbols would be a
distraction from a protection against, the nebul ous, unstable
wor |l d that suddenly surrounded her. She cl osed her eyes, but that
merely dimed the scene without hiding it; she set her palns

agai nst her eyelids, and saw the bul khead fl oati ng behind a screen
of intertwi ned bone and | aced bl ood vessels. In spite of herself,
she whi npered, and heard the noi se echoed by soneone across the
conpart nment.

She turned to | ook, but sonething tugged at her el bow Her
carryall, affected at |ast by purgatory, was trying to clinb her
arm to take its usual place on her shoulder. She jerked the strap
i nto place, then drew the bag into her |ap, and rocked back and
forth holding it, trying to remain rational. She had been warned
of pseudo-ani mati on before, but had always sailed on ships too
wel |l managed to permt it; she had been warned, too, of the
dangers of a blind passage, cut off fromthe void-nmarks that gave
purgat ory shape and purpose, but she could not renenber the
remedies. Oh, there were drugs, elixirs to nmake one sleep and to
gi ve good dreans, easing the passage that way, but that was hardly
practical now. She suppressed a hysterical |augh, and clutched the
carryall nore tightly. It was twitching slightly in her grasp,
trying to position itself against her hip where it was usually
carried. There were other ways, though, but she could not force
her mnd to focus on them She closed her eyes again, resting her
head on her bent knees, tried to concentrate. Her thoughts
skittered-away, refusing to becone coherent; her eyes were still
filled with a confusion of blood and bone and the haze of the
decking. In desperation, she reached for the first | esson she had
| earned as a pilot's apprentice, seven words on the seven
significant notes.
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I n hydraul i s quondam Pyt hagora adi nvenit nusae qualitates. She had
spoken the words a thousand tines, had coaxed the correct sequence
of notes fromchild' s flute or beaten nonochord nearly as often,

t hough her voice was not pure enough to reproduce the tones
accurately. The words and nusic swelled in her nenory, shutting
out the distorted vision of the ship--and then, too | ate, she
remenbered the one warning the teachers had attached to what had
been nerely a mmenonic for the seven tones. It nust never be
spoken in purgatory, they had said--it was the nmagi's there. The
words were bound up in the integral connection of ideal and
reality, with the mani pul ation of matter and of the
transmaterial .. ..

The words thundered in her brain, and she cowered beneath their
assault. At the organ once, Pythagoras discovered the natures of
the nuse.... There was too nmuch power behind those words for that
to be their only neaning. She couched still |ower, her ears
ringing wth the nmenory of sound, and suddenly the universe seened
to turn inside out.

She fl oated suspended in the voidmarks for the Path Between
WIllows, nost famliar of all the star-roads--no, she realized,
the marks were within her, she enconpassed them the sinuous path
and the drooping trees, the bridge that was a perfect semcircle,
curving up over a stream whose depths no pilot could guess, |ight

| i ke fog shrouding it. Around that vision, conpressed to a tiny
sphere like the inmage in a display gl obe, was the transport's
hul |, and the gleam ng iridescent line of its keel. The ship's
decks enclosed the hull, and the conpartnent where she |ay
swal | owed the rest of the ship, and she herself contained it all,
and was cont ai ned by sonething she could not recogni ze. She wail ed
al oud, and heard the sound echo harnoni ously up and down the
scal e, bouncing fromthe walls that suddenly sprang up to surround
her .

She was seeing by netaphor, she realized, and that thought ordered
the chaos still further. It was the only way an untrained m nd
could cope with a vision of purgatory usually granted only to the
magi . Around her, the inmage of walls grew nore solid, coal escing
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fromform essness into a vision nore solid than the voi dmarks. It
was the reflection of her owmn m nd, she knew suddenly, with an
absolute certainty that banished all fear. She turned her
attention away fromthe translucent conpartnment and its

di stractions, pushing it away easily now that it was controll ed
and contained within herself, and studied the illusion around her.
Corridors led off in all directions; she was eager to explore
them but she did not know how to nove about in this strange new
wor | d.

Experinentally, she tried to stand. Her body did not nove, but her
poi nt of view changed within the vision. She took a step, then
anot her; her body still did not nove, but she floated forward

al ong one of the corridors. She took two nore steps, peered into a
roomthat seened to open off the corridor--and | ooked into a scene
she renenbered from her chil dhood. The beach at O enos stretched
before her, oddly el ongated, the | ow waves | acing the dark sand
with foam Seabirds soared in a sky fading toward eveni ng. The
perspective was wong, she realized suddenly, because she was
seei ng things as she had seen themthen, |lying on her stonmach on

t he warm sand. Even as she thought that, a new room opened,
showi ng her ten-year-old self sprawled on a towel.

She jerked back, disoriented, and the room di sappeared. Do | want
to see nore nenories? she wondered dubi ously. There were bad as
wel | as good, nightnmares hidden away that she had managed to
forget over tine.... A gap suddenly opened, directly in front of
her, running forward as if it would swallow her. She caught a
single glinpse of a face in its depths, felt an old humliation,
and then | eaped desperately for the far side.

She found herself hanging in md-air, |ooking down at a set of
concentric circles that resenbled nothing so nuch as one of the
ancient forts on Hal esa, central keep surrounded by wall after
wal |, each with its own gatehouse and turrets. The central tower,
however, was shadowed, obscured by too nany i nages--the shape of
her own body, the voidmarks, the ship--and she | ooked away

qui ckly, her head spinning. She concentrated instead on the near
pal i sades that surrounded that core. It was nore |i ke a garden
than a fort, she thought, the stern walls sheltering a |uxuriant
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variety of inmages. She stared in wonder for a nonent |onger, and
then she saw the destruction to one side.

On the upper quadrant, to her left as she | ooked down on the

| mage, the outer wall was breached, debris crunbling into the
garden behind it. The next wall was breached as well, and the
others further in were cracked, shored up with battered tinbers
and hastily chosen stones that did not match the orderly
arrangenent of the rest of the castle. Wiere the walls had fallen,
the profusion of inages had been replaced by broken things, nere
scraps |ike torn paper. The colors were faded, or ran with bl ood.
Even where the walls had not been broken, the i nages were

m sshapen, pale in conparison to others in the other parts of the
gar den.

The geas, she thought, and was suddenly filled with cold anger.
Those are ny thoughts, this is ny mnd. How dare they injure this?
She rai sed a hand, commanded the walls to rise, the color to
return to the creatures that |ay broken beneath the shattered

st ones, but not hi ng happened. Again she ordered it--and felt, far
back in the central keep, a wave of agony contort her body. She
fell back, spent and shaking. Al right, she thought, | can't free
nyself this way. But | will--I nust do sonething. She studied the
plan of the citadel again, and then, slowy and painfully, began
to nove pieces of the debris, salvaging what she could to build a
wal | around the danaged parts, protecting the rest of her mnd
fromthe alien intrusion. It was not nuch of a wall, and each
stone was set in place with greater effort, but it was there at

| east. She hung in the sky staring down at her crude handi work,
and suddenly a black whirl pool rose fromthe keep. She screaned,
and it caught her up, sucking her back down into herself as
reality asserted itself again.

She was |ying on the padded decking, the strap of the carryall

tw sted painfully around her |eft arm and shoul der. Soneone was
hol di ng her other hand. Realizing that, she tried to sit up, but
new pai n caught at her nuscles. She woul d have fallen, but soneone
caught her, |lowering her gently back to the padding.

“"Are you all right, Silence?"
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"Julie?" Silence tried again to sit up, and the engi neer hel ped
her ease forward. "God, | hurt!"

“I'"' mnot surprised,” Chase Mago said dryly. "You had quite a fit."

Silence frowned. Every nuscle in her body felt abused--sone
stretched beyond recovery, others knotted so tight that the
snmal | est novenent threatened to snap them |t nust have happened
whil e she was trying to rebuild her dreamcitadel, she thought.
Though how | did that--and exactly what happened--1 don't know.
She shied away from further probing, nore than ever afraid of the
pai n of the geas.

“We thought we'd | ost you," the engi neer went on, his voice
softening a little. He nodded toward the seal ed hatch. "You cane
t hrough better than sone."

Silence turned to | ook, wincing as the nuscles of shoul der and
neck dragged agai nst bone, and shuddered. Piled beside the

hat chway were bodies, five in all. Only one |lay peacefully; the

ot her four were twi sted as though they had died in great pain. She
shivered again, recognizing three of themas pilots.

"What happened?" she whi spered.

“To you, or to then?" Chase Mago asked in return.

"To both," Silence said.

"We were hoping maybe you could tell us," a new voi ce said.

Sil ence | ooked up, saw Verney of G enadier standing over her. She
hesitated again, constrained by nore than the geas. What she had
done--and she was not even sure what nane to give it--was
sonething totally new, sonething for which she knew no precedent,
but however she had done it, she had acted in a small way agai nst
the geas. And | was successful, she added, hardly daring to
acknowl edge the thought. O was |? She waited, tensed, for the
geas to strike her down, but the pain was bearable even in her

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (165 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:16 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

weakened state. Then | did succeed--1 weakened it, | think--but I
don't dare say so. The soldiers will kill nme if they suspect the
geas won't hold, just like they did on Arganthonios. But | have to
say sonething....

"Wel | ?" Verney said.

"G ve her a mnute, Audan, she's still recovering," Chase Mago
said angrily.

“No, I'mall right," Silence said quickly. "I'"mjust not too sure
nyself. Tell ne what happened here, maybe that'll help."

"Fair enough," Verney said.

Chase Mago glared briefly at him and said, "Wen we got deep into
purgatory, things got pretty bad--this cow only nakes about a

si xth of heaven, and that neans a subjectively long flight. People
started acting strangely. You huddl ed up, kept curling tighter,
until all of a sudden you gave a scream and went into convul sions.
It took three of us to hold you. And then, once we started to fall
out of purgatory, you calnmed down a |little, and sort of drifted
off to sleep.”

Si|l ence shook her head. "Wiere are we now?"

“"Parking orbit, don't know where," Verney answered shortly. "Wat
happened to you?"

"What about the others?" Silence asked in return.

Chase Mago shrugged, ignoring Verney's scow. "Mire or |ess the
sane thing. People started hunchi ng over, and then, one by one,
they fell into fits. And then they just died. | don't know why,
maybe they just wore thenselves out, or their hearts stopped, or

sonething...." H's voice trailed off, and he sat still, shaking
hi s head.
Verney | eaned forward, and Silence said quickly, "I told you, I'm

not really sure what happened." Her stonmach tightened in warning--
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the geas still censored what she said, though her thoughts were
freer--and she hesitated, picking her words carefully. She woul d
not be able to tell precisely what she had done, but she coul d at

| east explain the vision, and what had led to it. "I renenbered
the In Hydraulis, subvocalized it, and--" she paused again,
choosing the phrase with caution "--things turned inside out."
Despite her care, she felt sick, already aching nuscles tightening
painfully along her rib cage. She gasped, "I can't tell you any
nore. "

Verney whistled softly. "The nmagi use that to preface a | ot of
their work. Don't you know you're not supposed to use that in
pur gat ory?"

Si | ence nodded, the pain receding. "It was the first thing that
came to mind. It's the first thing a pilot [earns."

Verney was | ooking at her with new respect. "You're lucky it
didn't tear you apart."” He glanced toward the hatchway. "If that's
what happened to them-"

“I't wasn't that bad," Silence protested. "If it's so dangerous a
cantrip, it should ve killed ne too." | know that's not the
answer, she added to herself, though the geas kept her from
speaking. | was able to use it.

Ver ney shrugged, and Chase Mago said, "Everybody was | ooking for
sonething to distract him-I was, and Silence says that's what she
did. Maybe they stunbl ed on sonething el se. Sonething nore
dangerous, or nore powerful."

"That nmakes sense," Verney admtted. "And nmaybe bei ng a woman
hel ped her."

Si | ence nodded thoughtfully. Wnen were traditionally passive
vessels in the real ns of power--that was why no woman coul d becone
a magus. She had not fought the vision; perhaps that was why it
had not harned her. Verney stood up, wincing, and Sil ence turned
her attention to the engineer.
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"How s Deni s?"

Chase Mago shook his head. "I can't tell. Still sleeping, |
t hi nk. "

Silence pulled herself to her feet, glad of the engineer's hel ping
hand. Chase Mago had t hought Bal t hasar was sl eeping earlier, and

t he captain had been caught in sone strange trance. But when she
dropped to her knees at Balthasar's side, the captain stirred
slightly, then opened his eyes.

“"Deni s?" she asked, and reached frantically for a water bubble.
Chase Mago set one in her hand, and she broke the corner seal,
offering it to Balthasar. The captain sucked greedily at it, then
was sick. Patiently Chase Mago wi ped up the ness, and then Sil ence
of fered the bubble again, ready to snatch it away. But this tine
Bal t hasar sipped gently, and set it aside.

"God, that tasted good," he rmurnured.
"How do you feel?" Silence asked.
Bal t hasar nanaged a wy smle, "Terrible."

"How terrible? Do you want anything?" Silence knew she was
babbling in her relief, but could not seemto stop.

Bal t hasar's face twi sted. "No, nothing, please. He closed his eyes
agai n, one hand | ongingly caressing the water bubbl e.

Si |l ence and Chase Mago exchanged gl ances, but before either could
say anything, the hatch sprang open. Silence started to her feet,
i gnoring the protests of her body. A detail of troopers entered,
two taking up sentry positions on either side of the hatch, the
rest, their sonic pistols holstered, reaching for the bodies that
| ay beside the hatch. They hauled themout into the corridor,
handli ng them as casually as they would their own baggage, and
then the sergeant who seened to be in charge of the group stepped
back through the hatch.
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"Any nore?" he shout ed.

There was a nmurnmur of distaste, of tired anger, but then soneone,
nore quick-witted than the rest, called, "Were are we?"

That's the wong question, Silence thought, and shouted, "Were
are we goi ng?"

The sergeant's head went up at the sound of a wonman's voi ce.
“"You're at Kison. As to where you're going--" Hs face split into
a grin. "Favor for favor, girl. Step out, and I'll tell you."

There was an angry runble fromthe crowd, and Sil ence shook her
head stubbornly. "No favor, man. \Were are we goi ng?"

“"Nothing's free--" the sergeant began, and the young I|i eutenant,
Mar ci ni k, stepped through the hatch behind him

“"That will be all, Dekel," he said. "You are going to Sapriportus,
Sieura Leigh, and will be assigned fromthe depot there." He

gl anced up and down the ranks of prisoners, then said, "Hasin
Viy?" After a nonent, the boy fromthe warship stepped warily out
of the crowd. Marcinik nodded at him "You will be assigned here.
Conme with ne."

For a nonent, it seened as though Viy would protest, but then his
head fell, and he wal ked blindly through the hatch in the

| i eutenant's wake. The two guards saluted smartly, and vani shed
after them The hatch sl amed shut again behind them

The transport remained in orbit around Kison for a little nore
than three of Wath-of-God's days, according to Verney's

ti mepi ece. Silence spent sone of that tine prodding cautiously at
t he edges of the geas, working obliquely toward the forbidden
topics, and shying away qui ckly when she felt the first pangs.

Wt hout purgatory to help her, she was unable to attain her
earlier vision, but by trial and painful error she stunbled on a
way of thought that she could only picture as sonehow w t hdraw ng
behind the walls she had rebuilt in that dream Six tinmes out of
ten it worked; she could bring her thoughts to the edge of the

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (169 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:16 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

forbi dden topic, and then pull away quickly, with no nore ill
effect than a nonentary disorientation. It was an oddly famliar
feeling, alnost |like a dreamof falling, in which she woke before
hitting the ground.

But nost of her tinme was spent watching Balthasar. The geas still
wei ghed heavily on him though his conscious mnd had given up
resi stance long before, from sheer exhaustion, his subconscious
still fought doggedly against the restraints. Al nost anything, no
matter how i nnocent, could set off a train of thought |eading too
close to the forbidden subjects, and set off another round of
convul sions. He was unable to eat nore than an occasional bite of
his rations, though his systemwas fractionally nore tol erant of
wat er, but Silence grew nore and nore afraid for him If sonething
was not done soon, it was certain he would die--but she had no

| dea of what could be done, and she did not dare ask the soldiers
who appeared at irregular intervals to check on the prisoners.

By the end of the third day, Balthasar had fallen back into a sort
of sleep that gave himsone protection fromthe convul sions.
"Maybe this is the turning point,"
to be the thousandth tine.

Chase Mago said for what seened

"Maybe," Silence agreed, but the captain's quick, panting breath
and chill skin told another story. Already, she realized, the

ot her star-travellers were avoiding them nuch as they had avoi ded
M nda'a and the other nen fromFreya's Wtch while Arne Brodny | ay
dyi ng. She reached for Balthasar's wist, but |let her hand fall
back hel pl essly. There was not hi ng she coul d do.

She al nost wel coned the sound of the hatch being opened, and the
dul | thudding of troopers' boots on the padded deck, and turned to
face the newconers. Instead of the usual pair of soldiers, who
woul d make a cursory inspection and di sappear, it was a full

squad, and Marcinik was with it. He was | ooking directly at her,
and Silence rose slowy to her feet, waiting warily to see what
woul d happen. Marci ni k beckoned to two of the troopers, then
crossed the conpartnent, the sound of his footsteps very loud in

t he sudden qui et.
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"What do you want ?" Chase Mago asked abruptly, and Sil ence
junped."” The big engineer took a single step forward to stand at
her shoul der, his face tense with the effort of hol ding back the
geas.

Mar ci ni k stopped well out of Chase Mago's reach and said, "That

man's dying. Do you want to put himthrough another trip through
purgatory?" H's voice was very reasonabl e, but Chase Mago shook

his head violently.

"He is not."
"He's still alive now," Silence said quickly; "He may not die."
The |ieutenant | ooked at her oddly. "I doubt there's nmuch chance

of himliving," he began, and Chase Mago cut i n.

"He is our captain.”

Marcini k started to shake his head, and Sil ence added, "And ny
husband. " She held her breath but, as she had hoped, that was an
unanswer abl e argunment. Marcini kK shrugged.

“"As you wish. W |lift in an hour."

Despite Marcini k's apparent surrender, Silence renai ned standing
until the hatch had cl osed behind the squad. Then she sank to her

knees at

Bal t hasar's side. Chase Mago dropped to the deck beside her, his
face very pale.

“"Are you all right?" Silence asked.

The engi neer shook his head inpatiently. "lI'"mfine. What do we do
for Denis?"

"I wish | knew "
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After a tinme, Silence felt the first thrum of the harnoni um deep
in the core of the transport. She wel coned the famliar sound--for
all that it would soon reach the twelfth of heaven, and bring them
all into purgatory again, it nade her feel sonehow conpetent
agai n. She sighed, staring down at Bal thasar's unnoving body. |f
only the illness were physical, there were techni qgues even she
could use to help him They weren't proper healing arts, of
course; those were the magi's province. But, |ike all star-
travellers, she had learned mrroring, the technique of hel ping
anot her body recover its health. Al it required was one healthy
body and sone training in the sinplest neditative techni ques;
heal er and heal ed established a rapport, and the sick or injured
body inevitably sought to reach the state of the other. It was a
pity m nds could not be cured so easily.

And t hen again, why not? she asked herself suddenly. Mrroring

couldn't heal the illnesses of the mnd, but the geas was hardly
an illness. Surely Balthasar's m nd would seek to copy her
accomodations.... If it still could, she rem nded herself firmy,
rut hl essly choking all hope--but he will die anyway, sonething

whi spered within her. It may not help, but he's beyond harm

It was that thought that gal vani zed her. She wapped the strap of
her carryall nore firmy around her upper arm and shoul der, so

t hat the pseudo-ani mation, when it canme, would not distract her.
She | ooked around then for Chase Mago, but the engi neer was

al ready huddl ed agai nst the bul khead, head down and eyes cl osed,
braced for the trip through purgatory. She opened her nouth to
call to him but realized suddenly that she could not--did not
dare explain what she would attenpt. If he told her it was

| npossi ble, and he could only tell her that, because there was no
ot her answer, she woul d never have the courage to nake the
attenpt. She let her nouth fall shut, tw sted her hands together
in her lap to try and still her fear.

“"Denis," she whispered, "if | hurt you, I"'msorry." She knew he
didn't hear, and she was suddenly struck by the nmenory of the

tw sted bodies flung agai nst the bul kheads. |f Balthasar di ed now,
it would be in pain, and at her hands.
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She shivered, then put aside the thought, forcing the cal mthat
was the first stage of mrroring. She | oosened her hands, |aid
them fl at agai nst her thighs, slowed her breathing until she
reached the drugged rhythm of sleep. They were approaching
purgatory, the first shadows appearing in solid objects, and she
fought new fear. She did not know how purgatory woul d affect
mrroring--so the rapport will be established before we reach the
twelfth, she told herself. Already she was in the sem -trance; now
all that remained was to gather Balthasar to her. She took his
hand, held it lightly between her palns. The captain did not stir,
but she had not expected it. There were words that would reach
even an unconsci ous man, when spoken on the proper note and when

t he speaker held the proper synbols in mnd. She said them now,
pitching her voice |ow and clear, and felt the pins and needl es
tingling along her |inbs. The rapport of the body had been
reached, but she could not sense his mnd. She opened her eyes
cautiously--they were into purgatory now, she saw w t hout
under st andi ng-- and saw Bal thasar's face bl ocked by shadow.

The geas? she wondered. No, not that... but | don't know what it
| S.

She spoke the words again, but nothing happened. Balthasar's m nd,
the part she had hoped to reach, remained renote. She took a deep
breath, then had to work to recover the even rhythmthat woul d
reinforce her sem -trance. There was only one thing to do, and she
had known fromthe beginning that it would cone to this.
Marshal i ng her strength, she recalled the In Hydraulis.

The seven words and seven tones echoed in her thoughts, but the
sudden reversal of reality was |ess disturbing this tinme. Once
agai n, she seened to enconpass everything--voi dmarks, ship,
conpartnent--and herself to be enclosed within the citadel of her
m nd. But there was sonething else, not within her, but |inked, a
second being that al so surrounded the cosnpbs, and yet did not
contain her. Near the center of herself, she saw Bal thasar's body
stir in pain, and felt that pain reflected in a shadowed cl oud
that | ooned at the periphery of her vision. Sonewhere w thin that
was her captain, or sone netaphor of his self that would give her
a key to saving him but she could not bring herself to probe
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deeply. The shadows | oonmed om nously; it was all she could do to
| ook at them

But | have to do sonething, she thought. Renenbering her own
vision of the fortress, she thought of |eaping, and once again
found herself floating above the vision of her own m nd. A quick
gl ance showed her repairs holding, sone of the broken inages
slowy creepi ng about again, showing a pale flush of new col or.
There was confort in the sight, and she turned her attention

out ward. Sonehow she had to break through the dark barrier, but
when she willed herself into it, nothing happened. She tried the
words again, trying to create the mrroring fromwthin, but they
fell worthless, |ess than nothing.

For an eternity she hung there, even the broken citadel of her own
m nd a nockery of the dark shrouded m nd beyond her reach. Then at
| ast, because she had to say sonething, having cone this far, she
groped for words, not knowi ng his fears, but drawi ng on her own.

“Denis," she said, "acceptance is deception is resistance."

It sounded feeble even as she spoke, but shockingly, the clouds
beyond were ripped away as though by a hurricane w nd. She caught
a sudden glinpse of an iron tower rising froma sea of flane, and
atiny, twsted figure falling, always falling toward the | eaping
tongues of fire, and then she was swept away, back toward the
center of her fortress and through that to reality. But as the
doubl e vi sion faded, she thought she saw cl ouds open and a torrent
of rain.

Chapter 7

This tinme, her waking was not so painful. She had fallen forward
onto the padded deck, arns and | egs crunpl ed beneath her, but her
nmuscles did not refuse to function as she pulled herself to her
knees. She had been dragged or pushed away fromthe spot where
Bal t hasar |ay, and a crowd of nen surrounded him Her throat
tightened painfully, and it was all she could do to force herself
to look at the frieze of backs.
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"Jul i e?" she said, and hoped he woul dn't hear.

“Silence?" To her surprise, the engi neer detached hinself fromthe
group and knelt beside her. "Are you all right?"

Silence felt hope stir again. "I"'mfine," she said. "Wat
happened?"

Chase Mago grinmaced. "lI'mnot sure, exactly. Denis--we were about
hal fway through purgatory, | guess, when all of a sudden he
screanmed. He went off into a fit | was sure would kill him but
then it stopped. He opened his eyes for a mnute--Silence, |'m
sure he was all right then, sane and well--and then he went to

sl eep."” He added, with an accusing glance at her, "You had passed
out long before this started.” Silence ignhored the accusati on.
Wth the engineer's help, she pushed her way through the group and
knelt at Balthasar's side. He looked a little better than he had--
no | onger quite so pale, the harsh lines eased a |little--but he
still lay disturbingly still.

"Deni s?" she said softly, and to her amazenent, the captain
stirred a little. "Denis," she said again, oblivious to the stares
of the other star-travellers.

Sl ow y, Balthasar opened his eyes. Chase Mago was right, Silence
realized, the captain was freed of whatever conpul sion had driven
himto throw hinself against the geas. She felt tears on her
cheeks and smiled through them suddenly afraid that Balthasar
woul d see and m sunderstand. "Are you all right, then?" she

whi sper ed.

The captain's gaze was fixed on her, an odd expression, half
curious and half ashaned, on his face. "Tired," he nmanaged after a
noment. "Very tired." Even as he spoke, his eyelids flickered.

Sil ence touched his hand, then | ooked up at the ring of suspicious
faces. Yes, she thought, damm you, | did this for him and not for
you or yours--but | didn't know how, not until | didit, and |
doubt | could do it again. To her horror, she found herself crying
agai n, the sobs choking her as she fought to keep fromwailing

al oud.
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"Leave her alone," Chase Mago said angrily, and Sil ence reached
blindly for him The engineer folded her in his arns, settling her
head agai nst his shoulder. "It's all right," he nmurnured. " Shh,
now." Dimy, Silence felt the novenent of his beard al ong her head
as he glared up at the others who surrounded them "Later, all of
you. She's dead tired."

Huddl ed agai nst the coarse cloth of Chase Mago's jacket, Silence
heard Verney nunbl e sonet hi ng and nove away. Then, for the first
time since she had | eft Secasia, she gave herself up to weeping.

Chase Mago shook her awake a few hours later, stifling her
automatic protest with a quick, "W're | anding."

Si |l ence rubbed her swollen eyes. Landi ng neant Sapri portus and the
depot, neant that they would all be nade a part of the Hegenon's
Navy. She fought back her rebellion, her guts twisting wwth the
geas's warning, and tried to picture what was waiting for themon
the planet's surface. Her grandfather had traded primarily within
the Rusadir, only occasionally with worlds on the outskirts of the
Hegenony. Despite all the stories she had heard in apprenticeship,
she could not imagine an entire world given over to docks and
fleets of starships.

The sound of the harnonium unnoticed until now, wailed wth
sudden di ssonance, then stopped abruptly. The transport settled
wth ajolt intoits cradle. Silence wnced, thinking, | could do
better than that. And | may have to. Slowy, she pulled her
carryall to her, wapping the shoulder strap painfully tight
around her forearm her free hand tracing the shape of the

st arbooks. The deck jerked lightly beneath her feet: they were
being towed to a hangar.

The towi ng seened to take forever, but at |ast the gentle rocking
stopped. A stillness alnost tangible fell on the conpartnent, each
man staring at the hatch as if nesnerized by its rounded surface.
The qui et deepened, and then was broken by a faint scuffling.
Silence turned with a gasp, and saw Bal t hasar on his feet, |eaning
heavi |l y agai nst Chase Mago. She noved to take his other arm and
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t he engi neer seened gl ad enough to shift sone of the burden to
her. Bal thasar was nore awake than he had been; he gl anced
apol ogetically at her as she settled his arm across her shoul der.

The hatch popped open, admtting a fresh detachnment of guards.

Most of themwore the brilliant blue unifornms of garrison troops,
and carried sonic weapons and heylin, rather than the standard

shi pboard pellet or dart throwers, but there were a few of the
famliar crinmson coats of the Thousand. Dekel was anong them and
Sil ence | ooked away qui ckly, hoping he would not notice her. Aside
fromone raking glance that concentrated on her unveiled face,
Dekel ignored her conpletely.

The officer in command of the garrison detachnent--a |ieutenant,

Si |l ence guessed, but she was not famliar with the sleeve and
col | ar synbol s--said sonething, but he spoke in the Asteriona
dialect. At the blank | ooks, he sighed ostentatiously and said, in
coine, "All right, nove along. You re headed by processing, so
you're better be feeling cooperative."

The ponpous bastard, Silence thought. There was an edge to his use
of the H gh Speech--the Asteriona dialect that was the official

| anguage of the Hegenon's court--that betrayed his unfamliarity
wthit. I'd bet he grew up speaking coine |like the rest of us.
Qddl y, the thought steadied her; she stolidly ignored the stares
of the garrison troops, and concentrated on hel pi ng Bal t hasar down
the corridor.

The transport's cradle had been drawn up to a raised structure
that | ooked rather |ike an airlock. However, both the inner and
outer | eaves of the hatchway were fol ded back, and the short ranp
that stretched between the side of the cradle and the lock itself
was open. Despite filters, the air snelled strangely of a m xture
of spices. Verney sniffed at it, frowning, and sneezed

convul sively. The escorting troopers | aughed and exchanged sly
remarks. Like their officer, they used the H gh Speech, but it was
coarsened and interspersed with coine. Silence |istened

| npassi vely, hiding the reassurance it gave her.

Mar ci ni k and anot her, older, |ieutenant were waiting at the
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hat chway. Marcini k | ooked oddly at Bal thasar, and Sil ence braced
herself for an awkward question, but the |ieutenant said nothing
at all. He and the ol der man exchanged salutes with the | eader of
the escort, spoke a few phrases in H gh Speech--Sil ence guessed
they were relinquishing control of the conscripts--and stepped
back into the ship. Dekel and the pair of troopers who bel onged to
the ship saluted also, and the garrison officer nodded to his
peopl e.

"Kestel ai," he said, and swore at the | ack of understandi ng.
“Move al ong, dam you."

The troopers | ed them across the short catwalk and into a corridor
where the walls and ceilings curved away as though they were
wal ki ng through a giant pipe. Strips of glass filled with
filaments of prisoned fire cast gl obes of cool |ight that net only
at the edges, like beads on a string. Silence shivered in spite of
hersel f, and shifted Balthasar's arns on her shoulder. Already the
captain had grown heavier, his steps |ess steady; she gl anced
warily at his face and saw that his eyes were half closed.

"How re you doi ng, Denis?" Chase Mago asked softly, then grunted
as the nearest guard prodded himin the ribs with the nuzzl e of
hi s heylin.

“"No tal king."

The corridor ended abruptly in a round doorway that gave onto a

gl assed-in catwal k that disappeared into a fierce sun glare.
Silence wi nced, w shing she could spare a hand to shield her eyes,
then stepped through the |inking hatch onto the foot-tarnished
bridge. For a brief nonent, the light blinded her, and then the

gl ass overhead darkened slightly and she caught her first glinpse
of Sapri portus.

To her left the landing fields, nultiple tables over nultiple
field harnonia, stretched to the horizon, capable of handling
per haps half a dozen ships simultaneously, a small fleet every
hour. On either side the tables were bounded by the | ow shapes of
hangars and tuni ng sheds. To her right rose a tangle of buil dings,
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sone towering thirty stories or higher, sone no taller than the

hangar they had left, all |linked by a maze of glass tubes simlar
to the one in which she stood. Al the buildings were patterned
al ong the sane dull |ines, however, a drab brown facade pierced at

regular intervals by small square w ndows. The gl ass was mrrored
so that no one could see in fromthe catwal ks. Above the tops of
the buildings, the sky was unpl easant, a pale yet dirty yell ow,
veiled by a faint haze. The air snelled even nore strongly of

Spi ces.

"Kestel ai!"

She had sl owed without realizing it, caught despite her situation
by her first sight of an unfamliar world. The guard did not touch
her, but glared and shook his heylin, and she qui ckened her pace
obedi ently.

The catwal k ended in a square doorway that | ooked al nost exactly

| i ke the wi ndows she had seen in the other buildings. Two nore
troopers in the blue garrison uniforns were stationed just inside;
as the last of the conscripts passed through, a massive door slid
shut behind them and the corridor darkened. There were nuffled
exclamations fromthe conscripts, and |aughter fromthe guards,
followed by a demand for quiet. The guards fornmed theminto a
ragged line, cursing in the H gh Speech. Silence stunbl ed agai nst
the wall, and was shoved away by a trooper.

“It's all right," Chase Mago said. "I'll take care of Denis."

"1 can wal k," Bal t hasar snapped and, shrugging, Silence slipped
his arm from her shoul ders. The engineer did the sane, but kept a
wary eye on the other nan.

The hallway took a sudden turn to the left, and broadened into a
|l ong room brightly lit, wth a counter at the far end. A gnom sh
man stood behind it. As the conscripts approached the counter, he
t ossed each one a khaki-colored bundle. Silence's nouth thinned,
but she took the folded uniform trying to ignore the man's sour
glare. A guard pointed to an open door to the left of the counter,
and Silence followed the other conscripts into a roomfilled wth
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desks. Behind each desk sat a man in garrison uniform hands busy
wi th conplicated machi nery. A second guard caught her arm and
shoved her toward the nearest desk.

"Position?" the man behind the machi nery said, not |ooking up.
“"Pilot," Silence said.

The man--a captain, she saw by the sl eeve marks--started and held
onto the square of plastic extruded by one of the smaller
machi nes. "A woman?" he said. "Qzul!"

The |ieutenant who had |l ed the escort group pushed past the |ine
of conscripts that filled the doorway, and canme up, frowni ng. The
captain asked a question in the H gh Speech, and the |ieutenant,
Qzul , answered quickly. He spoke for a long tine, and Sil ence
guessed he was explaining the circunstances of her capture. The
captain sighed and turned back to his machi nes.

“"Al'l right, girl. \Were were you trai ned?"

“"I"'mmarried," Silence said. She had not intended to play her only
trunp card so soon, so clunsily, but the thought of being
separated fromthe others pani cked her.

“"Married?" the captain said. "Were is your husband, then?"

“"There," Silence said, and pointed to where Bal thasar and Chase
Mago stood. "Those two."

“"Both of thenP" The captain stared, appalled, then turned to QOzul.
"Get the colonel, lieutenant.”

Qzul saluted and di sappeared; a nonent |ater he was back,
acconpani ed by an older man with a weary expression that suggested
many years of service on Sapriportus. The captain began to speak,
usi ng the H gh Speech, and the colonel cut himoff.

"Coi ne, please, Viotto."
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The captain nmade a face, but conplied. "Beg pardon, colonel, but
this woman clains she's married, to those two nen." He gestured
vaguely toward the doorway, and the col onel nodded. "Wat should I
do about assigning her?"

The col onel frowned. "Wat are you, girl?"

"Apilot," Silence said, and added, "sir.

The col onel frowned even nore deeply. "Can you prove your
marri age?"

Silence runmaged in the bottom of her carryall, hoping she had not
| ost the slimcard she had been given on Delos. She found it
beneat h the starbooks, and handed it to the colonel. He scanned
the tiny nunbers and tossed it back at her.

"Assi gn themtogether,"
shi ps.™

t he colonel said. "There are enough snall

"But--" Viotto began.

“"The | aw states that narriage, even peculiar ones, have to be
recogni zed," the col onel snapped. "Besides, one of the nen is
probably a pilot, and he can back her up. God only knows what they
wer e thinking when they drafted her, but we have to suffer their

m st akes. Make use of her." He turned and stal ked away.

Viotto sighed and slipped the square of plastic into a |arger
machi ne, then consulted a tattered sheet of paper. "Wiere were you
t rai ned?" he asked agai n.

“"Cap Bel," Silence answered.

Viotto punched buttons on his machine, and went on to the next
gquestion on his list, covering everything fromthe nunber of years
Silence had spent in space to the details of her training. Each
answer was recorded on the square of plastic. Wen at |ast he had
fini shed, he handed the plastic to her, and beckoned to one of the
guards. He caught at Silence's shoul der and shoved her toward the
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far door. It opened onto a narrow room where a bl ack-gowned nagus
wai t ed, hands hal f-hi dden beneath his full sleeves. He beckoned
her closer, still keeping his hands beneath the fold of cloth, and
she cane forward slowy.

“"The material,"” he said, and Sil ence handed himthe square of
plastic, not sure if that was what he wanted.

"Sit."

The magus had spoken to the geas; Silence sat, feeling the nental
bonds tighten fractionally. The magus turned away from her,
muttering over the plastic she had given him There was a stirring
in the air that raised the hair on her neck, and cut through the
haze that surrounded her. The magus was reaching into hell,
Silence realized, and she shivered in spite of herself. Then he
turned back to her, his hands held perhaps a foot apart, a gl ow ng
blob fl oating between them The air around it was warped, as
though it was not air at all but a pocket of sonething utterly
other, a window into the submaterial. But it was his hands Sil ence
saw first. They were brightly colored, clown-1ike, as though sone
part of the materials with which he worked had been fused to his
fl esh.

The magus made a conplex gesture, and the roiling nmass qui et ed,
took on a senbl ance of formand color. He reached through the

i nvisible barrier into chaos--as his hands passed through, their
formwavered nonentarily, as though seen through inperfect glass--
and gently plucked at the hovering shape. Obediently, it spun out
into a glittering wwre, coiling into a double circle. Its color
remai ned undefined, all colors, a mx of all the spectrumthat was
nei t her any one shade nor the black that should result fromsuch a
m Xi ng. The magus drew hi s hands away and murnmured anot her phrase,
this tinme using a | anguage Silence could not recognize. The patch
of hell contracted to a point the size of a man's thunbnail, and
the piece of plastic, now drawn out into a long strand, seened to
spiral out fromit. Its color returned to a normal blue, except at
the very end. The nmagus lifted it carefully, and in the sane
notion |looped it around the pilot's neck, beneath the soiled
collar of her shirt. The notion, and the touch of the plastic,
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unpl easantly warm woke Silence from her daze, but both the geas
and the tiny spot of hell dancing at her throat kept her from

novi ng. The magus spoke a final word, and the force of it was |ike
the slamm ng of a door. The | oose ends of the plastic snapped
together, and in the sane nonent the opening into hell w nked out.
Sil ence reached automatically for the collar and tugged at it, but
the plastic was solid. She could not even find the seamw th her
fingernail. It hung | oosely enough to be confortable, but the
circle was far too snall to be pulled over her head. It was the
visible sign of the geas, marking her throughout the known gal axy
as a bondwonman.

Fromthe processing hall, the conscripts were herded through a
series of tunnels to a casually guarded barracks. There, for the
first tinme, Silence, Balthasar, and Chase Mago were separated from
the rest of the conscripts, and taken not to the halls but to the
upper levels of the building, where a single door stood open on a
featureless corridor. Silence |ooked warily at the little room
wth its single wide bed and tiny shower conpartnent, wondering
what its usual function was. She junped when their escort cleared
his throat.

“You'll stay here until the Routing Oficer finds you a ship. You
have the freedom of the buildings, but if you' re not here when the
assi gnnent cones; you'll mss your chance. Meal train cones three

times a day. Al clear?" He | ooked at them and, seeing no
response, stepped back into the corridor. The door slammed shut
behi nd him

Bal t hasar dropped heavily onto the bed, and let hinself fall
backward onto the mattress, the bundle of clothes still clutched
to his chest. Wthout bothering to sit up, he unfol ded the
package, frowning at the many-pocketed coveralls and the equally
drab shirt and trousers.

"y

d rather wear ny own,
an unvoi ced rebellion.

he said, and w nced as the geas caught

“I wouldn't," Silence said shortly. She checked the shower
conpartnent, saw that there was no way to clean her own things
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even had she wanted to keep wearing the unconfortabl e col d-weat her
gear. "l refuse to deal with anything else until |I'mclean.™

Chase Mago growl ed agreenent, then | ooked quickly away as Sil ence
began to unfasten her shirt. Balthasar did not nove, and the pil ot
turned her back to the bed to give herself at |least the illusion
of privacy. The hot water felt al nost obscenely good, after the
days on the transport, and she ran the machine through its cycle
tw ce before she felt really clean. At |ast she unlatched the door
and groped awkwardly for the piled uniform She discarded the
coveralls as inpractical, but the shirt and trousers fit
surprisingly well, if loosely. But that was all right, she

deci ded. The fullness of the material would obscure her sex, and
she m ght be able to pass unnoticed, at |east in the Hegenony.

The sun was setting beyond the narrow wi ndow, the poi sonous yell ow
cl ouds deepened to the color of curry. Silence settled herself at
the head of the bed, staring out over the low buildings to the

| anding field, where the strict |lines of hangars and sheds were
blurred by haze. A ship rose froma table hal fway down the runway,
but the glow of its keel was quickly |ost against the vivid sky.
Chase Mago showered, then Balthasar did the sane, and both nen
grudgingly pulled on the conscript uniforns. Silence continued to
stare out the wi ndow, watching the haze-dulled disk of the sun

si nk bel ow the hori zon.

The arrival of the neal train broke her trance, and she | ooked
around with a start. Chase Mago accepted their ration trays from
t he honmuncul us, which was even nore crudely forned than usual and,
as the door slid shut in his face, ran his hand across the |ight
sensor. The single panel, set high in the exact center of the
ceiling, did little to cut the sudden gloom Silence accepted her
tray w thout speaking, and forced herself to finish the tastel ess
stew it contained. As she ate, she watched the others. Chase Mago
ate with a sort of detachnent, as though it was his own i mense
pati ence rather than "the geas that kept himin check. Balthasar
ate cautiously, as though afraid of choking. Mdre than once he
raised a hand to his throat, worrying at the collar beneath his
tunic. He had fastened the shirt's high collar fully, so that the
stiff band of fabric conpletely covered the circle of plastic.
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Case Mago had not bothered to hide his, Silence saw. She tugged
idly at her own collar, wondering how it could be renoved. To her
surprise, the geas did not inmedi ately censor the thought.

"Where do we sl eep?’ Chase Mago asked at |ast. The enptied trays
had been pl aced outside the door for the honmunculi to collect, and
ni ght had fall en.

“"I'n the bed, | should think," Silence said. She stared |ongingly
at the landing field, now outlined in strings of multi-col ored

| ights. The vibrant keel of a lifting starship cast a brief pool
of rainbowed |ight across the concrete before it lifted and was

| ost anong the hazy stars.

“"Al'l of us?" Chase Mago asked.

"We are married, Julie," Balthasar said. He was still spraw ed on
t he bed, and now he rai sed one hand to his ear in warning.

The engi neer snorted. "Not likely," he said. "Denis, we're under
geas. Wiy woul d they bother--why would they waste noney and nen- -
keepi ng watch on us?"

That made sense, Silence thought, and waited to see what Balthasar
woul d say. But the captain remained silent and, after a nonent,
Chase Mago shrugged away the di scussion.

“I"'mtired," he said. "Call it a day?"

"Let's," Silence agreed. After a short search, she found the
wi ndow control s and dar kened the gl ass.

It was |i ke and yet unlike the nights they had spent on

Ar gant honi os, Silence thought later, after the |ights were out and
the three had settled gingerly into the broad bed. Then there had
been sonet hing of her chil dhood and adventure in it; now there was
only necessity. She stretched cautiously, trying to avoid the

| unps in the thin foampad that served as a nmattress, and heard
Bal t hasar stir beside her.
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"Si |l ence?"

"Hm®" She turned on her side to face him trying not to steal too
much of the sheet.

"What the hell did you do back there, on the ship?"

Silence hesitated, trying to marshal her thoughts. "I don't really
know," she said at last. "It was |like the first tine, like I told
Julie.”

I n the darkness, she could see only the novenent as Balt hasar
shook hi s head.

Silence | owered her voice even further, tensing agai nst the geas.
Its restrictions tightened now in warning, forcing her to choose
her words with care. "The first passage through purgatory, from
Arganthonios. | couldn't handle it, not wthout work to do, and--
| don't know why, it was the first thing that cane to m nd, but I
said the In Hydraulis. And--" The geas tightened painfully; she
gasped and finished, "The world seened to turn inside out, |ike
everyt hi ng was inside of ne."

There was no sound fromeither man, both waiting patiently for her
to continue her story--Balthasar trying to understand what she had
said and Chase Mago, who had heard it before, waiting for the next
instal l ment. Suddenly it was very inportant to fight the geas, to
tell them everything she had seen and done, to hear their
interpretation of it, so that she, too, could understand her own
new abilities. The pain in her abdonen grew stronger; she dug both
fists against it, nails biting into her palns, breathing hard to
master it.

“I't was |ike another place," Silence went On, "like being inside
ny own mnd." The geas tw sted through her, and she bit her Up
agai nst the pain, glad the darkness hid her face. It eased; she
gasped and continued, "I could see what the geas had done. |
couldn't get rid of it, no matter what | did, so | tried--" She
faltered again, less fromthe pain of the geas, now fully roused
agai nst her, than fromuncertainty. "I tried to shore things up,
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to make repairs. That worked, a little, so then, when Denis was so
bad, | thought of mrroring, and tried to do the sane for him"
She stopped, breathing heavily, while the pain receded. At her

si de, she heard Chase Mago shift uneasily. "It shouldn't be
possible," he said at |last. Balthasar snorted. "I'mhere, aren't

| ?" "That's not what | neant," the engi neer snapped. "Silence, |
don't know how much theory they teach pilots, but when | was an
apprentice, | learned that the seven pure tones, the In Hydraulis,
i f you like, control the first seven processes; that the reason
you can't call those up in purgatory is that there they're a
shortcut to a magus's power."

Silence said nothing, still curled in on herself as the pain
eased. Balthasar touched her shoul der gently, then said to the
engi neer, "So?" "So it should have blasted her, and you." Even in
t he darkness, Silence could hear the engineer's anger--directed

| ess at her, she thought, than at the universe for permtting its
rules to be broken.

“"And it didn't," Balthasar said, "and |'mgrateful."” "Wy didn't
it?" Chase Mago denmanded. "How could it not?"

Silence sighed. | wish | knew, she thought. If | did know -she
choked of f that thought before it could trigger the geas again. |
suppose | shoul d've been blasted by the sight, not been able to
control it, nake sense of it, the way | did. The other pilots
couldn't--Denis couldn't've done it wthout ny help, |I'msure of
that. But why ne? Wiy not thenf?

Because |'m a woman? Maybe--even probably. I'mthe only wonan they
captured, but not the only pilot, not unique in any other way. But
why does that nmake a difference? O am| just m ssing sonething
equal I y obvi ous?

"Sil ence?" Chase Mago sai d.
"What ?"

"You're sure--" Chase Mago began, and Silence cut himoff.
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“"Yes. | did what | said | did, and there's no chance | was

m st aken about it. |I know exactly what | did." She sighed again,
anger vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. "I just don't know
how, or why."

It was over a week before they were assigned to a ship, and there
was little they could do with that tine. Balthasar recovered his
strength, and at his insistence, they explored a part of the
barracks conpl ex. They | earned not hing useful, however; nost of
the others captured at Argant honi os had al ready been assigned to
shi ps, and the other inhabitants of the barracks seened to be
petty crimnals shipped to the Navy in lieu of a jail sentence.
Wandering through the enpty corridors nade Silence uneasy--she was
certain that a magus had shaped the corridors, the patterns of
roons, and the proportions of the building to create that
nervousness- - but she could not dispel it, and even Bal t hasar was
wlling to give it up as usel ess.

The assi gnnment cane unexpectedly, toward m d-afternoon on the

ei ghth day. The door snapped back without the prelimnary runble
of the wheeled carts that neant the neal train, revealing a stocky
man with a bored, babyish face. He was acconpanied by a pair of
equal | y uni nterested guards, who had not bothered to unsling their
sonic rifles.

"Well ?" Silence asked.

The stocky man started, and gave her an inquiring glance that
turned to recognition. It was a reaction she was getting used to;
I n the Hegenony, it seened, clothing really did nake the man.

"You' ve been assigned to the mailship Bruja," the stocky man said,
and hesitated so long over a title for her that he decided to
| eave it off entirely. "Cone al ong."

There were no preparations to nmake. Silence picked up her
carryall, which now contained, along with her starbooks, their
spare clothes, and the three followed the stocky man fromthe
room At the door that |led to the outside, they were issued cheap
filter-masks--Silence saw that the door itself was doubl ed-cell ed,
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| i ke an airlock--but even with the rigid plastic encircling nose
and nouth, Silence choked on the heavy snell of the air. The man

i n charge of the escort gave her another curious glance, but said
not hi ng, gesturing instead for themto enter the waiting
groundcar. The passenger area and driver's well were encl osed, and
Silence could see the grey disks of heavy-duty filters across the
air ducts, but even so, the escort troops did not renove their
masks. Silence, the spices bitter on her tongue, was glad to
foll ow their exanple.

The mai |l ship was docked in a hangar nore than hal fway down the
field, one that could only be reached by turning off the main
track onto a narrower access road. That was an excell ent

i ndi cation of the status of the ship to which they' d been
assigned, Silence thought, and wondered what sort of supervision
woul d be given them Then the groundcar passed through the tunnel -
| i ke entrance to the hangar, and she put those thoughts aside. She
woul d find out soon enough.

The mailship itself was a mniature version of a Dervish-cl ass
naval three, and Silence sensed Balthasar's grudging interest. It
was a handsone ship, even nore sleekly built than Sun-Treader, a
| ong, narrow hull bal anci ng on a nassive keel. That renai ned
shrouded beneath its baffles, but she had no doubt it would show
t he peacock nottling, like oil on water, that was characteristic
of the keels cast in the Hegenony. As they went up the | adder at
the side of the cradle, their footsteps set off synpathetic

vi brations even through the baffling, and Silence could hear the
perfection of the tuning.

The hatch stood open for them and the stocky man paused briefly
bef ore beckoni ng theminside. The hatch opened directly into what
passed for the commopn area, and a man was waiting for them No,

not a man, Silence thought as her eyes adjusted to the ship's dim
| i ght, a boy, maybe seventeen or eighteen. At first glance, he was
handsone enough, in the overbred way of the Hegenony's inner

pl anets, but a closer | ook showed the marks of a perpetual frown,
and primlines bracketing his too-thin nouth.

“What the hell are you staring at?" the boy denmanded abruptly. He
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had the voice to match his | ooks, high-pitched and querul ous, with
the trace of an aristocratic stanmmer.

“Not hing," Silence said, and added, as the boy's eyes narrowed, "I
beg your pardon.”

At the sound of her voice, the boy's face changed. H s expression
went from anger to surprise, and then to recognition as he | ooked
nore closely. "Take off that filter."

Silence had not realized she was still wearing it. She snapped
free the strap and lifted off the stiff cup, bracing herself for
the comments. | should have brought a veil, she thought, or at

| east a scarf. O even been a little coy about taking the damed
filter off, at least in front of an inner systens boy. This is a
bad way to start out.

The boy | ooked her up and down again, recognition fading into a
contenpt that he did not bother to hide. Silence flushed, and the
boy sneered. "A woman, Makai ?" he demanded, turning to the
escorting officer. "I take this as a personal insult."

Makai took a deep breath, but answered mldly enough. "They are a
married triple, sir. Legally, they can't be broken up."

“"And what earthly good is she?" The boy glared at both of them
“Well, girl?"

|'"'mat |east ten years ol der than you are, boy, Silence thought.
She said, "I'"'ma certified pilot. | hold papers fromthe Rusadir
and the Hegenoni c exam ners."

"Ha." The boy scowl ed at her, daring her to say nore.

Makai said, "That's correct, sir. They were the crew of one of the
pirate couriers, captured at Arganthoni os. They're an experi enced

crew, according to Processing; they should be a great resource."

For an inexperienced officer, Silence thought. She could feel the
effort it had taken for Makai not to say those words.
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The boy nade a face. "Let ne see the records.”

Makai prodded Silence--the nearest of the conscripts--forward, and
t he boy caught at her shoulder, pulling open the collar of her
shirt. Silence flinched, but forced herself to stand still as the
boy pulled a snall box fromhis pocket. He fitted the slotted end
over the ring of plastic and ran it rapidly along the | engths of
the circle. A mnute screen |it, but the boy was not | ooking at
the words that flashed across it. Silence ignored the direction of
his gaze and, after a nonent, the boy | ooked back to the screen.
He repeated the process wth Balthasar and Chase Mago, running the
reader along the collar to get a quick summary of their records.

“I't would be a pity to mss the job they've lined up for you,
sir," Makai said, after a nonent.

The boy's head snapped up. "You think | won't do ny duty? But |
won't forget this insult.”

“"Very good, sir." Mkai's voice was a little ragged, and his col or
had deepened. "Acting Lieutenant the R ght Wrthy Esege Druta,
this is your crew, conscripts under his Myst Serene Majesty's | aw
and nmercy. Treat them accordingly." He snapped a salute that was a
little too precise to be sincere, turned on his heel, and was
gone, his troopers clattering at his heels.

Acting Lieutenant the Right Worthy Esege Druta, Silence thought.
She did not dare glance at either of the others for fear she would
| augh. He was no nore than a m dshi pman, for all his title, and as
for that, Right Worthies were dirt common. Even planetary
governors ranked hi gher than that.

Druta's lips were thinned. Cearly, he had wanted to nake

sonet hing nore of the cerenony, or at |east of the recitation of
his titles. "Very well. W'IIl begin by assigning you cabins--
separate cabins. I'll have none of these Fringe World perversities
on this ship."

Bal t hasar made a strangl ed noise, turned it into a convincing
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cough.

Druta glared at him "You'll have the first three conpartnents,
the first two, and then the one on the right side of the corridor.
Engi neer, take that one. It's closer to your work."

Silence glanced in the direction of the boy's grand gesture,
trying to picture the plan of the ship. Bruja had a | ong, narrow
hul | that w dened toward the stern, and it | ooked as though the
comons ran the wdth of the ship. A single corridor ran aft from
t he commons, and she thought she could see, at the end of it, the
| i ghted hatch of the engine room Which neant that the cabins were
arranged to either side of the corridor, and that in turn neant
that Druta was giving themthe snallest and | east confortable
cabi ns on the ship.

“"And one nore thing," Druta said. "l want to observe the decencies
as nmuch as possible. You, pilot--Leigh, is it? Don't address ne
directly unless it's an energency, or ship's business. Anything

el se should go through your husband--husbands." He turned away
before Silence could think of a response.

It was al nost funny, Silence thought that night, after Druta had
finally given them perm ssion to retire together to Chase Mago's
cabin to read over the ship's various manuals. The boy was a
horror, and she dreaded spendi ng even another hour on this ship,
but at the sanme tine his nalice was so conprehensively juvenile
that it was robbed of sone of its force. She had worried about
being the only woman on an otherwi se all-nmale ship, but she had
not expected this | ow conedy harassnent. She glanced involuntarily
at the open door--Druta had insisted on that, before going to his
own cabin, one of the two |arge conpartnents at the far end of the
corridor--and Balthasar snort ed.

"Keep the door open--what the hell does he think we're going to
do, anyway?"

Si |l ence shut her nouth on the obvious answer. She did not want to

bring up the subject. "What worries ne is what's going to happen
when we have to start giving himorders."
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"When you have to give orders, you nean," Balthasar said. "You'd

t hi nk he never saw a wonman before."

Chase Mago | ooked up from a dog-eared engineering text. "He
probably hasn't, at |east not unveiled." At Balthasar's
exclamation of disgust, the engineer closed the book and | eaned
forward, lowering his voice. "Look, this Druta's not highest

caste, but one rank under--not of the Thousand, but the Ten
Thousand. And those people raise their children even nore strictly
t han the Hegenon does, just in case they can nove up in rank. |'ve
seen a | ot of them when | was younger. They've got strange ideas
of what's due to their rank, and of the places of wonen and
comoners, and we'd better renenber that."

"And he's a bad one to start wth," Balthasar nuttered.

"Right. So you'd better watch your step, Denis." Chase Mago's
expressi on changed, was slightly enbarrassed. "But it's you I'm
really worried about, Silence.”

Silence sighed. "He's what? Sixteen, seventeen? He's a child. |
can handle him"

Silence had expected it to be several weeks before their cargo
arrived. The next norning, however, as she tossed the last of the
br eakf ast di shes down the disposal chute, the buzzer sounded and,
at the sanme nonent the hatch slid back. A tall man stood franed
agai nst the yellowed sunlight that filled the hangar, his face in
shadow.

“"Captain Druta, girl."

Well, | suppose this counts as ship's business, Silence thought,
and was not sorry to have an excuse to irritate the boy. "Yes,
sir," she said, and crossed to the intercomplate. "Captain?" she

said, and cut off his outraged answer. "An officer to see you."

Druta's face, when he energed fromhis cabin, was thunderous, but
he did not address Silence. "Wl cone aboard, colonel."
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"Thank you." Now that the man was no | onger sil houetted agai nst
the light, Silence could read the insignia, silver against the
black of his uniform He was a colonel of the Left Hand, al nbst a
magus, one of the nmen who did nost to enforce the Hegenon's wll.
They were not quite spies, not quite police, not quite soldiers,
but alittle of all those, and sonething el se besi des.

"I am Col onel Gyasi, as you no doubt know," the man went on, and
his smle did not quite take the edge off his words. "I assunme you
are ready to transport nme and ny equi pnment to Castax as soon as
possi bl e?"

Yes, sir," Druta said.

"When wll that be?"

For the first tinme, the mdshipman faltered. "I'mnot sure, sir.

“Well, where's your pilot?" the col onel asked.

Druta made a face when he thought Guasi wasn't | ooking. "Here she
s, sir.”

For the first time, Gyasi seened to see Silence, and she flushed
under hi s gaze.

“Well, pilot?" Gyasi prodded.

Si |l ence gat hered her thoughts hastily. She had not had to plot the
first leg of a course since joining Sun-Treader, but she was not
wlling to admt that she was out of practice. "To Castax? That's
always a tricky run, fromthis angle. I'd have to consult the
astrol ogers to be sure.”

“"Do so," Druta snapped.
Silence retreated to the control room closing the hatch behind

her. For once the astrol ogers were not busy; one worked out the
optimumtine for departure, when the other planets in
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Sapriportus's systemwould create the least interference. Silence
keyed the information into Bruja's unfam liar console, setting up
the Ficinan nodels. They could Iift that day, but the Iine of
departure was cl ouded by the sw ft-noving i nnernost planet. The
next good tinme was two days |later, when the innernost world woul d
have noved far enough along its orbit to free Bruja's course of
nost of the interference. The other planets would be in favorable
positions then, too. That was the optimumtine to lift, and they
woul d need to file notice of their departure i mmedi ately. Unless,
of course, a Colonel of the Left Hand had hi gh enough priority to
Wi n them a space regardl ess. There woul d be plenty of commobn
traffic trying to get to a world |ike Castax. She sighed and
returned to the commons, interrupting a | ow voi ced di scussion

bet ween Gyasi and Druta. lgnoring the colonel's smle, she
expl ai ned the situation.

"I don't think you need to worry about conpeting traffic," Gyasi
said. "Castax is under siege."

Under siege. For a nonent, the phrase did not register, and then
Silence | ooked up with a gasp. Castax, the nobst inportant center
for manufacture and the arts on the Fringe, second only to Del os
in wealth and influence, was under attack. But Castax was
controlled by a nerchant dynasty, she thought. How could they have
managed to anger the Hegenon enough for himto declare war, when
Del os and Athos Maria and all the other opposition worlds haven't
done it? O has the Hegenon decided to start his attack on the
Fringe?

Gyasi said, "You mght be interested to know that Wath-of-God is
the cause of this war--indirectly, of course, but a nunber of your
shi ps, driven off at Arganthonios, fled to Castax. Wen the
governor refused to surrender them the Hegenon had no choice." He
turned to Druta. "May we begi n | oadi ng, captain?"

The rest of the day was spent in stow ng the col onel's equi pnent.
At |east he had not said it was light, Silence thought bitterly,
rubbi ng her back with bruised fingers. The honmunculi had done nost
of the work of bringing it aboard, but Bruja' s cargo space was
strictly limted, and Gyasi warned themthat seven of the dozen
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crates contained cargo unusually sensitive to harnonics. Chase
Mago had had to shift the heavy Crates fromone conpartnent to
anot her, then back again, bal ancing various materials agai nst each
ot her before he thought the ship was in tune. Silence left the
engi neer staring dubiously at the |ast set of crates, stowed now
in the enpty mdships cabin in hopes that the extra baffling in
the cabin partitions would help shield the contents, and headed
for the commopn area. Balthasar had quit sone hours before; she

gl anced into his cabin in passing, and saw him spraw ed asl eep,
still recovering fromthe geas.

In the commons, Silence chose packets of bulk rations fromthe
storage cells above the galley console and fed theminto the
machi ne. She swi tched on the nmachi nery and began to drag the

fol ding table and benches out of the deck recesses. Fromthings
Chase Mago had said, she gathered it was a matter of high status
to have a woman doing the nenial |abor, and | ow status to be
forced to let a wonan do a man's job. She smled wyly. At |east
her piloting was an insult to the m dshi pman.

The consol e beeped to |l et her know that the food was properly
reconstituted, and she switched it over to a hol ding node. Druta
appeared al nost instantly, then Balthasar and Gyasi. For a nonent,
it seened as though Druta would insist that she wait on the table,
but at the |last nonent Gyasi's raised eyebrow and hint of a smle
stopped him The two Hegenonic officers took their place at one
end of the table; Silence and Balthasar sat at the other.

"Julie's still settling those crates,"” Balthasar said quietly. "He
asked ne to keep dinner warm"

Druta was frowning down the I ength of the table. Silence contented
herself with a brief nod in response. Balthasar nade a face, but
sai d not hi ng.

“"Surely you can't afford to keep to the strict rule on a ship this
small," Gyasi said. There was an indefinable edge to his voice,
partly malice and partly condescension, that nade Druta w nce.

d like to observe the decencies as |ong as possible.”
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"Apity. | dare say the sieura would be a fascinating
conversationalist."

Sil ence was suddenly aware of the colonel's eyes on her, and it

took an effort of will not to return the stare. Gyasi's thoughts
were as clear as if he had spoken al oud: a magus's trick.
I nteresting, not pretty. But you'll do.

Gyasi had not bothered to hide his thoughts fromthe others. Druta
was bl ushi ng, and Bal thasar's expression was furious. It's odd,

Sil ence thought, tensed agai nst his next words. Not five m nutes
ago | was prepared to appeal to the colonel against the boy. Now
"Il have to play the boy agai nst the col onel.

"l hope | can persuade you to rescind your ban, captain," Gyasi
went on. "As a personal favor."

Druta shrugged, attenpting to recover his dignity. "If you w sh
it, colonel, of course. Leigh, you nmay speak when you want."

"Thank you, "
of her voice.

Silence said, and could not keep the bitterness out

Gyasi smled as though her anger pleased him "Are you a M sthian,
Si | ence?"

“"No." Silence turned her attention to the uninteresting food,
forcing herself to eat.

"Have you been married | ong?" Gyasi adopted the falsely interested
tone of an oligarch maki ng conversation with the child of a
client.

"l suppose.”

"That's hardly an answer," Gyasi said, and there was steel beneath
his smle.

"Three years," Silence lied, and i nmedi ately wi shed she hadn't.
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Gyasi woul d know her record.

“So long?" The tone nmade the col onel's disbelief clear, and
Bal t hasar stirred restlessly. Silence kicked himbeneath the
tabl e, and the Delian subsi ded.

“I't must be--" Gyasi hesitated with nocking delicacy over his
choice of words "--interesting to be married to two nen at once."

Suddenly, Silence had to stifle a |laugh. Interesting, indeed, but
not in the way Gyasi thought. But she could not reveal that truth.

Bal t hasar said, his voice under tight control, "Captain, wll you
allow himto ask a marri ed woman questions |ike that?"

It was a good try, Silence thought, but not good enough. Druta was
not going to be strong enough to stand up to Gyasi--how could he
be, she thought, a nere acting lieutenant in his first command,
opposi ng a colonel of the Left Hand? She felt nonmentarily sorry
for him

"Excuse ne, please,"” she said, before either Balthasar or Gyasi
coul d speak.

"Oh, don't go yet, sieura," Gyasi said. H s eyes were fixed on
Bal t hasar, and Silence saw the Delian pale. "Your--husband--has
just warnmed to your defense. Don't you want to stay and see the
out cone?"

“"No." Silence shoved her plate viciously into the disposal sl ot
and turned to | eave.

"Very wi se of you," Gyasi went on, raising his voice slightly to
be sure she heard. The pitch changed slightly, and there was
sonething in it that stopped Silence in her tracks. "Wen you
consider this one's past, you're wise not torely on him"

He had not spoken to the geas, Silence realized, but to sonething

el se, the shameful curiosity that lurked in every human being, the
desire to know the worst about others. He had used some nagus's
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trick to evoke that, and Silence found herself rooted to the spot,
| i steni ng agai nst her will. Bleak with anger, she fought for
enough freedomto turn to face him if she could not turn away.

"You woul d expect at |east courage in a pirate, sieura," Gyasi
said. "But what's this | see? Twice, now, you' ve surrendered, when
a better man m ght have fought."

“And di ed," Bal thasar whi spered.

“"Once, | grant you," Gyasi said, with easy magnaninmty. "On
Argant honi os. But off Wath-of-God, after your ship blew apart?
You were the only survivor, | see--and why were you in a

spacesui t, when none of the others were? The only survivor :
but | don't see you sumoning aid. No, you cowered in your pilot's
bubbl e until the sal vage teans found you. You woul d have | et
yoursel f die, sinply because you were too afraid of death to go
down one | adder and send the nessage that would save your life.
It's no wonder you've never set foot on a warship since, you who
were in line for conmmand--but is that shanme, or nore fear?"

"Stop!" Silence fought free with a gasp; her voice shattered the
col onel ' s spell.

"But of course," Gyasi said. H's voice was tuned differently now,
concedi ng tenporary defeat. "I nerely thought you should know the
ki nd of man you' ve bound yourself to--and what | said is true,
isn't it, Balthasar?" H's voice held a sudden echo of the earlier,
commandi ng tone. Balthasar w nced, but said nothing. He did not
need to; his answer was pl ain.

"Excuse ne," Silence said again, her voice tight with anger. She
spoke to the boy, not to Gyasi, and after a nonent Druta nodded
di sm ssal. She stalked fromthe common area, and Bal t hasar
fol | owed.

At the door of her cabin, she hesitated. Balthasar was there, his
face wintery. He nade a wy face and said, with a painful attenpt
at a normal voice, "I suppose | should explain. | guess | don't
have to say it's true."
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“"No," Silence said. "You don't have to tell ne anything."
Bal t hasar remai ned standi ng there, and she held out her arns
awkwardly. As awkwardly, Balthasar cane into the enbrace, resting
his head finally agai nst her shoulder. Silence held himfor a | ong
nonent, until the thought of Gyasi pronpted her to edge back into
the cabin, freeing one hand to touch the door latch. The npbtion
made Bal t hasar start and pull away. Silence sighed and settl ed
herself on the bunk, the only piece of furniture in the cabin.

"Sit down," she said.
Bal t hasar shook his head. "I owe you an explanation."”
“You don't," Silence said again.

"He's right, of course," Balthasar went on, as if she hadn't
spoken. "That's the worst part--everything he said is true. But
that's not the whole of it, Silence, | swear. | admt, | couldn't
make nyself go down to the control room and it was because |
couldn't stand seeing what was |left of ny friends. W'd al ready

| ost so many, there'd been so nuch death, that | couldn't take any
nore." He stopped, nanaged a dry chuckle. "But you' d probably

rat her just hear what he left out."

"I didn't say that," Silence began, and Bal thasar conti nued
heedl essl y.

"What happened was | was chief pilot on one of the warships--1 was
co-opted by Wath-of-God when | was sixteen, off a freighter they
took. And | was next in line for conmand. O f Athlit, a squad of
Navy ships junped us, two threes and a five to our four. W got

| ucky and nmanaged to make it into purgatory ahead of them and

t here's nobody who knows how to use purgatory like a pilot trained
by Wat h-of -God. W got away, but |1'd taken us pretty far afield.

| brought us out of purgatory on the far side of the station,

under the wave itself. The harnoni um bl ew and the hull cracked.
Everybody el se was killed."

He sighed. "I was in a spacesuit because | couldn't stand to | ook

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (200 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:17 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

at one nore mai ned or dying man. The hel net was a good bli nder.
The rest he told you. | couldn't bring nyself to go down to the
control roomand call for help, so the salvage tugs took their
time comng for the ship. They spent five and three-quarters
hours; | had air for six when the hull went."

"They took away your command?" Silence asked, when it becane cl ear
sonet hi ng was expected of her.

Bal t hasar shook his head. "They offered ne a ship, a three. |
turned them down. "

Si |l ence sighed, not know ng what to say. She touched the cover of
the bunk tentatively, and Balthasar cane to sit beside her. After
a nmonent, she slid an arm around his shoulders, and the Delian

| eaned agai nst her, |ess awkwardly than before.

After a while, Silence said, "W're still here. That's sonething."
There was nore she wanted to say, but she feared the geas would
stop her. She was surprised that it had not already censored her.

Bal t hasar | ooked at her in surprise. "That was what you said, back
on the transport. O sonething like it." He winced in
anticipation, a look of pain that turned rapidly to puzzlenent. It
was oddly comc, and Silence snothered a smle.

“"That didn't hurt,"” he said slowly. "It should be forbidden by the
geas, right? But it didn't hurt.”

"I don't know," Silence said. Suddenly, all the frustration of the
past weeks rose to the surface. "If |I knew why it didn't, or how
|'d done whatever it was, |'d be free by now-" The knifing pain
caught her unawares. She doubl ed over, noaning, then had to fight
to keep from being sick on the decking. Balthasar eased her to the
toilet conpartnent, held her shoulders until she was done, then
snoot hed her hair gently.

"Take it easy," he said.

"Oh, I'mall right now" Silence straightened inpatiently, then
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grimaced as the nuscles along her ribs protested the novenent.

“You should lie down." Despite her protests, Balthasar eased her
to the bunk, pushed her down onto the hard mattress. He hesitated
at the door, as though he wanted to say nore, but then ducked out.

Si |l ence | eaned back against her pillow, closing her eyes. She felt
distinctly |ightheaded, frombeing sick and fromthe aftereffects
of the colonel's tricks. And, she admtted to herself, from

Bal thasar's admtting to Gyasi's accusations. Unbidden, the inage
she had seen at the very end of the transport's second journey

t hrough purgatory rose in her mnd, the tower and sea of fl ane,
the clouds and the falling man. This tine, it was famliar, an

i mge fromthe Tarot, one of the oldest, and | east systematic,
synbol i ¢ | anguages. Her teacher had venerated it because it was
old, and had drilled the seventy-eight scenes into her nenory. She
pi ctured herself turning the cards, past Mgician and Hermt and
Death to the sixteenth: the Tower, the House of GCod.

Set side by side, the imges were not as ali ke as she had thought.
The card showed the tower lightning-struck, the turrets in the

I nstant of being blasted away, a pair of figures thrown fromits
hei ghts. The vision had been different--the tower unbroken but
rising instead fromfire. Only a single figure fell and, on

refl ection, she thought she recogni zed Balthasar's inmage. The
meani ngs she had been forced to learn did not quite seemto fit,
either. The Tower was di saster, catastrophe, occasionally
catastrophic enlightennent, not the sort of story Balthasar had
told. So that neaning nust run sonehow parallel to the true
significance of the vision. She frowed to herself, and di sm ssed
the renenbered card.

She sighed. It was not, perhaps, an inportant thing, but she could
not seemto free herself fromthis passion for first causes. She

| et her mnd drift, patient in the tangential pursuit of
revelation, and let the possibilities wash over her. Flane and
guilt were a commpbn enough equation, she was certain first of

that. And the tower, like her own picture of concentric walls,
woul d be a netaphor for mnd. The falling figure was harder to
interpret, unless it nerely indicated that Balthasar had never
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forgiven hinself for his fear. You're going far afield, she told
herself sternly. There's no way for you to know. But the inmage
spoke of old suffering, and she could not forgive Gyasi for
evoking it. Nor wll |, she vowed. This is to the death, col onel.
She tensed, waiting for the geas to strike, but there was only a
fl eeting pain.

The thought of vows and undyi ng hates evoked ot her nenori es,
stories she had heard while an apprentice. She could not renenber
the plots of the tales that had been whi spered anong the hal f-
trained pilots, though she thought they had all been nuch the
sanme, but she could renenber the curses. The words were dark, wth
the gusts of winter behind them and their shape was hard and
bitter in the nouth. She whi spered one, savoring the taste.

"Oh, Chaos, Charon, nmake of himcarrion. Gyasi accursed, stands
now accused, judge himto die."

The words seened to echo, for all that she had spoken softly, to
gat her strength and substance. She coul d al nost see them
rebounding fromthe cabin walls, growing in soundl ess vigor until
t hey burst through the cabin door and sped down the corridor to
strike Gyasi as he sat frowing at his work. The col onel stirred,
| ooked up with a face half alarned and half surprised. Hs |ips
seenmed to nove in counterspell, and the picture vani shed.

Shaken, Silence swung herself off the bunk and went to the door
hersel f. She peered nervously out into the corridor, but there was
no outcry from Gyasi's cabin. The safety |lights burned unchanged
at the door of the engine room the enpty cabins renai ned seal ed
up, locks glowing. Fromthe commopn area cane the famliar clatter
of a cup held to the spout of the coffee urn. Everything seened
normal . But she had unl eashed sonething, of that she felt certain.
She had seen her curse, and felt its power, and the nmenory of it
was cold on her neck. The curse had been real, and the col onel
knew she had called it. And, worst of all, she could not know the
consequences.

Chapter 8
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Sil ence woke the next norning with a slight ache behind her
tenples, and a sense of thunder in the air. She sniffed
automatically for the snell of ozone and the chill that had al ways
meant a stormin her childhood, before she realized what it was:
not hi ng physical, nothing real, but rather the influence of the
curse. She dressed slowy, wondering if the others would feel it,

t 0o.

Both officers were in the common area when she finally forced
herself to | eave her cabin, and Chase Mago brooded over a cup of
coffee by the galley console, pointedly not sitting with the
others. Silence went to join him drawing herself a cup of coffee.
She wondered where Bal thasar was, but refused to ask in front of

t he col onel .

"Good norning, Sieura Leigh," Gyasi said.

Sil ence | ooked up, deliberately matched his stare and held it for
a | ong nonment before answering. "Good norning."

"Si eur Chase Mago, you should be proud of your wife," Gyasi said.
The engi neer gave no sign that he had heard. "She's very | oyal --or
at | east she's loyal to your fell ow husband. You'll never guess
what she did |ast night, Druta.”

The m dshi pman | ooked up unhappily. "No, sir."

"@Quess." The word was an order.

"Sl apped you," the boy offered desperately.

“Not precisely, though you're right about the general idea," Gyasi
said. "The--lady--tried to curse ne. Unsuccessfully, | mght add."

You're lying, Silence thought, feeling the thunderous air thicken
about them And | know you're lying. My curse is working, and
beneath that of fhand pose you're frightened. She fought to keep
fromshow ng her terrible elation.

"But how coul d she?" Druta asked. "She's bound."”
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"Oh, yes," Gyasi answered, "but curses fall through the gaps in a
geas." Druta still |ooked confused, and the col onel gave a
theatrical sigh. "You understand that a geas essentially enjoins
obedi ence and forbids escape?’ He waited for Druta to nod before
conti nuing. "Because a certain freedomof action is required, that
is all a geas does--it doesn't forbid thoughts of harm ng an

of ficer of the Hegenon, for exanple, or even the Hegenon hinself.
It's assuned that the constraint of obedience will cover any such
eventuality. And, after all, in the hands of an untrai ned person,
particularly an untrai ned woman, a curse is nothing but a

mal evol ent wi sh, w thout power."

Silence could al nost taste the terrible copper scent of the air,
the waiting curse, and she held her breath, sure that sonething
woul d happen. Then she saw the col onel's hand nove
surreptitiously, warding off the threat. The tension eased, and
she | ooked around to see if the others had felt it. Chase Mago was
frowning slightly, one hand at his tenples as though he had a
headache, but the m dshi pnman seened conpletely unaffected. Silence
could not repress a slight, satisfied smle. Then the smle faded.
Gyasi mght not be willing to admt to Druta that the curse was
real, but he would have no cause to conceal that when they reached
Cast ax. What woul d happen then?

“Leigh," Druta snapped, and Silence | ooked up quickly. "I think
you have duties to see to?"

"Yes, captain,” Silence said, glad to make her escape.

Chase Mago followed her to the head of the corridor. "Stay out of
his way," he whispered as she passed, and Sil ence nodded.

That was easier said than done on a ship as snall as Bruja, but
Silence did her best to follow the other's advice. Fortunately,
the departure for Castax was only a day away, and she was able to
spend nost of her tinme in her own cabin, pretending to be busy

Wi th her starbooks. It took her | ess than an hour to | earn the
mar ks for the passage through purgatory--once Bruja |eft the
Sapriportus system the Road of the Travelling Stranger was
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unconpl i cat ed--and she spent the rest of the tinme flipping through
her books, wondering if she would ever take a ship through sone of
t hose paths again. Her eyes turned longingly to the Glded Stairs,
and the path to Earth that lay within. Those were ones she wanted
badly to fly, if only to defeat her uncle.... And will | ever get
t he chance? Probably not, she thought savagely. And | want to.

There was another warning pain in her belly, and lights seened to
flash before her eyes, wi ping out the page in front of her. No,
she thought, | won't give in. Instead of retreating fromthe

t hought, she held to it defiantly, pushing hard against the limts
of the geas. The pain nounted, becane unendurabl e, and she ducked
away, fighting to keep from being sick again. She had a sudden
sense of rushing wind, of falling into her body again, and then

t he pain was gone.

She shivered violently, nore in anticipation of pain than anything
el se. When not hi ng nore happened, she raised her head, then sat up
cautiously. Her mnd felt different, and she shook her head hard,
trying to rid herself of the odd tingling. Carefully, controlling
and focusing her thoughts, she envisioned freedom thought of
carrying a starship from Sapriportus to Delos, then fromDe-los to
At hos Maria, all at her own desire. The geas tightened, but it was
a renote pain, controllable. So what have | done this tine? she
wondered. The geas felt |ooser, |ess powerful, but still very nuch
present. Once again, she was overwhelned by frustration. So close,
she thought, and if | only knew what | was doi ng--how | was doi ng
it--1 mght well be free by now But all | knowis that it's
supposed to be inpossible-- She put those thoughts aside with an
effort, and was surprised to find her body tired, as though she
had been |ifting crates in the hold. She made a face and stretched
out on her bunk, nmeking her m nd a bl ank, know ng that she would
need to be rel axed for the voyage to Cast ax.

The passage itself was even | ess conplicated than she had

antici pated. Balthasar handled the tricky maneuvering required to
take Bruja out of Sapriportus's system avoiding the interference
set up by other ships and the other planets. Silence handled only
the transition and the passage through purgatory, manipulating the
mai | ship easily against the i nages of sweeping nountains and
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di storted shapes that m ght have been wel com ng i nns. The geas
made | ess difference to her perceptions than she m ght have
expected, though in part she guessed that this was due to the
gai ns she had nade against it. It was perhaps a little harder to
make the i nmages coal esce, but she put that down nore to the
awkwar dness of an unfamliar ship than to the effects of the geas.

Bruja cane out of purgatory easily enough, falling down a toboggan
run studded with illusory rocks, and Silence took tine to stretch
t horoughly before clinbing down to the control room Balthasar and
Druta occupied the two couches; rather than risk the boy's
reprimand, Silence went on into the common area, intending to

wat ch their approach on the small screen set into the bul khead
there. But Gyasi was already there, and she did not pause, but
conti nued through the conmmon area to her own cabin. She nade
herself wait, trying to gauge their progress fromthe slight
changes in pitch as Bal thasar worked them closer to the planet.
She coul d not judge precisely, but at |ast the harnonium eased off
into the nmuted, sustained chord that chined gently with and

agai nst the harnonies around it. W' ve arrived, she thought--she
recogni zed the sound as holding the ship in a parking orbit,
wor ki ng agai nst the harnonies of the planet's core--but she made
no nove to | eave her cabin. After a while, she heard and felt the
scrapi ng of a boot against the hull, and then the cabin door slid
open.

“Conme on then, before Druta cones | ooking," Balthasar said w thout

preanble. "W're off-1oading that col onel."

Silence followed himunwllingly, not wanting to rem nd Gyasi of
her existence, but she could see why help was needed. The air
crawled with nusic, just under and just above the threshold of
heari ng. The honunculi, sent fromthe tug to help with Gyasi's
bel ongi ngs, were sluggish, their rudinentary nervous system badly
scranbl ed by the continual unseen presence. It took not only her
and

Bal t hasar, but Druta and finally the colonel hinself to get the

homunculi to drag the crates to the hatch. Chase Mago was still
busy in the engine room nonitoring the harnonium unavail abl e.
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Silence envied himeven his job of adjusting the tuning to match
not only the nuances of Castax's core but the echos fromthe other
shi ps mai ntai ning the siege.

"Si |l ence!"

That was Bal t hasar again, and the pilot collected her thoughts
hastily, stepping around piled crates and notionl ess homunculi to
the hatch itself.

"They're setting up a wal k-ranp for the honmunculi, but they'l]
still have to cross through an unshielded tube. It seens the | ocks
won't mate properly.”

Si |l ence nodded. "Locks rarely do. How re we going to keep the
homuncul i from shorting out conpletel y?"

"Take this." Balthasar tossed her a control wand, its tip gl ow ng
bright red, indicating it was putting out its maxi num power. "If
you stand about hal fway up the tube, and Druta stands at the
boat' s hatchway, the conbined fields ought to override nost of the
I nterference. Especially if we send themone at a tine."

“Where's Gyasi ?"

Bal t hasar sm | ed. "Already gone aboard, and waiting inpatiently
for his stuff.”

"Hey!" Druta stuck his head in the hatch, bending forward agai nst
the steep slope of the ranp. "Get a nove on, Leigh. Surely this
isn't beyond a pilot's capacity."

Sil ence swall owed her answer, and said to Balthasar, "About
hal f way, you sai d?"

“1"1'l show you," Druta snapped. "Cone al ong."

Shruggi ng, Silence followed him I|evering herself through the

hatch onto the springy surface of the ranp. To either side and
over head she could see the stars through the transparent materi al
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of the transfer tube. She gul ped and | ooked at her feet, but she
could still see stars glimering through the plastic to either
side of the ranp.

"Right there," Druta said. "Just keep your wand aligned wth ours,
and everything will be fine."

| know how to handl e honmunculi, Silence thought wearily, even if |
don't like them but said nothing. She stepped gingerly off the
ranp, settling her feet carefully as the material sagged slightly
beneat h her.

“"Com ng out," Balthasar called, and the first honmunculus set its
ponderous foot onto the ranp. Silence | ooked up for the first
tinme.

Beyond the transparent tube lay Castax, glimrering blue striped
with brilliant cloud. However, in places the blue was di med
fractionally, the clouds tarnished with shadow. The cause of those
shadows fl oated serenely just within the circle of the fleet's
orbit, massive glittering gl obes the size of snmall nobons. Strange
I nstal l ati ons and i nmmense bel | -shaped projectors rose fromtheir
surfaces, marring the snooth perfection, and waves of col or washed
occasionally across the silver netal: siege engines. Unbidden,

| ines of song rose in her mnd. "The dead shall live, the living
die, and nusic shall untune the sky." There would be a whole ring
of those engi nes around the planet, |ike beads on a neckl ace. And
on the surface, under a constant barrage of nusic calculated to

di srupt the harnony of the planetary core, to shatter rocks and
send seas crashing onto the |and, the Castagi sonehow survi ved.
And survive they nust, Silence thought, or there would be no need
either for this siege or for Gyasi's presence, whatever his

m ssi on m ght be.

Somewhat heartened, she tore her eyes fromthe engines and | ooked
above and beyond the squat shape of the tug. A line of warships
fanned out fromthe planet, attended by a horde of snuller
vessels. The |ine vani shed behind the circle of the siege engines,
hi dden by the distortion thrown off by the massive constructions.
Most of the ships were sixes or sevens, the biggest ships in the
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Hegenoni ¢ Navy, and Sil ence wondered what nade this one attack so
i nportant. Castax had never been known to care about anything
except its profits; it could hardly be considered a worthwhile
obj ect | esson.

The first homuncul us |urched past her, crate rocking on its back,
and Silence flinched back, alnost falling against the soft fabric
of the transfer tube. Druta swore at her, but did not dare |eave
hi s place. Cheeks burning. Silence pulled herself upright,
concentrating on the job at hand. Finally, the last of the crates
was transferred to the tug, and the honunculi returned to their

pl ace sonewhere within the little ship's hold. Druta, stil

wai ting at the tug's hatch, drew hinself up inportantly.

“I'"l'l be going across to the flagship," he announced. "Balthasar,
see that the engineer stabilizes Bruja in her orbit."

"Ri ght--yes, captain,” Balthasar answered.

Si |l ence nmade her way back down the ranp, then waited patiently
whil e the hatch was sealed and the transfer tube retracted. The
tug detached itself fromBruja's hull wth painful scraping, and
then the starship was silent, except for the faint thrumm ng of
t he har noni um

"Little bastard,"” Balthasar said.
“I's there anything we can do to help Julie?" Silence asked.

Bal t hasar nmade a face. "I doubt it. | think this is the best it's
going to get."

That best was not very good. Over the next few days, Silence spent
hours in the engine room nonitoring the harnoni um whil e Chase
Mago snat ched nuch-needed sleep. Bruja refused to keep to a tuning
that would hold her in a stable orbit. Wthout constant

correction, she tended to fall inward, toward Castax and the ring
of siege engines. Only Chase Mago had the training to bring the
shi p back into sonething approaching stability. Silence and
Bal t hasar could do little nore than watch the vari ous gauges, and
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summon t he engi neer when the ship had drifted too far toward the
danger zone. There was sone sort of affinity, Chase Mago said over
cof fee, one night when he was too tired to sleep, between either
the ship's tuning and the harnonies of Castax's core, or else
between the netal itself and the destructive nusic of the siege
engi nes.

The drifting was not the worst of the situation, either. The faint
di ssonance they had sensed when Bruja had first taken up her
station grew worse the longer they remned in orbit--the keel,
Chase Mago said, was being stressed fromits original tuning by
the conflicting harnonies around it. Under normal circunstances,
Sil ence knew, they could shroud the keel in baffling, but that
woul d make it inpossible to keep station. They could only endure
the fitful, alnost inaudible discord. Druta began to spend nost of
his tinme aboard the flagship--the |arger ships were protected by
their nore powerful harnonia and thicker baffling, as well as
being tuned to a slightly different scale--and with himgone Chase
Mago was able to unearth sone extra baffling anong the ship's
stores. Balthasar used his spare tine to rig extra protection for
the cabins, and a second layer of the felt at |east danped out
sone of the dissonance. But the disharnony had served for Silence
only to mask the hovering sense of unfinished business that was
the curse, and the new baffles brought her little peace.

On the sixth day in orbit, Druta signalled fromthe flagship.
Bal t hasar di sappeared into the control room and though he kept

t he hatch open, Silence could make little sense of the words. Wen
he returned to the common room his expression was grim and he

sl apped the intercomon w thout answering Silence's inquiring

| ook.

"Julie? WIIl this cow stay put for a m nute?"

For a little bit," Chase Mago answered. "Wat's up?"

"Cone on forward," Balthasar said. "Qur |latest m ssion's cone
t hr ough. "

"Right." A nonent |ater, Chase Mago appeared at the head of the
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corridor, flexing his fingers. He pulled a seat out of the decking
and settled hinself confortably, still rubbing his knuckl es.

"So what is it?" Silence asked.

"We've got anot her passenger run," Balthasar said. "Only if you

t hought the | ast one was sonething...." He let his voice trai
off, and Silence felt a chill run up her spine. But I'll be damed
if I'll ask, she thought. I won't play his little ganes, either.

“"Who is it?" Chase Mago asked, patiently, and to Silence's
surprise, the Delian | ooked sonewhat ashaned.

"Sorry, that's what the little bastard was doing to ne. We're
supposed to carry one of the magi fromthe siege team back to
Solitudo Hernmae--1 guess he forgot sonething." Balthasar | ooked
up. "Have you ever nmde that run, Silence?"

The pil ot shook her head. "I've heard it's a difficult one.”
“"That's an understatenent," Balthasar said dryly.

"I take it you've made it?" Silence said, nore sharply than she
had i nt ended.

“"Tw ce." Bal thasar seened unaffected by her tone.

“I's there anything special | need to do?" Chase Mago asked,

gl anci ng nervously over his shoulder. "Or is that all you wanted?"
Al ready they could hear the first shift in tone that indicated
that Bruja was slipping fromher place in the line.

"Oh, yes, there's nore." Balthasar | ooked positively pleased to be
the bearer of bad news. "We'|| be carrying a sensitive cargo on
the return run. Druta wants new baffling in the cargo space."

Chase Mago sighed deeply. "I think there's probably enough left.

We shouldn't have to tear out too nuch of the work you did, Denis.
When do we | eave?"
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"Ei ght een hours."
Silence whistled softly to herself. "That's not nuch notice."
“It's a rush job," Balthasar said.

"All right." Silence stood up, already planning her course. "Il
make sonme prelimnary plots while you take a | ook at the cargo
space, and then |I'd be glad of any help you can give ne, if the
roads are that bad."

Chase Mago | ooked a little startled by her sudden assunption of
conmmand, but Bal t hasar nodded calmy. "Sounds good," he said, and
headed off toward the hol d.

Silence retreated to her own cabin, pulling out all of her

st arbooks. As she had half feared, only the Specul um Astronom
|isted Solitudo Hernmae in its tables--but it was only to be
expected, she rem nded hersel f. That book was printed by the nagi
on Solitudo, and of course they would reserve the secret of the
road for a book from which they would profit. She turned to the
tabl es, began to cross-reference planets, but to her surprise,
there was only one road |listed, the Ascendi ng Path. She was not
famliar with it, and nade a face at the thought of the extra work
i nvolved in learning an entirely new set of voidmarks. Then she
turned to the description of the road, and her heart sank.

| nstead of the usual hal f-page of obscure text and hal f-page

draw ng, the entire page was filled wth an el aborately col ored
and grotesquely detailed illustration. It showed a bearded sol dier
in the glow ng, archaic arnored spacesuit of a prewar nmarine,

st andi ng over a naked, disnenbered body. He held a stained sword

i n one hand, and the head of the dead man in the other, blood-
darkened fingers twisted in its bright hair. Behind the two
figures rose a doned and col umed pal ace that seened to glow from
wi thin, and beside the palace ran a river whose surface gl owed
white hot. Indeed, all the colors were several shades lighter than
usual , as though each object was lit fromw thin by the white-hot
| i ght of a young star. Only the soldier's unshielded face, his

bl oodi ed hands and weapon, and the pool of blood that spread
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across the foreground of the picture were dark, alnost unnaturally
so in conparison to the brilliance of the background. Silence
shivered, then got a grip on herself. This was a version of the
synbol for calcination, the first step in the alchem cal process
that created the Philosopher's Stone. It was only to be expected,
she thought again. Solitudo Hernae--Solitudo Hernmae Trisnegqisti,
the solitude of thrice-great Hernes--was entirely the creation of
the magi, a sunless, barren world provided by themwith fertile
earth, a sphere of air, and above that a thin sphere of fire for

| i ght and heat. OF course the magi who defined the voi dmarks for
transition to Solitudo Hermae woul d use the opportunity to expound
a section of their Art. But what this neant in terns of the actual
passage, she could not i nagine.

She sighed and | eaned back in her chair, pushing away the
starbook. Balthasar was right, this would be a difficult run. It
was fortunate he'd nade the trip before.

Around her, the air |ightened suddenly, and she thought she caught
a faint scent of rain. The slight sense of headache that had
pursued her since she had spoken the curse lifted, and she rubbed
her tenples gratefully. Then she understood what had happened, and
she shivered again violently. Gyasi was dead, the curse fulfilled,
and soon the Navy was going to cone |ooking for the culprit. Druta
knew she had tried to curse the colonel, and he would | ose no tine
in telling his superiors. And they would lose no tine ridding

t hensel ves of her. Her eyes burned, picturing the casual killing
on Arganthonios. Stop it, she told herself fiercely, think calny.
Bruja was due to |l eave orbit alnost imrediately, within hours.

Per haps they woul d be able to get away before the news of Gyasi's
deat h becane w dely known, before Druta could nake the connection.
But that would only be a tenporary respite. The news woul d spread,
and would inevitably conme to Druta. And then it would only be a
matter of tinme until he nade the connection. | wish | could think
he was stupid enough to forget what Gyasi said, she thought, but |
don't dare count on it.

She stood up, one hand tugging fretfully at the blue collar around

her neck. The only solution, was an inpossibility: escape. She
W nced at the pain when the geas struck and ducked away, as she
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had | earned to do. There was the famliar sense of falling, and
she staggered, but the pain faded i medi ately. Then, defiantly,

she turned back to the thought of escape. | will be free, she
t hought, or 1'Ill kill nyself trying--better that than waiting for
t he Hegenon's people to kill nme. Pain washed through her, but she

refused to rel ease the thought. Instead, she clung to the idea of
freedom of taking her own ship between worlds of her own
choosi ng. The pain nounted, bringing her to her knees on the bare
decki ng.

“I won't give up," she nmuttered through clenched teeth. She dug
her short nails into her palns, clawed frantically at her own
arnms, trying to distract herself frompain if she could not ease
it. It did no good. She was caught in coils, unable to free
herself directly without tearing herself apart. Sobbing now, she
flung herself once agai n agai nst the bonds of the geas, w enching
at the collar as though it was the geas itself. Her hands felt as
if they were bathed in flane, her joints were pierced with hot
needl es. She whi npered, thought she cried out in agony, but her
senses were closed to everything but the fact of pain.

Then abruptly the pain dropped away with her body. She felt a part
of herself projected above the withing thing on the decking, saw
t hrough those eyes her body wound with threads of fire, each
tongue of flane slicing her flesh like a knife. It did not seemto
hurt anynore, though she was distantly aware of agony as a thing

t hat was happening to soneone else. Fromthis vantage point, she
could see not only the geas, but as she | ooked nore closely, she
could see the points of stress, like knots in the fiery cord.
Cautiously, she tugged at them then put her whol e i magi ned
strength behind it. They gave with frighteni ng suddenness, as

t hough they were al ready weakened and just waiting for the right
pressure to fall apart. She saw the threads break and fall away,
and then she was kneeling again on the decking, her face wet with
tears.

The collar lay broken in her hands. She raised her head slowy,
hardly daring to breathe, uncertain if she could trust her senses.
|'"'mfree? she thought, and braced herself for a fresh onsl aught.
Not hi ng happened, not even an echo of pain, and she strai ghtened.
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It was true, then, she thought, the geas is broken. And, by CGod, |
can do it again. The nenory of it, the exact pattern of the
threads and the points at which she had broken them was etched in
her nmenory, only the pain fading to a nere whi sper of what it had
been. The only thing that remai ned was sonehow to free the others.
Ri si ng--she was surprised to find that her body was not sore this
time, nerely a little stiff--she unlatched her door and peered out
into the corridor. Neither Balthasar nor Chase Mago was in

evi dence--of course they wouldn't be, she thought. It had been

| ess than an hour since she had settled down to learn the road to
Sol i tudo Her nae.

Down the corridor, Balthasar energed fromthe cargo space,
scow i ng, his hands swathed in nmassive, clunmsy gloves for handling
the coarse baffling felt. He stopped when he saw her. "You want to
go over it now?" he asked irritably.

"No, not now," Silence said. Even to herself, her voice sounded
pecul i ar; Balthasar regarded her nervously. "Get Julie, and neet
me in the commons. W need to tal k."

She did not wait for his answer, but went on into the conmon area,
concentrating on the nenory of how the geas was broken. There, she
t hought, seeing again the pattern of lines, and again there, and
there. That's how- She broke off as the others entered, and had
to smle at their worried expressions.

“"Are you all right, Silence?" Chase Mago asked.
She smled, in spite of the seriousness of the nonent, in spite of
her fear that if she |aughed she would not be able to stop again.

"Never better.

Li sten to ne, now. The curse has worked, Gyasi's dead. And |'m
free, and | can free you, too."

Bal t hasar grimaced at the words, holding his side as if he had

been struck there. A fleeting expression of pain crossed Chase
Mago's face, but he said only,"How do you know he's gone?"
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“I felt the curse lift," Silence said inpatiently. It had not
occurred to her to question that; she had known it with too great
a certainty. "Do you want mny hel p?"

"Of course," Balthasar said, but she could sense their disbelief.
“"Then be quiet." Renotely, she regretted her abruptness, but the
know edge of the geas was driving her. The two nen sat on the
benches by the table, still staring dubiously at her. She stared
at them ordering her thoughts, and then she sunmoned the full
menory of pain. It was enough; she felt herself rise from her
body, and saw, renotely, the body crunple to the decking. She saw,
too, the two nen's startled novenents, half rising fromthe bench.
Then Chase Mago gestured for themto wait, and Silence all owed
herself to relax a little, studying them The marks of the geas
were clear--dark, twining vines across the engineer's body,
follow ng the course of his veins. The geas had | eft scars on
Bal t hasar, still seened to cut deeply into his flesh. But despite
those differences, the pattern of the geas remi ned the sane.

Sil ence extended her right hand to Chase Mago, her left hand to
Bal t hasar, took hold of the key point of the bindings. The geas
was tougher than she had expected, not weakened as hers had been,
but then she found the trick of it. The bonds snapped and,

gaspi ng, she released her control and fell, slanmm ng back into her
own body.

She | ooked up and saw her own fatigue, mxed with a sort of wary
amazenent, mrrored in the others' faces. Slowy, Balthasar put a
hand to his neck and pull ed away the broken collar; Chase Mago's
lay in pieces at his feet.

"My God," the engi neer managed, "you really did it."

Si | ence nodded, then snothered a | augh, al nost unable to believe
it herself. She was conpletely exhausted, trenbling fromhead to
foot, but at the sane tinme she had to stifle the urge to crowin
triunph. | didit, she thought--1 freed nyself and them | beat
the magi at their own gane. That thought, articul ated, shattered
her elation. If | can defeat a magus, break a geas--ne, a woman, a
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nmere pilot--what does that nmake ne? She had no answer, and that
enptiness terrified her.

Stop it, she told herself, there's no tine for that now. You're
not out of trouble yet. We still have to get away from Castax. She
could feel herself shaking, and knew her face nust be drai ned of
color. Chase Mago rose and extended a hand to pull her to her
feet. Silence stunbled up, swaying on | egs gone abruptly
unreliable, and Balthasar hastily pulled a chair up fromthe
decki ng. The engineer lowered Silence into it, then pulled out
anot her for hinself. Meanwhile, Balthasar busied hinself at the
gal l ey console, prying open a tin of the pudding-thick soup that
was t he Hegenony's energency ration. He stuck the opened tin into
one of the heating elenents and runmaged in the various storage
cells until he found a bottle half full of an anber |iquid. He
poured nost of it into the heating soup--Chase Mago, perhaps
recogni zing the brandy, nade an inarticul ate noi se of protest--
then decanted the hot m xture into nugs, which he handed around
wi th sonmet hing of a flourish.

The liquor had diluted the soup to a drinkabl e consistency.
Silence sipped cautiously at it, letting the brandy relax her
whil e the soup provided soothing herbs and a vital restorative.
The conbi nati on bani shed her trenbling, replaced the wild m xture
of fear and triunph with a cal ner determ nation. As she drai ned
the last swallows, she felt alnost ready to plan what to do next.

Bal t hasar dropped his own nug into the cleaning slot, and it fell
wth a startling clatter. "I don't know how you did it, Silence,
but thanks."

Sil ence tensed, w shing they would not ask the inevitable, |ogical
guestion, would not nmake her give the answer she did not want to
face again, but Chase Mago waved for them both to be quiet.

“"We nust be drifting--" he began, then broke off to |listen again,
hi s expression puzzled. "No, it still sounds fine. | wonder if
this curse of yours, Silence, did sonething to our tuning?"

"I don't know," Silence said, intensely grateful for the change of
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subject. "I've been feeling it for days, hanging over the ship, so
maybe it did."

“"Never mnd that," Balthasar grow ed. "Wat now?"

Silence sighed. "I'"'mnot entirely sure," she admtted. "CQbviously,
we've got to go along with this mssion or we'll be destroyed.
There's no way we can sneak out of the bl ockade |line, and no
chance of breaking out, either."

Bal t hasar grunted his agreenent.

"What about the collars?" Chase Mago asked. "Once Druta gets back,
he'll notice that they're gone."

“Surely you can rig sone kind of glue, hold themtogether enough
to | ook good," Balthasar said.

"“Good enough to fool a magus?" the engi neer said dubiously.

Bal t hasar sighed. "Look, if they spot us now, we're dead. It'I|
j ust have to be good enough, right?"

“"Yes," Silence said slowy. "W'll have to take the ship. Wen we
reach purgatory, instead of setting the road for Solitudo Hermae,
"Il set another. It would nean a slightly different departure
route--"

“"Druta's no pilot," Balthasar interjected. "He'd never notice a
m nor deviation from course."

"So we can work within those limts," Silence said. "There nust be
enough pl anets al ong that general |ine where we could claim
sanctuary.”

Chase Mago shook his head. "Even if all of themfell wthin the
limts--which they won't--1 doubt there's a planet in the Fringe
that would risk war with the Hegenon. Especially now. W'I|| have
to kill them"”

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (219 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:17 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

“I'f we can," Silence nmuttered. She did not relish the idea of
arriving in the outskirts of a solar system trying to treat with
the local authorities while a battle raged aboard.

Bal t hasar snapped his fingers. "The dead roads," he said. "Dam,
it's a pity | can't take the ship through purgatory. Silence, 1'd
have to teach you."

"What are dead roads?" Silence asked.

“"They're roads that don't | ead anywhere anynore--the worlds were
destroyed in the war," Balthasar said. "The voidmarks are a little
wei rd, but not too bad." He smled, renmenbering sonething. "Wath-
of -God used thema lot. The only thing I'mworried about is trying
to teach themto you without a book."

Silence hesitated. There was no reason, now, not to share the
book, but it took an effort to overcone her strange reluctance.
“I've a prewar Glded Stairs. That would have them wouldn't 1t?"

Bal t hasar | ooked at her oddly. "Yes."
Silence rose. "I'll get it, then."

When she returned, the others had pulled the table fromits well
and Bal t hasar was spreadi ng scratch paper liberally across its
surface, nuttering to hinself. As Silence canme closer, she saw
that it was not scratch paper, but printouts fromthe Navy

astrol ogers, standard projections of |ocal planetary positions.

| deal |y, of course, they would provide the departure course as
wel | --and probably had provided one, for Solitudo Hermae, Silence
real i zed--but Bal thasar was bent over the thickly printed tables,
occasionally circling a cluster of figures. Silence opened the
Glded Stairs to the tables she had read on Wath-of - God, copying
down synbols she did not recognize, and then turned to the

suppl enent, conparing each world's positional fornulae with the
nunbers Bal t hasar was scri bbling.

"These are the outside limts," the Delian said, after a while.
“Oh, you've already found them Let ne see what you' ve got."
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Silence slid the scrap of paper across the table and Bal t hasar
studied it briefly, before circling one synbol.

"That's the one we used," he said, tossing the pad back to the
pilot. "lI've flown it several tines, so | can tell you how the
mar ks have changed. | wasn't sure how it would fit in wth the
official course.™

Si | ence nodded--the |ines of departure were al nbst congruent--then
flipped back through the book to the description of the unfamli ar
route. But at |east the markings for the Path of Light Darkening
wer e cl ear enough. Bal thasar | eaned over her shoul der, staring at
the picture. "That's it," he said again. "It's funny, though,
when you try to pilot through it, you can tell the end planet's
gone. You have to keep your concentration to hold the marks at

all, and everything's just a little off--colors, positioning,
everyt hing."

Si | ence nodded again absently, studying the inmage. The delicate

m ni ature showed an oddly disturbing scene, a beach at evening
beneath a sky streaked wth clouds, a single star show ng through
the wack. A bird, a point of |light against the dull sky, swing
over the low and sullen waves, but there was a heavi ness about it
that nmade her think it was falling rather than rising to the sky.
The colors were very dark, as though each shade had been prepared
and then mxed with jet black ink; the sea itself was so dark that
she could not discern the original color, though she did not think
it was blue. The commentary was not nuch hel p, either: The subject
may fly, but wth drooping wings. Wth firm correctness, one
ascends, but all go into the earth.

Sil ence sighed heavily. This was bad enough, but Balthasar said
the marks had changed. She tried to picture the scene as Balthasar
had described it, colors changed or faded, the various conponents
slightly askew, but she could not yet inmagine it.

“It's al nost garish," Balthasar said quietly, as though he'd read

her thoughts. "Like a bad painting--or as though the whol e thing
was floodlit frombehind with a yellow sh light."
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Sil ence shook her head. "I can't see it," she said flatly. "Can |
get through just know ng these narks?"

"I did, the first tine."

“"Then that'll have to do."
Chase Mago cleared his throat. "Druta'll be back soon," he warned.
“I think 1"ve got sonme glue that'll hold these together." He held

up the fragnents of the collars. "But we'd better get to work."

"Damm. " Bal t hasar swept his papers together--Silence hastily

snatched the Glded Stairs back out of his way--and fed all but a
single sheet into the disposal chute. "You go ahead," he went on.
"I want to set this course now, before anyone can ask questions."

“"Hurry, then," Chase Mago said.

The engi neer's glue, a conpound of elenental earth, was just
strong enough to hold the shattered pieces of the collars

t oget her, though the repairs would not pass a cl ose exam nati on.
Wth luck, Silence thought, there won't be any inspection. She
made a quick sign to ward off msfortune, and retired to her cabin
to nenorize the Path of Light Darkening.

Druta did not return for several hours, despite Chase Mago's
warning. Silence |lost herself in the contenplation of the Gl ded
Stairs, translating the cryptic sentences and el aborate draw ng
into a pilot's reality. The buzzing of the intercom broke that
concentration, and she | ooked up startled, before renenbering both
where she was and what she was doi ng.

“"Leigh!" Druta's voice was sharp, too sharp. She guessed the nagus
had cone aboard with him "Get out here.”

The pilot did not bother answering. It was quicker to go to him
Settling her face into its nost inpassive mask--for the first tine
in her life, she wished for a veil--she headed for the commobn
area. The others were there ahead of her, and she could sense in
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themthe sane deep-buried excitenent. And if | can see it, she

t hought, won't this magus? She forced herself to | ook at hi m but
he showed no signs of recognizing the tension. The magus was an

ol der man, as she had expected, but not tall, and so gaunt that he
al nost seenmed unhealthy. H's hair and neatly trimred beard had
gone white already, and al nost shone in contrast to the dull black
of his academ c robes. Bands of scarlet gl eaned at neck and cuffs,
but she did not know how to read the magi's synbols of rank. The
ma- gus returned her scrutiny calmy, seemng not to bother with a
nore searchi ng exam nati on.

“"You are fortunate, Captain Druta," he said, after a nmonent. "A
femal e pilot nust provide you with many opportunities for | earning
that craft. You nust introduce ne."

The al nost courtly courtesy of his tone seened to quell the
m dshi pman. "As you wi sh, Doctor. Doctor |sanbard, may | present
Silence Leigh, first pilot?"

| sanbard inclined his head graciously. "I amdelighted, sieura. |
hope I will have an opportunity to talk to you while we are in
transit. | amsure | could learn nuch fromyou."

“Thank you, Doctor," Silence stamered, conpletely taken aback by
the old man's politeness. Then Druta cleared his throat and
brought her back to reality.

"Excuse ne, Doctor, but that talk will have to be del ayed. Leigh,
have you | earned the voi dmarks yet ?"

Si |l ence shook herself, frightened that she could have | ost sight
of the deadly chance they were taking. |sanbard m ght be courteous
enough, but that could not stand in the way-- She suppressed that
t hought, afraid the magus would in sone way recognize it, and
said, "Yes, captain.”

"Then get up to your post. We |leave immediately." Druta turned and

made a half-bow in the magus's direction. "Doctor, if you'll
follownme, I'lIl show you to your cabin.”
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"You're too kind," Isanbard nurnured, and allowed hinself to be
ushered down the corridor. Chase Mago foll owed them heading for
the engi ne room

Left to thensel ves, Silence and Balthasar went on into the | ower
control room Balthasar pulling the hatch cl osed behind them He
made a wy face, and threw the | ock.

“"Are you really ready?" he asked quietly.

Silence took a deep breath, quoting to herself the first |ines of
the rel axation exercises, and felt the tightness ease a little
fromher nuscles. "I know the voi dmarks," she said, her voice
grim "Wat happens when we get there?"

Bal t hasar touched her shoul der reassuringly. "I'll take care of
Druta. You just get us there--and be ready to cone down and hel p
stabilize--" He broke off as a |ight flashed above the hatch, and
reached to unlock it. "Captain? I'msorry, | nust've hit that by
m st ake. "

Druta glared at him but seened unable to think of a suitable
retort. "Are you ready to take us out of orbit, Balthasar? And |
don't think this is your station, Leigh."

“"No, sir," Silence said neekly, and pulled herself up the | adder
to the pilot's bridge.

It was a cranped, inconvenient space, especially in conparison to
Sun- Treader, but at least it was equi pped with a couch as well as
a wheel platform Silence settled herself gratefully into it,

pul ling the webbing across |ap and chest, then readied herself to
wait as the nusic of the harnmoniumbuilt far below her. This is
not a good situation, she thought suddenly, not good at all. Here
| am about to take a ship |I've flown once on a path |'ve never
heard of to a place that doesn't exist anynore. And when | get us
there, we've got to kill Druta and this nmagus, and then find sone
world where we'll be relatively welcone. And | haven't begun to

t hi nk about what happens after that. It's all wldly inprobable--
we'll be lucky if we get out of the system w thout soneone
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st oppi ng us.

She shook her head, though there was no one to see. You're being
ridiculous, she told herself firmy.

No one can know what we're planning--if Isanbard didn't spot it
when he cane aboard, no one else will know. And for the rest,
well, this is a better chance than waiting for soneone to connect
Gyasi's death with nmy curse. If we fail, we'll go down fighting.
It was not nmuch confort, after all, and she was gl ad when the
musi ¢ surged suddenly through the keel, carrying them away from
Cast ax.

Bruja handled well, and far nore quickly than the ships to which
she had been accustoned. Long before they reached purgatory, she
felt conpelled to take her station at the wheel, uncertain just
how long it would take the fast little mailship to nmake the
transition into purgatory. It seened that one nonent the grey
bul kheads took on a tinge of opal escence, and then they vani shed
utterly.

"You have control," Balthasar said, but Silence had no tine to
respond. The | ock went off, released from bel ow, and she fought to
steady the ship against the chaos around her.

The ol d voidnarks of the Glded Stairs were there, sea and cl ouds
and shadowed sands, but the imges were skewed, sand and cl ouds
touching while the bloody sea ran uphill into the sky. She gasped
and tried to order the signs, inposing her own vision on the

| mges. Slowly, the scene righted itself, the voi dmarks
reluctantly taking on a nore nornal shape and position, but the
colors remai ned strange. The bl ackened colors of the original were
now overlaid by a haze of orange light, like the |light of a sunset
that was not there. Bruja felt heavy in her hands, heavy as a
freighter.

That at | east was a good sign: she had not let the ship fall too
far out of its proper road. She edged the wheel over, uncertain
how qui ckly the mai nship would respond. The ship's wei ght

i ncreased rapidly as she maneuvered to align the distant stair and
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t he bird-shape that hung notionl ess beyond, easing Bruja onto the
correct path. The harnoni um pul sed strongly as the ship settl ed
into its road, and the sensation of weight becane al nost
unbearable. It felt as though the ship itself were falling inward
on its keel, as though Silence's flesh were running down her bones
to pool at her feet; it took all her strength to remain upright,

t hough she knew the sensation was unreal. Druta wll know, she

t hought suddenly, he'll know this isn't the Ascendi ng Pat h--even
he can't be that nmuch a fool. Can Denis handle hin? Wth an
effort, she put the thought fromher m nd. Balthasar would have to
handle it: she had the ship to pilot.

The bird-shape was | oom ng before her, its once-white feathers now
stai ned and droopi ng. Several snall pieces of the inage were

m ssing, a wingtip, an eye, a clunp of feather fromthe spreading
tail, and she could not seemto nake them reappear. Then, with the
suddenness of purgatory, Bruja was on the inmage. She barely had
tinme to brace herself, and they were through.

Instantly, the sensation of weight was gone, replaced wth
nauseati ng suddenness by a paradoxical |ightness. Silence fought
to keep her hands notionless of the wheel, despite the tenptation
to push the ship's nose down in conpensation for the new

wei ght | essness. Her feet seened about to |ose their grip on the
platform but she kept the ship pointed steadily at the star that
now seened very renote. There was a rush of speed and the colors
grew nuddy as Bruja fell frompurgatory, and then the hull above
her cl ouded and grew solid. Automatically, she |ocked her wheel,
turning control back to the | ower bridge.

"Silence, get down here."

That was Bal t hasar, soundi ng strai ned and breathl ess. Hastily,
Silence freed herself fromthe platform shaking away the fog that
al ways seened to surround her after the effort of piloting. She

dr opped down the | adder to the | ower bridge, and only as her feet
touched the decking did she realize she was unarned. It didn't
seemto matter.

"Steady her," Balthasar snapped. He was out of his couch,
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precariously straddling the Ficinan display, tugging at the straps
that held Druta's body in its place. The m dshi pnran was dead, that
much was unm stakable. Silence swall owed hard and | ooked away from
the snoking hole in his chest. Her eyes fell on a three-shot
heylin, tossed in a corner: Balthasar nust have broken into the
arnms | ocker.

"Steady her!" Balthasar said again. "There's sun-flux here, you've
got to catch her."

That was enough to snap Silence out of her daze. She pushed her
way between the bank of secondary consol es and Bal thasar's couch,
not caring if she tripped half the environnmental switches in the
process. Systens could be turned back on once the ship was
stabilized against the discordant nusic of the broken system

Al ready she could hear the first signs of the strain, a new note
that rose and fell through the roar of the harnonium unsettling
its steady song. She set hands on keys and yaw | ever, checking the
Fi ci nan nodel and nusonar displays, but the controls refused to
respond. She shoved at the | ever again, harder, stabbed the pitch
keys a second tinme, putting the full weight of her hand behi nd
them and they noved sl uggishly.

"What the hell ?"

"The bastard tripped the override," Balthasar panted. "And | can't
get at it. Do what you can.”

Si | ence nodded, al ready absorbed in the problem The Ficinan

di splay was usually nore use than the nusonar, but Balthasar was
bl ocki ng her view of it. She concentrated on the screen above her
controls, urging the ship away fromthe remants of the planet,
toward a zone of conparative calm The nusonar showed the pul sing
sun, surrounded by ragged waves of nusic; those waves cl ashed

agai nst the void that was the echo of the energies that had
destroyed a planet. The neeting point of those two antithetical
har noni es fl ashed red and orange on the screen, faded to darker
eddi es and whirl pools that were still dangerously dissonant. Bruja
was al ready perilously close to the outernost ring of disturbance,
and Silence struck viciously at the pitch keys, trying to change
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t he harnoni um s note enough to push themfree. Either the keys
responded better than the | ever or Chase Mago sensed their danger
hinself: the pitch eased a little, shutting out the new note.
Silence | eaned on the lever, forcing the ship onto a new |line.

I nterference sang, but she held the course.

There was a thud behind her, and Bal thasar was no | onger standing
on the couch. She sat, checking their position against the Ficinan
nodel , and was shocked to see how far inward they'd fallen.

"M nd your hands," Balthasar said. "I'mkilling the override."
Silence rel axed her hold on the controls, and a second | ater saw
an orange |light die above her console. She touched the keys agai n,
and this tine felt the ship respond easily. Slowy, letting Bruja
make her own way agai nst the di ssonance around, Silence eased the
ship onto a safe course. Wien the last of the interference lights
faded fromyellow to green, nunbers dropping bel ow one, she used
the pilot's override to set the harnoniumon a note that would
hold Bruja stable for several hours, then | ooked around for
Bal t hasar. The Delian was gone--as of course he would be, Silence
t hought. There was still Isanbard to deal wth.

She pushed herself out of the couch and pulled open the hatch,

t hen paused | ong enough to scoop up the discarded heylin. The
touchpl ate was barely warm under her thunb, indicating that the
charge had only partly regenerated, but she could not bring
herself to search Druta's body, discarded agai nst the bul khead,
for a better weapon. Besides, she told herself, Balthasar would
al ready have taken it. Wth a deep breath, she eased open the
hat ch.

In the conmmon area, Balthasar had flattened hinself against the
bul khead beside the entrance to the corridor, a sonic rifle
propped agai nst his shoulder. The netal |lid of the arns | ocker |ay
on the deck, conpletely ripped fromits hinges. At the far end of
the corridor, Chase Mago peered cautiously around the edge of the
engi ne room hat chway, the warning orange |ights giving a strange
glow to his beard, and throwing his features into ghoulish shadow.
He saw her first, and brought up his heylin on reflex. Then he
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recogni zed her, and waved to Balthasar. The Delian turned,
beckoned to her, pointing first to the plundered | ocker and then
to the opposite side of the corridor. Silence obeyed, crossing to
the arnms | ocker and grabbing the first weapon she saw-it was a
heylin, the touchplate hot in her hand--then took up the station
opposite Balthasar. "lIsanbard's still in his cabin,"” Balthasar

whi spered. "Hit the intercom wll you? And for God's sake, turn
down the power on that thing."

Silence glanced in surprise at the indicator light, and saw t hat
it was glowing bright red, indicating the heylin's bolts would be
strong enough to shatter everything but Tincture-cast netal. She
swal | owned and adjusted it to a nore normal, man-killing setting,
wat ching the light fade to yellow, then hit the intercom button.

"l sanbard!" Balthasar raised his voice to carry to the pickup.
"We've taken the ship. Gve parole, and you'll not be harned.”
“"That does not seem probable."” Isanbard's voice was perfectly calm
and reasonabl e, as though he were debating sone theoretical
probl em before a class of adm ring apprentices.

"G ve us your word not to resist," Balthasar called again, "and

you won't be hurt."

There was a | ong nonent of quiet, and then |sanbard sighed gently.
“"No, | do not think I may hanper nyself so, particularly when I
can see no reason for you to keep your word."

Bal t hasar nade a face. "Have it your way. Cone out now, or we'll
cone after you."

The intercom suddenly spat painful static. |sanbard' s voice cane
only faintly through that noise: "I do not think you can."

Nevert hel ess, the cabin door opened slowy. Silence tensed, and
saw Bal t hasar take careful aimwth the sonic rifle. Chase Mago,
only slightly out of the Iine of fire, eased back behind the

bul khead. Silence could guess their plan: Balthasar would fire
first, the sonic blast intended to stun and di sorient even the

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (229 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:18 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

strongest nmagus, and then the engi neer would finish the job.

For fifty heartbeats, nothing happened. Then the air just beyond

t he doorway began to ripple and bulge, like ill-fornmed glass. The
di sturbance spread until it reached fromthe door to the far

bul khead, and then |sanbard hinself stepped carefully into the
corridor. Balthasar fired. Silence wnced at the pressure of the
backl ash, a sound too | ow and bone-rattling for hearing. The sound
di ed, too unnatural to be prol onged, and Chase Mago appeared in
the entrance to the engine room heylin in hand. He, too, fired,
but the ball of fixed fire disintegrated harmessly a neter from

t he magus.

"Get back, Julie!"™ Balthasar shouted, and raised his rifle again.
This tinme he kept his finger on the firing stud, sending wave
after wave of sound rolling down the corridor, and Silence
flinched back, hardly daring to | ook. The magus stood noti onl ess,
wat chi ng, a qui zzical expression on his face. Balthasar did not
dare keep firing, for fear the sound would disrupt the ship's
turning. Swearing, he threwthe rifle aside, reached for the
heylin he stuck in his belt.

Into the sudden, thick stillness, the nmagus said, "I warned you."
H s | eft hand rose in the beginning of a gesture and the ship

qui vered as a tiny patch of chaos opened before him

Chapter 9

"Wait!" Silence cried.

“"Why should I ?" | sanbard asked. Neverthel ess, though he |ifted one
hand, it hung suspended, the gesture inconplete.

Silence tossed her heylin aside, stepped into the head of the
corridor. She held out her enpty hands, forcing herself to stay
cal m even though her skin crawed with anticipation of the magus's
attack. "We've acted only to defend ourselves," she said rapidly.
"You weren't attacked until you refused to prom se our safety.”

The magus considered that, then nodded. "True enough. But that is
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no reason to trust you now. "

"You woul dn't want to have to pilot this ship yourself--if you
could,” Silence said at random She did not know how to reach him
what strings to pluck to make himagree to at |east neutrality.
Only... he could not be |loyal to the Hegenon--no nmagus was | oyal
to anything but his art, just as the nmagi on Argant honi os had
been. But she had nothing to offer himin return for neutrality,
beyond her nere existence as a wonan and a pilot, and she could
not imagi ne that that would be enough.

"I mght not have to," Isanbard said. "You could be conpelled." He
waved his hand, dism ssing the patch of chaos, then nade anot her,
too-famliar gesture, this one of binding.

“"No!" Silence flung up her armto ward off that power, and to her
surprise, only the ghost of it brushed against her. "I wll not be
bound agai n--none of us will. W'Ill die first."

| sanbard was regardi ng her specul atively. "You have been
underesti mated, sieura, | suspect," he nurnured.

“"Are you the Hegenon's man, his |oyal servant?" Silence plunged
on, not daring to hesitate |ong enough to work out sone coherent
strategy. "If you are, then there's no hope of agreenent. W can
fight, and see who dies."

| sanbard smled faintly at the enpty threat, but said, "The
Hegenon has been a good patron.”

“"Then if you're a free schol ar, perhaps sone bargain can be nade, "
Si | ence said.

“"What can you offer ne that's of conparabl e val ue?" |sanbard
asked. "You are indeed an interesting anomaly, sieura, and
potentially an object worthy of sone study, but | cannot see that
such study is worth losing all credit and privileges wth the
Hegenon. "

Silence smled, suddenly calm know ng that she held the answer to
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the one question that would fascinate I sanbard and save them all.
"I know the road to Earth, Isanbard. | wll take you there."

She was aware that Bal thasar was staring open-nouthed at her, and
then she heard himnutter, "That old book. O course,” but she
could not spare the tinme to nod to him She kept her attention on
| sanbard, saw the magus nod slowy. H's face changed fractionally,
was touched by the sane desire that had nmarked the nagi on

Ar gant honi os.

“You woul d not make such a claimif you could not substantiate
it," he said, half to hinself, "nor are you strong enough to hide
alie fromnme, nowthat | amaware of the possibility of

deception. Very well, we'll nmake a bargain, sieura. You wll find
Earth for ne, and I will not betray you to the Hegenon or his
men. "

"I's that agreed, Denis, Julie?" Silence asked.

"Yes," Chase Mago said fromthe engi ne room
“"Are you crazy?" Balthasar demanded. "Take himto Earth? Wy
didn't you tell ne you knew the road?"

“I didn't know | knew until we were already on Wath-of-Cod,"
Silence said inpatiently. "Denis, there's no other choice."

Bal t hasar nuttered sonething, but then nodded. "All right."

"Good." Silence faced the nagus again. "You hear, |sanbard? We'l|
find Earth, and you won't betray us."

"Very well," Isanbard said. He gestured dism ssal, and the
protective wall of air that had surrounded hi mdissol ved. " Now,
show ne this road, sieura, if you please." As he spoke, he cane
forward al ong the corridor, wal king past Balthasar's still-1evel ed
heylin as though it did not exist. Balthasar shook his head, and
Si |l ence suppressed a nervous giggle. In the conmmon area, |sanbard
seated hinself at the table and | ooked expectantly toward the
pilot. Silence hesitated, and the magus sm | ed.
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"You need not worry, sieura," he said. "Your first guess was
right: | can't pilot this ship nyself."

Silence felt her cheeks redden and turned away, enbarrassed. The

Glded Stairs was still in her cabin. She paused there, checking
the tables, and then turned to the single short road |listed for
Earth. Her heart fell. She did not recognize the notation at all--

it certainly wasn't the Cor Tauri synbol ogy used in the rest of
the Glded Stairs--and the commentary was even nore cryptic than
usual. How am | going to read this and |earn the road, nuch | ess
explain it to Isanbard? she wondered, frantically searching her
shel ves for a starbook with a hieroglyphical index. | don't dare
go out there w thout having sone idea of what it nmeans. And |
can't fake it, either; he'll be watching for that. She flipped
hastily through the appendi ces of the New Aquarius and the Topoi,
then settled on the Topoi as the nore thorough. She slipped a

mar ker ribbon in the Glded Stairs and closed it gently. |sanbard
woul d just have to put up with her uncertainty, she decided. He
has no choi ce. Sonehow, that thought was not very reassuring; her
hands were shaking as she returned to the common area.

| sanbard | ooked up at her approach, and beckoned for her to cone
and sit beside him Frowning, Silence obeyed, wondering where the
ot hers had gone. Before she could ask, however, the hatch to the

| ower bridge was shoul dered open. Chase Mago stepped awkwardly out
and Bal t hasar followed nore gracefully, Druta's body slung between
them Silence | ooked away, and saw t he nagus nod.

“"A young man of |imted understanding," he pronounced. "And yet in
sone sense his death is wasteful. Let ne see the starbook."

Trying to ignore the nuttered curses as the two nen maneuver ed
Druta's body toward the stern disposal |ock, Silence settled
herself at the head of the table and open the Glded Stairs to the
mar ked drawi ng. | sanbard studied it avidly, then, with an effort,
tore his gaze away.

“"Are you famliar with the |I-ku-u notation?" he asked.
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Silence hesitated, but did not dare lie. "No. But the Topoi has a
fairly good hieroglyphica."”

"I have a better." Isanbard rose slowy, one hand lightly touching
the page of the Glded Stairs as though he would have liked to
take it with him Silence glared, and reluctantly |Isanbard lifted
his hand. "Wait."

And where would | go? Silence thought, but said nothing. Instead,
she turned the book to get a better ook at the design. It was a
pl ain, uncolored |ine draw ng, showing a man in an ol d-fashi oned
| ong coat standing before a battered wall, brick covered wth
peeling plaster. In his hand he held a gigantic pair of calipers,
with which he was inscribing the final circle of a very famliar
synbolic figure. Wthin the |largest, outer circle was a triangl e,
its three points touching the circle that enclosed it; within the
triangle was a square, and wthin the square was a second circle,
whi ch encl osed two naked figures, one nale, one female. It was a
fairly common representation of the process for naking the

Phi | osopher's Stone, the figures standing for the stone's
"parents", the square for the four elenents, and so on, but she
coul d not understand how that should translate into voi d- marks.

The commentary was no help, either. It was a deliberate

m squot ati on from Atal anta Flying, one of the basic al chem cal
tests: "Make a circle out of a man and a wonan, out of this a
square, out of this a triangle. Make a circle, and you wll have
Earth." Silence glared at the neat printing. What should that nean
to a pilot? Gunbling, she turned to the Topoi's hieroglyphica,
and began to | ook up the conponents of the picture. She found the
battered, peeling wall--"this indicates a heavily travelled road,"
the entry said, "and that care should be taken not to be dragged
along in another's wake"--and the man with the calipers--"a road
often taken by a specialist; also, a warning to be precise"--but
the central figure was unli sted.

"Here, try this." |Isanbard seated hinself again at the table and
set a crudely bound volune in front of Silence. The pilot |ifted
t he unmarked cover cautiously, not wanting to rip the already
strained stitching. The inner pages were coarse and had the
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greyi sh sheen of photoflash paper. The title page had an el aborate
border of tw ning snakes and spidery, distorted figures that

Si |l ence al nost recogni zed, but could not renenber fully. The bl ock
| etters of the title were in an archaic style, but were easy
enough to read: The System of |-ku-u, or Leading Star of Stars.
The date was N. A. 609--the original book had been nearly two
hundred years ol der than her own Glded Stairs, and she touched
the copy's pages wth involuntary respect.

"The |I-ku-u was originally designed for practitioners of the Art,"
| sanbard observed, "but the pilots borrowed it. It was used until
the Cor Tauri guild devel oped their own system™"

"I see." Silence shook away the sudden sense of being back in her
apprenti ceshi p, began to puzzle out the I-ku-u's index. |sanbard
wat ched her work, naddeningly quiet. He could tell ne howthis is
set up, Silence thought, but this is atest. and I'll be damed if
"Il admt | know it. She scanned the first page, renenbering her
trai ning, and soon began to pick out the pattern, image clusters
arranged according to sone key sentence. After a couple of false
starts, she found the proper cluster. |sanbard nodded his
approval , but she ignored hi mand began | ooking up each section of
t he draw ng.

"How s it goi ng?" Balthasar asked suddenly.

Silence | ooked up, startled. "I'mgetting it," she said griny.
She closed the |-ku-u, shut her eyes, and tried to picture the
synbol s, and their neanings, knitted together in the seanl ess

| mge of the starbook's drawing. It was al nost there, the separate
meani ngs cl ear, and she handed the copi ed book back.to Isanbard.
“I't"ll take nme another three, four hours to learn the road," she
went on. "Denis, can you work out a departure course in that
tinme?"
"Yes." Balthasar gl anced over her shoulder at the Glded Stairs.
“"Do you have the nunber for nme?"

Silence flipped back to the first section of the starbook, and
Bal t hasar copied out the appropriate forrmula. "Thanks," he said,
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and di sappeared into the |lower control room

“I'f you'll excuse ne, |Isanbard,"” Silence said, and picked up her
own book. The magus kept a hand on the I|-ku-u, but he gazed
covetously after the Glded Stairs. Silence repressed the urge to
clutch it nore tightly, and went on into her own cabin, where she
could work in peace.

But when the door closed behind her, she found it hard to recover
her earlier concentration. The nenory of Druta's body sprawl ed in
the pilot's couch, then carried lolling through the comon area,
kept breaki ng through her guard. She cl osed her eyes again,
pressed her fingers against her eyelids until she saw fl ashes of
colored lights, then sighed and, barely whispering, recited the
first three cantrips of the sinplest neditation exerci se she knew.
The picture receded, and she opened the Glded Stairs for what she
hoped was the last tinme. She stared at the drawing, fitting the
meani ngs she had so recently learned to the picture before her,
until at |ast understandi ng cane.

The Earth-road was like an intricate naze, she thought, although
the object was not to reach the center but to find an exit point
along the rimof the outer circle. The center itself was peril ous,
the royal couple standing not for the alchem cal "parents" of the
Tincture, but for the necessary tw nned configuration of unstable
stars that shaped this road. She would have to bring the ship as
cl ose as possible to themw thout falling into the reflection of
their alnost-elenental fire, and then work outward again, past the
signs for the four elenents. They would be taken in order, earth
and air, fire and water, and then brought in to alignnent. And
when they were aligned, the road would end in a glorious display,
the four elenents becom ng three principles, and the three

princi ples becom ng the nundane uni verse. Bruja would be carried
from purgatory on that wave of understanding, and they would reach
Eart h.

Sil ence sighed and cl osed her eyes on unexpected tears. Pulling
back fromthat vision, she had caught a brief glinpse of what
Earth had been to humanity in the years before the War. Then nen
that had been able to see their world as a center of the human
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cosnos despite its insignificant position on the edge of a gal axy
itself far fromthe center of the universe. The road to Earth was
beautiful; nerely reading it brought a sense of fulfillnment. She
coul d understand why the Glded Stairs suggested--in the |-ku-u
the figure of the man with calipers had a far stronger neaning
than in the Cor Tauri system-that a specialist pilot take this
road. It mght be all too easy never to pilot again, once the
Eart h-road had been taken.

She shook herself, angry at the wasted fantasy. The Path of Light
Dar keni ng had been distorted, ruined by the destruction of
Decelea. It was nore than possible that Earth had suffered the
same fate, that she would never see the Earth-road in its
perfection. The thought was painful, and she put it aside as well,
forced herself to concentrate on the physical neaning of the

si gns.

There was a tapping at the door, and she | ooked up, frowning at
the tine display above her tiny workbench. Three hours had passed
since she last | ooked at it; I|Isanbard was probably comng to
demand that she get on with her part of the bargain.

“Cone in."
The door slid back, but it was Chase Mago who | ooked in. "I've
made- -1 unch? di nner? a neal, anyway. Shall | bring you a tray?"

“"No," Silence answered, surprised to feel just how hungry she was.
“1'"1'l come out. |I'mdone here, anyway."

Chase Mago nodded. "Denis's got his plot worked out, too."

" Good. "

The engi neer had done little nore than open packages and punch a
few buttons on the galley console, but the results snelled and
tasted delicious. |Isanbard was nowhere to be seen; the other three

ate w thout speaking until they had enptied their plates. Then
Si | ence pushed aside her enpty tray and said, "Were's |Isanbard?"
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“I'n his cabin." Chase Mago paused, reaching for the |last piece of
canned bread, and when no one said anything, took it. "I took him
a tray already."

"Oh." Silence sighed. "How does the departure | ook?"

Bal t hasar gave her a tight smle. "Not great. | had forgotten how

awkward this systemis--sun's strange, a planet's m ssing, and the
echo of the siege engines is still sounding...." He broke off and

shrugged. "I1'll manage."

"Right." Silence | ooked at both nen, smled in spite of herself.
"I suppose there's no point in putting it off any |onger?"

Chase Mago smled back. "I'mready whenever you are. And the
har noni um s ready, which is nore to the point."

"Let's get it over with," Balthasar agreed.

"l suppose soneone should tell Isanbard," Chase Mago said
dubi ousl y.

“Not ne," Balthasar said at once. "I've got to set the final
course. "

“1'"l'l doit." Silence rose, tossed her plate into the disposal

sl ot, and headed down the corridor. She took a deep breath at the
magus' s door, then knocked hard. The door swung open al nost

| mredi ately, and |sanbard | ooked out.

Yes, sieura?"

"We're ready to | eave the system" Silence said. She could not
bring herself to invite himto watch fromthe | ower bridge, and
conprom sed on, "I thought you'd want to know. "

"Yes, thank you," Isanbard said. "I wll remain here, | think. |
should be able to follow affairs from here."

"WIIl you want sleep drugs?" Silence asked, and kicked herself for
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havi ng forgotten them before. Mst passengers on starships
preferred to sleep through the passage through purgatory rather
than try to cope with the distortions it produced; she did not
even know if Bruja carried the proper drugs.

"No, thank you," Isanbard said, with a slight smle. '
to remai n awake."

"I''d prefer

"Of course," Silence said, and felt herself flush. It had been a
stupid thought, and one |ikely to arouse the magus's suspi ci ons
all over again. "I'll be getting up the bridge, then," she added,
and beat a hasty retreat. Isanbard's tolerant smle seened to
follow her up the corridor.

Bal t hasar was al ready waiting for her on the |ower bridge,
strapped into his couch before the main controls. Silence
hesi t at ed besi de the second couch--the cushions were stained with
Druta's bl ood--but then the harnonium s note strengthened, and she
forced herself to sit. The Ficinan nodel showed the ragged flare
of nmusic around the central sun, and the flashing interference
where that collided with the di ssonant remants of Decel ea;
Bruja's course wove between and around those pool s of

i nterference, hugging the shadow of a second, apparently undamaged
world in the seem ng hope that its nore friendly nusic would danp
out the nore dangerous harnonies fromthe other bodies in the
system

"Ready?" Bal t hasar asked.
"Whenever," Sil ence answered.
“Jul i e?" Bal thasar adjusted the headpiece irritably, bringing the

m crophone into a nore convenient position. "All clear. W can
pul | out on your word."

"Everything's ready here," Chase Mago answered, his voice
reassuringly strong in Silence's ears.

"Then do it," Balthasar said.
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"First sequence," Chase Mago said. Al nost before he finished
speaki ng, the harnonium sang strongly, new notes pul sing through
the stable pattern that had held Bruja bal anced agai nst the
conflicting stresses of Decelea's system In the single
viewscreen, the faint light of the starfield flickered faintly as
the ship began to nove. Silence followed their course on the

Fi ci nan nodel, frowning to herself as Bruja noved fromthe
relative safety of its current position to the snaking |ine of
harnony that skirted the worst of the coil of interference. The
nmusi c of their own keel seened suddenly forced, |aboring against
sonet hing nore powerful than itself. Chase Mago swore, half to

hi msel f, and the harnonium surged, its song overriding the

di ssonance. But there was a ragged edge to its chords and Sil ence
gl anced uneasily at the repeating scale set into her control
panel. The needle flickered near the red. Chase Mago was usi ng
very close to nmaxi hrum power .

"How | ong can you hold this?" she asked into her m crophone, and
Bal t hasar nodded his approval of the question, unable to take his
attention fromhis own screens.

“"As long as you need," Chase Mago answered. "And there's sone in
reserve, | think."

"Right." Silence | eaned back agai nst her cushions, only a little
reassured by the engineer's words. O course there was always sone
safety factor built into these ships. The strain gauges al ways
showed red | ong before they began to break up, but she hated
comng even this close to the ship's [imts.

“"This should ease it," Balthasar nmuttered. "We're noving onto a
better line. Watch the distortion for ne, Silence."

"Al'l right." Silence fixed her eyes on the glow ng scale, watched
the double needles flickering close to the red lines that nmarked
correct pitch.

"Second sequence, Julie,"” Balthasar ordered, and the harnoni um
shifted pitch to drive the ship onto its new course. For a nonent,
the nusic held steady, blaring triunphant over the surrounding
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di ssonance, and then a note rose fromthe song, breaking the
har nony.

"Of by five," Silence exclained. "Seven... ten. Julie, bring her
back. "

The harnoni um surged; there was not nmuch power to spare. Balthasar
tugged at his controls, nuttering to hinself, fingering the pitch
controls delicately to urge the ship onto a nore harnoni ous
course. The ship strained, and then, with a suddenness that nade

t he harnmonium |l urch and waver, despite Chase Mago's i nstant
attention, Bruja reached her proper course. The harnonium sank to
nore reasonabl e | evel s.

“What happened?" Sil ence asked.

Bal t hasar shook his head. "I'mnot sure. This is sticky space, a
difficult progression, but this ship ought to be able to handle
it." He shrugged, dism ssing the subject. "Anyway, we're out of it
now. "

"Mm " Silence could not feel so sure of that, thinking of the
road ahead, but there was no point in saying it. She glanced at
the indicators, saw that they were still well below the twelfth of
heaven, but unfastened the couch's straps anyway. "I|'m goi ng on
up, Denis. | want to think things out again."

"Go ahead." Balthasar barely | ooked up fromhis controls as she
| eft.

Silence pulled herself up the | adder, her feet sticking to the
rungs, and stepped out onto the pilot's bridge. She was too tense,
waiting to fly the unfamliar road, to seat herself in the couch;
| nstead, she wiggled her feet into the clingfoamof the platform
and set her hands on the dead, un-noving wheel. C osing her eyes,
she pictured the voi dmarks once agai n.

A subtle shifting of the harnoniunms nmusic warned her that they

were close to the twelfth of heaven. She opened her eyes, noting
the fading hull above and around her, and began to switch on the
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wheel systens. Lights sprang up, flicked fromred or orange to
green, and she felt a faint vibration in the palns of her hands.

“"We're coming up on it, Silence," Balthasar announced.

"' mready," the pilot answered. Carefully, she rested one hand on
t he | ock.

"Ready to switch to the higher register," Chase Mago sai d.
"Go ahead," Silence said, and Bal t hasar echoed her.

"Swtching." On the engineer's word, the harnmoniumsplit, the
nmusi ¢ broadening into related chords, massive and gl orious. The

| ast hint of solidity faded fromthe hull, and Silence flipped off
t he | ock.

Ahead of her, and to either side, rose walls of apparently solid
greenery--the reflection, she realized instantly, of her own
perception of this path as a sort of maze. She adjusted the course
fractionally, keeping the ship steady between the two walls to

ei ther side, and studi ed the scene before her. The corridor along
which Bruja travell ed appeared to end abruptly in a solid hedge,
but she knew t here woul d be passages to either side. She would
turn Bruja to her left, there to travel clockw se around the
central suns.

As Bruja drew closer to the green wall, gaps began to appear in
its apparent solidity, light shining out between the |eaves.
Silence frowned, not knowng if that indicated that she was
drawi ng too close, and her hands tightened on the wheel. Then with
a conscious effort, she rel axed. She could only fly the road
according to the voi dmarks she had been given, and they had

| ndi cated she should cone nuch closer to the royal couple before
maki ng the abrupt turn.

Bruja drew closer still, and the |ight began to pour into the
pilot's bridge, half blinding her. As her eyes adjusted, she

t hought she could see through the gaps in the central garden into
the domain of the royal couple itself. She winced at the |ight,

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (242 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:18 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

trying to shake away the greeni sh shadows that cl ogged vi sion.
They faded for an instant, and in the nonent before new cl ouds
fornmed, she saw quite clearly what |ay beyond the wall. In a
garden that was entirely light, the al chem cal king, shaped of the
sane light that fornmed his domain, enbraced his queen, who was
conposed entirely of darkness. Her features were invisible, the
absol ute bl ackness i ncapable of contrasting, shaping shadow. She
enbraced her consort fiercely, her lips fastened on his in a

gr eedy, devouring ki ss.

"Silence!" That was Balthasar's voice, and Sil ence | ooked away
wth a gasp. "Pull out!"

The pilot was still half blinded by the |ight beyond the patchy
wal | but she could see that the ship was falling dangerously cl ose
to the central inmages. Swearing, she hauled on the wheel, pulling
the ship around in a tight turn to her left. As soon as she | ooked
away fromthe |ight, the green shadows bl ocked her sight utterly,
and for a terrifying nonent she had only nenory and her sense of
har noni es to gui de her onto the proper course. Then her sight

cl eared, and she breathed a sigh of relief to find Bruja steady
between the curving walls of the nmaze.

She did not have long to rel ax, however. As the ship swng around,
the core light still flared wwthin it, nore nuted now, by distance
and her own inattention. It seened to pick up speed, and the

har noni um changed, various harnoni es cancelling each other until
there was but a single tone. It was not quite a single note,
Silence realized, but so close to it that a human ear coul d not
hear the differences. Sonething | eaped wthin her chest, as though
her heart fought to |loosen itself fromits place.

“"God," Balthasar said, "we're halfway to heaven."
"Seven-twel fths," Chase Mago corrected autonmatically, and then, as
t hough he had just realized what he had said, repeated, "Seven-

twel fths of heaven...."

Wth an effort, Silence put their words out of her mnd, and
i gnored the strange sensations within her own body. The next
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signs, the elenental synbols, would be comi ng up soon, and each
one marked a change of course; she had to be ready for them

Already the first, a world that glimered sullenly, |like pitted
iron, swaminto view around the curve of her path. Silence tensed.
It should not |look quite |ike that, time-damged and netallic,

t hough netals were nerely a shaping of elenental earth. It should
be oily brown, snoother... she frowned at the image, tried to
force it into its proper form but it remai ned stubbornly as it
was. Was Earth itself damaged, then? she wondered, even as she
eased the wheel, working cautiously against the ship's apparent
speed. What did it nean?

Then she had nmade the adjustnent, and the inmage retreated to the
peri phery of her vision, apparently noving with the ship. She
shook her head, unaccountably disturbed, and waited for the next

| mage to appear. The path seened to curve nonentarily sharply and
there it was, squat and ugly bands of brown and green gasses

whi pping across its surface. Silence swore, tried to change it and
failed again. She nmade the course change and waited grinmy for
what ever was to cone.

The |l ast two signs appeared in quick succession, an aged sun,
swol l en and red, and a frozen world unpleasantly |ike

Argant honios, for all that its surface was faintly tinged with
yell ow. She did not even try to change them but adjusted Bruja's
course. Then, with a deep breath, she brought the ship up sharply,
describing a great |loop that took Bruja out of its present
position, static relative to the powerful elenental synbols, and
brought it down so that the synbols had changed position relative
to the ship. She could feel the sudden surge of harnony in the
ship's keel as it struck the resonant path. Then everythi ng burst
apart. The harnoni es vani shed, were replaced with howing

di ssonance. The el enental synbols, corrupted though they already
were, lost formand ran together into bizarre, unnatural
conpounds. Fire burned on the surface of the water world, and
earth and air conbined in an inpossibly solid whirlw nd. The red
sun swelled further and burst wth a spray of dead fire, |ike pus
breaking froman infected wound. Silence cried out as she felt her
bones stretching, bending under their own weight. The ship
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shivered violently around her, shaking itself to bits.

That roused her fromher fear. The ship needed harnony, a song to
order the chaos around her, a note |like the one that had sounded
as they approached seven-twel fths of heaven. She call ed out again,
trying to tell Chase Mago what was needed, but her headpi ece was
dead. The deck trenbl ed beneath her feet, tearing free fromits
noorings. She sang to it, frantically chanting a tuner's scal e,
and it snapped back into place, but she could tell that would not
hold for | ong. She needed the sound of heaven to save the ship.

Knowi ng that, a cold cal mclosed down around her. That note had
vibrated within herself, the spiritual substance present wthin
all matter responding to cel estial harnony. She reached for that
part of her being, touched it surely, and sang the nenory of
heaven. It caught up the note, and that spread outward, until her
entire self, |like a sounding keel, gave back the note of heaven in
the face of chaos.

Fear faded, and in its place cane glory.

There was a hand on her arm and a soft, insistent pressure within
her singing. She opened her eyes, and found she could do so

wi t hout disturbing the harnonies that spoke through her. |sanbard

stood before her, the sanme power reflected behind the fence of his
bones.

“You nust take us hone now," he said, though Silence was not sure
how she heard hi mover the great diapason within. "You know t he
ways here, as | don't. What are the signs?"

"The signs are broken, corrupted,"” Silence said, but even as she
spoke, she saw, behind that chaos, a w | derness choked with every
synbol that had ever been charted. She recoiled fromit, and

| sanbard touched her arm again, steadying her.

"There are signs," he said again. "You nust find them"

She | ooked again, given strength by the power within herself. This
time, amd the chaotic undergromh of synbols, three stood out.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (245 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:18 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

Wt hout bothering to point themout to |sanbard, she reached for
them brought the ship to them and then past them |sanbard
nodded, and spoke a word that was the negation of all nusic.
Silence cried out as that word stilled even the nenory of song,
and then at |ast the ship's harnoniumreasserted itself.
Screechi ng and strai ned al nost beyond endurance, it neverthel ess
functioned, falling frompurgatory along the ragged edge of the
har noni es. They dropped bel ow the twelfth of heaven, and Sil ence
slid to her knees, weeping.

“"There's no tinme for that, girl," Isanbard said inpatiently. "GCet
up. There's work to be done bel ow. "

Silence barely heard the magus's words through the stifling
deadness that still seenmed to fill the core of her being, but the
audi bl e strain in the harnonium and the shivering of the deck told
their own story. She pulled herself to her feet, not even | ooking
to see if she had | ocked her wheel, and staggered to the | adder.
She had to hold hard to it for several seconds before nustering
the strength to slide down to the | ower bridge.

The | ower conpartnent was lit flashing red by the disaster lights
bl i nki ng on and off on every console. The sight was enough to
clear Silence's head; she pushed her way to her couch, and began
shutti ng down nonessential systens even before she sat down.
Bal t hasar darted her a grateful |ook, but was too busy trying to
bring everything back' to a stable harnony to speak. Silence
finished shutting down everything that could be spared--already
she could feel an easing in the harnonium-and began to copy

Bal t hasar's adjustnents to the system That was | ess successful,
and finally the Delian shook his head.

"Find ne a null spot, quick."

Sil ence reached for the nusonar and Ficinan display, swtching
them on again. Bruja had ended up in a systemthat seened vaguely
famliar, but she could not spare the tine to work out precisely
whi ch systemit was. Instead, she |ocated the ship's position,
then | ooked quickly for the nearest spot where conflicting

har noni es cancel |l ed each other. Bruja could lie dead there, using
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j ust enough power to maintain the harnoniums protective field.

"Here," she said, and read off the rel ative coordi nates. Balthasar
gl anced quickly at the Ficinan nodel, but then | ooked back to his
own gauges.

“"Talk me in," he said. "I've got to watch the stress."

"Al'l right." Silence took a deep breath, the sense of power she
had felt in purgatory al ready recedi ng, drowned by her new
responsibilities. "Cone left two degrees, and hold it."

Slow y, tacking the damaged shi p against the nusic of the system
they brought Bruja into the dead space, and Chase Mago st opped
down the harnonium the nusic fading to a whisper that would just
mai ntain the ship's structure.

"How | ong do we have?" Bal t hasar whi spered. Silence could see his
hands shaki ng.

The engi neer gave a ghost of a laugh. "uUntil | turn her off, |
think. Don't worry, Denis, she'll hold as | ong as we need. Were
are we? Did we nmake it?"

My God, Silence thought, | don't even know that. She turned to the
Fi ci nan di splay, but Balthasar was there before her, punching
inquiries into the | ocater.

"Mersaa Maia," he said at last. "Interesting. Wiwy're we here when
we were supposed to go to Earth?" He gl anced quickly at Silence.
"And what the hell happened?”

"The marks were changed," Silence answered readily. "I'mnot sure
by what, but they were badly distorted--the underlying harnonies
were, | nmean. And when | tried to bring everything together, | was

really setting up an incredible dissonance.™
"Then what ?" Bal t hasar denanded.

Sil ence spread her hands. "I--found the harnony. | don't know
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how." Now that the inmmedi ate danger was past, the sense of having
| ost sone great power threatened to overwhel mher. Her eyes filled
wth tears. "Denis, what am|?"

Bal t hasar | eaned awkwardly across the Ficinan display, pulled her

head agai nst his shoulder. Silence clung to him while he snoot hed
her hair and nmurnured softly to her. Footsteps on the | adder nade

her pull away, w ping inpatiently at her eyes.

"I think, Captain Balthasar," |sanbard said, "you had better try
to call help from-is that Mersaa Mai a?"

"Yes," Bal thasar sai d.

“Interesting." The magus stroked at his beard, show ng no signs of
| eaving the control room Balthasar glared at him and swung back
to his controls.

"Julie? |Is there power for the transmtter?"

"Yes." Chase Mago spoke fromthe hatchway, and Sil ence junped. "I
| eft enough for a couple of hours' conversation."

“That shoul d be enough," Balthasar said grimy, and keyed on the
transmtter. Before he could speak, the machine crackled to life.

“"Attention, unidentified ship. Attention, unidentified ship. You
are approachi ng Mersaan space w thout prior authorization.
| dentify yourself imedi ately. Repeating, identify--"

Bal t hasar said, "This is--" and stopped, taking his finger off the
key. "How the hell are we going to explain ourselves, anyway?" he
asked, of no one in particular.

The others did not answer. Balthasar nade a face, and turned back
to the console. "This is Hegenonic mailship Bruja, requesting
ener gency assi stance. W have been badly damaged in transit, and
we need i nmmedi ate hel p."

“We have no prior notice of your arrival, Bruja." That was a
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different voice fromthe unfeeling drone that had asked for their
i dentification, a sharper voice. Unaccountably, Silence felt
chill, and saw | sanbard frowni ng.

"What's your point of origin?" the Mersaan continued.

Bal t hasar | ooked at the others again. "Wiat do | tell then"

“"Don't tell themyou were comng from Decel ea," |sanbard said
qui ckly. "Say Solitude. They cannot question that easily."

Bal t hasar made a face, but answered, "Solitudo Hernae."

There was a | ong pause, and then the voice said, "W still have no
record of your request to put down here. Can you reach Ni sibis or

Anxur ? They are worlds of your own sphere--"

"No," Balthasar cut in. "I told you, we're badly damaged. W can't
even nmake it in-system nuch |ess go through purgatory. W need a

tug. "

“Unaut hori zed ships are not allowed to | and on Mersaa Maia," the
voi ce repeated. "You wll have to be cleared first."

"This is an energency," Balthasar said. "Wat's your authority?"

“I am Port Master of Mersaa Maia," the voice answered prinmy.
Bal t hasar cut the transm ssion. "What the hell's the Port Master
doing talking to us now?" he denmanded. "And what's the fuss over
an energency? They've got to bring us down."

| sanbard smled bitterly. "Captain Balthasar, Mersaa Maia is the
gate to the Rose Wrlds. And the Rose Wirlds are bl ocking the road
to Earth."

"You can't block purgatory,” Silence began, and Bal thasar said,
"What's that got to do with us?"

“I'f they don't let us land," Chase Mago said slowy, "there's a
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chance we m ght die here. Then anything we m ght have found out
woul d be lost. AmI| correct, |sanbard?”

The magus nodded. "Essentially. And, sieura, it is quite possible
to block purgatory. Siege engines already do that, in a crude way.
Clearly, the Rose Wrlders have devel oped a nore efficient

met hod. "

Bal t hasar snorted. "By God, I'll make them bring us down." He
touched controls again. "Port Master, | repeat, this is an
energency. | evoke the rights of humanity--and Mersaa Maia is your

depot, an open planet. WIIl you close out an official ship?"

There was a | ong pause, and then the Port Master said, "Please
wait."

Bal t hasar nmade a face, but the Mersaan was back in a remarkably
short tine. "Captain, all our tugs are in use right now. You wll
be picked up as soon as one is free. You are at the top of our
priority list."

Bal t hasar snarled at the machi ne, but before he could frane a
suitably blistering reply, a new voice cut into the conversation.

"Bruja, this is the freighter Sam sen, out of Msthia." The
wonman' s voice nade the last bit of identification unnecessary. "W
are within tow range, and can pick you up. There doesn't | ook |ike
there's nmuch to salvage, if you're worried about the rights. Is
that agreeable to you, captain? And to you, Port Master?"

Bal t hasar | aughed soundl essly. "That's got him" he said, and
switched on his transmtter again. "Thank you, Sam sen, your help
I S nuch appreciated."

Silence could al nost hear the sigh in the Port Master's voice. "Go
ahead, Sam sen, and thanks for your assistance."

Chapter 10

It took nearly two hours for Sam sen to reach Bruja's position,
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and Chase Mago used that tinme to forge log entries for the
fictitious passage from Solitudo Hermae. He was good at it,

Si | ence thought, but she doubted the story would hold up for very
| ong.

"We'l| have to appeal for sanctuary,"” she said, closing the
st arbooks fromwhich they had culled a plausible route.

Chase Mago, splicing record tapes, grunted dubiously, and
Bal t hasar said, "She's right, you know. They're never going to
believe we're a regular nailship--where's the officer, for one

t hi ng?"

"I sanbard," the engineer said, and adjusted his magnifying | ens.

“"A rnagus in command of a starship?" Balthasar asked.

"It isn't so inprobable,” Isanbard said mldly, and the Delian
glared at him

"And what are you going to do? Sit back and watch while the
Mer saans take us apart? Turn us in, even?"

The magus sm |l ed and shook his head.

Silence turned on him evoking the one threat she thought m ght

nove him "If you turn us in, we'll get word out somehow -you know
we can--and nmake sure everyone knows you broke your given word. If
one magus could, so could any--your own kind wll kill you first,

just to keep thenselves safe, or who'd ever trust a magus agai n?"

"l have no intention of breaking our agreenents, sieura," |sanbard
began, and was cut off by a beeping noise fromthe | ower bridge.

‘' Sam sen, "
t abl e.

Bal t hasar announced, and rose from his seat at the

Silence followed himinto the control room and seated herself In
t he second couch. "W're stuck with this, aren't we?" she asked.
“"We're an official Navy ship, bound from Solitude to Mersaa Mai a,

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (251 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:18 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

whose routing orders never nmade it into the Mersaan records, and
who just happened to stray away fromthat path and hit a frequency
comon in the Earth road. It's awfully thin, Denis."

Bal t hasar nodded, his eyes fixed on the Ficinan display. "Do you
really want to tell the Rose Worlders we're escaped conscripts? O
that we were |looking for Earth, and we know they're bl ocking the
road?"

"How the hell do we know they're blocking it?" Silence denanded.

“I"d trust Isanbard that far," Balthasar said. "And | don't trust
the Rose Worlders." He reached for the controls, thunbed on the
transmtter as the image of Sam sen crossed the al nost invisible
border into the dead zone. "Sam sen, this is Bruja. We're glad to
see you."

Bal t hasar was right, Silence thought, as she settled herself to
noni tor both ships' keelsong. Isambard had no reason to |ie about
the interference they had felt, and he would certainly know what
had caused it. So she had no choice but to believe him at |east
unti|l soneone provided a better explanation. And Balt hasar was
right about the Rose Worl ders, too. They were too exclusive, too
secretive, to be trusted.

A flash of yell ow brought her attention back to the board--the
| nevi tabl e di ssonance had reached an unacceptabl e | evel --and
automatically she read out the correction. Sam sen's pilot made
the adjustnent deftly, and the M sthian ship settled slowy

al ongside Bruja, the two fields nerging al nost w thout

i nterference. Balthasar sighed.

"That's it," he said. "If there's anything you want fromthis cow,
you' d better pack your bags." He left the control roomwthout a
backward gl ance.

By the tinme Silence had collected her starbooks and packed them
into a carryall, the transfer tube was al ready set up between the
two ships, and the M sthian captain had cone aboard. She was a
tall, angular woman--Balthasar introduced her as Fava n'l a--of
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hi gher caste than Tasarla had been, but with the sane contenpt for
her honmeworl d's ways. She raised an eyebrow at the details of
their story, and politely said nothing.

Sam sen's crew, five younger, fairer versions of Fava, helped them
transfer two of Isanbard's crates, all the magus deened worth
saving, to the Msthian ship, and then the second pilot, who

i ntroduced herself as Sirkka neMafal da, took theminto Sam sen's
comon area while her crewrates di sconnected the transfer tube and
made ready for the |anding on Mersaa Maia. In the conmon area,
Sirkka offered food and cups of a snoky tea, but after the first
sip, Silence | eaned back against the chair webbing, hardly able to
keep her eyes open.

The strain of the passage, first from Castax to Decel ea, and then
the abortive attenpt to reach Earth, was finally catching up with
her. Her head hurt, with a stiff pain that was |i ke the ache of
strai ned nuscles, but she was too exhausted to do anything about
it. She closed her eyes and let herself drift with Sam sen's

keel song.

Bal t hasar woke her sone tine later, and for a second, Silence was
al armed by the quiet. Then she realized that she had sl ept through
t he | andi ng-- God, she thought, | nust've been tired, if the change
of pitch didn't wake ne. She blinked, trying to wake up.

“Custons is com ng aboard," Balthasar was saying urgently. "Keep

| ooki ng dazed; Julie and | wll do the talking. Silence, are you

| i steni ng?" He shook her again, not gently, and dragged her to her
feet. "Lean on ne, and | ook dizzy. Understand?"

“"Yes," Silence said. She clung to himas she had clung to Chase
Mago the night of their marriage party, and felt the Delian shift
his position to take her weight. H's arm around her wai st was
confortingly strong, and she was not sorry for the pretense.
Bal t hasar maneuvered her out of the ship and down the sl oping ranmp
of the cradle. Chase Mago was waiting there, standing quietly

besi de one of |Isanbard's crates. Silence |let them ease her down
onto the crate's |id, and cl osed her eyes, listening to Balthasar
argui ng with soneone who was out of her line of sight. After a
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nmonent, she risked | ooking around nore alertly. The Mersaan
Custonms nen were there, as Balthasar had said, and in force: there
were three uniforned technicians, each with a different set of
scanni ng nmachi nes; a | aborant and an apprentice, carrying
diviner's rods; and two nen whom she guessed were port officials.

“Coul d we go through your statenent again, Captain Balthasar?" the
ol der of the two said, and Sil ence recogni zed the voice of the
Port Master.

“Sure, as many tines as you want," Balthasar answered. "But you
won't hear anything new "

"For the record,"” the other port official said patiently, and
Bal t hasar glared at him

"You say you're a regular nmailship, part of the auxiliary forces
of the Hegenonic Navy," the Port Master said. "Is that correct?"

"Yes," Bal thasar answer ed.

"You're obviously not nobility or gentry," the Port Master
conti nued. "Are you conscri pts?"

Bal t hasar hesitated, and Silence willed himto renenber that they
no | onger wore the collars that would mark them as geas- bound
sl aves. "Volunteers," he said, after a nonent.

"Si nce when has the Hegenony relied on volunteers for its ships?"
t he younger man denmanded. "Sir, these--people--are clearly just
anot her group of adventurers. | suggest they be treated as such.”

The Port Master nodded. "I'mafraid, Captain Balthasar, that

unl ess you can cone up wth a nore plausible story, | have no
alternative but to follow CGearalt's suggestion.” H's smle belied
the gravity of his tone.

There was a heavy sigh frombehind Silence, and | sanbard stepped
forward to stand besi de Bal t hasar.
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"I amafraid," he said, "that | nust nake a fuller explanation."

Silence held her breath, w shing she could draw on that power she
had found to gag the magus before he could betray them Sonething
t hrummed deep wthin her, but before she could pursue it, |sanbard
spoke.

"l understand your sense of duty, Captain, and appreciate what you
have tried to do for ne," he said. "However, | nust rem nd you
that | have final say over this mssion.”

"But--" Balthasar said slowy, and Isanbard interrupted him
qui ckly, though Silence thought she saw hi mgi ve an al nost
| npercepti bl e nod.

"l do not think his Majesty would hold you to your oath, and in
any case, | may speak when you nust be silent."”

Bal t hasar bowed, his face a nask, and stepped back, away fromthe
Port Master.

"Now, Port Master," |sanbard began. "You know that there are a
nunmber of nagi enployed on the siege of Castax?" He waited until
t he Mersaan nodded warily. "I have been involved in that project

for sone tine, as it coincides wwth ny owmn field of interest, and
t he Hegenon very kindly sponsored ny researches, to the extent of
| oaning ne this ship and crew. As you so astutely observe, they
are neither noble nor gentry; however, they are oath-bound- - of

their owmn free will--to serve his Mst Serene Mjesty, and have
done many useful services for him You wll understand why | nay
not say nore--1 fear |'ve said too nuch already."

He gl anced at Balthasar and, as if in answer to a cue, the Delian
gestured despairingly. "You' ve ruined us."

"l doubt that," Isanbard said. "In any case, we were indeed
travelling from Solitudo Hermae--and | cannot explain your |ack of
records, unless a rival of mne. . . No matter. However, | was

carrying sone--instrunents which | had created, which | felt would
be of sone use at Castax, and they seemto have been
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i nsufficiently shielded. While in purgatory, they picked up a
synpat hetic harnony, and dragged the ship toward the source of the
di sturbance. W were fortunate to escape.”

The Port Master had gone pale. "What is your speciality, Doctor
| sanbar d?"

“"At the nonent, siege engines," |sanbard answered bl andly. "And
rel ated phenonena. | amstill conpletely unable to explain what
happened. | woul d appreciate a chance to speak to any of your own
magi , who would be nore famliar with [ ocal disturbances than am
. "

"Perhaps that can be arranged," the Port Master said hastily. H's
col | eague, Gearalt, leaned close to him nurnuring sonething
Silence could not hear. "Excuse ne a nonent, Doctor, Captain." He
retreated to the baffles separating Sam sen's cradle fromthe next
berth, and the two nen conferred hastily.

| think we're going to get out of this, Silence thought, and
stared at the baffled floor to keep her delight fromshow ng too
clearly. It's just plausible enough, and it's a magus who's
telling it. They don't dare disbelieve a magus--the nagi are too
powerful, and the only thing they agree on is the need to preserve
their status. If the Mersaans chall enged | sanbard w t hout positive
proof he |lied, they risked having the other nmagi turn on them And
even the Rose Wrld's can't survive w thout magi.

“"Doctor |sanbard,"” the Port Master said abruptly. "You realize, of
course, that your story nust be verified, but at the nonent, | see
no reason to hold you."

"Thank you," l|Isanbard said. "Tell ne, is there a Hostel in the
port ?"

“"A magi's shelter?" The Port Master | ooked to Gearalt, who nodded.
"Yes, Doctor, all the cabs would knowit."

“"Then you may find us all there, if you need to question us
further." |Isanbard turned to the M sthian captain, who had been
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listening with frank curiosity. "I amsorry to i npose further,
Captai n Fava, but may we have the use of your honmunculi to nove
what remai ns of ny baggage?"

"What did happen to your special cargo, Doctor?" Gearalt asked
suddenl vy.

“I was forced to destroy it," Isanbard answered. "In purgatory."

"You're wel cone to whatever help | can offer,"
can do it now. "

Fava said, "if you

"I'f these gentlenen would permt us ..." |sanbard began, and the
Port Master waved his hand.

"Go ahead, Doctor. But | wll want to see you l|ater."
"Of course,” Isanmbard murnured, and waited until they were out of
sight. Wen they heard, faintly, the sound of the docking shed's
doors cl osing behind the Custons vehicle, Balthasar said, "I don't
know what you're up to, nagus--"

“Not hing, "' I sanbard snapped. "W'll talk at the Hostel."

By the tinme Isanbard' s crates had been | oaded into a cab, Silence
was yawni ng uncontrollably, the pretense of exhaustion turning
into fact. She saw very little of Mersaa Maia's nmain port during
the ride fromthe shed to the Hostel, drowsing instead with her
head on Bal thasar's shoulder. Only the fear of being supported by
one of the exquisitely fornmed honmunculi who staffed the Hostel
gave her the strength to follow the others to the roons |sanbard
claimed for them Once there, not even her curiosity could keep
her awake. She coll apsed onto a couch and fell instantly asl eep.

When she woke at last, the tine/date projection on the far wall
told her she had slept through a conplete |ocal day. She sat up,
and the lights cane on, triggered by her novenents. The others had
noved her while she slept, she realized after a nonent. This was
not the room she renenbered, but a snaller, nore heavily decorated
bedroom The walls glimrered in the dimlight. They were covered
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W th tiny paintings, the colors bright as enanels, and with
equally tiny mrrors positioned to reflect the pictures, so that
she could not be conpletely sure which was which. D zzied, she
reached for the light controls. Wth the lights turned all the way
on, the illusion faded, and she saw cl othes fol ded on a rack at
the foot of the bed. She threw back the covers, wondering just who
had undressed her, and got up. She showered quickly, then dressed.
The clothes left for her were a one-size-fits-all version of the
tuni c and hose she had worn on Del os, topped with a |ight, knee-

| ength coat. There was a pal msized two-shot heylin in a wi st
clip, too, and after a nonent's hesitation, she strapped that on
as well. Beneath the heylin was a pad of credit slips, and she
pocketed t hem wi t hout conpunction. How | ong ago was Del os, really?
she wondered. Only a nonth? It seened years ago. Shaki ng her head,
she slid back the bedroom door.

She found herself not in the roomshe renenbered fromthe day
before, but inadimy lit corridor, the watered silk of the wall
covering broken at intervals by unmarked doors. Hal fway between
each door was an el aborate sort of candel abra, a w nged net al
dancer holding a cool globe of light in its cupped hands.
Entranced, she noved cl oser, and the door slid shut behind her.
She gasped, but stood her ground. Denis is here sonewhere, and the
others, she told herself sternly. You can always find your way to
the I obby and ask for directions there, if you have tine. They'll
probably be along any m nute now. And in the neantine, you m ght
as well | ook at the statue.

She advanced on it, marvelling at the perfection of the work,
wondering how the fire-conpound had been fixed in a bubble barely
the size of her fist. Then the statue turned its head and | ooked
at her.,

This tinme, she did cry out, taking a quick step backward. It's
just a Watcher, she told herself, like the one at the termnal on
Del os. Nothing else. And if it's a Watcher, it may at |east be
able to point to the | obby. Feeling slightly foolish, she smled
up at the statue.

"Excuse ne," she began.

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2001%20-%20Five-Twelths%200f%20Heaven.htm (258 of 301) [2/17/2004 11:10:18 AM]



MELISSA SCOTT

“Pardon, sieura, but perhaps | can be of hel p?"

Silence turned quickly, and found herself facing a handsonme young
man--or was it a man, she wondered. The person wore a nman's coat
and trousers, but his cheek was very snooth. She frowned, trying
to see nore clearly, but the other was standing in the shadow
between two pools of light. "Yes, |I think you can," she said. "I'm
trying to find ny--husbands. They've gone on w thout ne."

The young man appeared to consider. "Yes," he said, after a

nonent. "Sieura Lei gh?"

Yes.

"They are dining on the roof, if you would like to join them" The
ot her extended a hand in a gesture that was oddly ol d-fashi oned
for soneone so young. "If you would cone with nme?"

Silence froze, staring at the hand, |ying now just inside the pool
of light. The skin had an odd, greyish tint beneath the delicate
pallor, and the fine lines and the bone shadows were altogether
too regular to be real: a honmunculus, better forned even than the
ones she had seen before. Silence shivered, then fought back her
revul sion. Wth an effort, she put out her own hand, and rested it
lightly on the honmunculus's wist. The pseudo-flesh was cool and
paper-snoot h, totally non-hunan.

The hormuncul us bowed and escorted her gracefully down the |ength
of the corridor, to a stairwalk that spiralled up out of sight. It
hel ped her aboard--Silence shivered, but submtted to the
progranmmed courtesy--then waited unspeaking for the stairs to
carry themto their destination. The stairs swept past several
floors of roons, all decorated wth the sane sil ken hangi ngs and
Wat cher - | anphol ders, then past three nore floors that were seal ed
of f by heavy doors, wood over earth conpounds, before comng to an
end in an octagonal pavilion. The pavilion's walls were trellised,
and a dozen different species of flowering vines had been woven

t hrough the wooden sl ats. Looking nore closely, Silence recognized
a cam sado vine, and then the narrow black flowers of an
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adderwort. She did not doubt that the others were just as
pOi sonous.

The homuncul us held out his hand again, and Silence |let himlead
her fromthe pavilion into a warmy sunlit path w ndi ng between
two hedges. She gl anced dubi ously at those, but when she saw no
poi sonous vines lurking in the foliage, she relaxed a little and
| et herself enjoy the illusion of space. The honmuncul us escorted
her through the tw sting passages, apparently follow ng a faint
sound of running water that grew stronger as they went farther,
and finally brushed aside a curtain of cascadi ng vines.

"Your husbands are waiting, sieura."

Si |l ence ducked under the trailing flower--she did not recognize
it, and wanted to take no chances --and stepped into a tiny

encl osure, bounded on three sides by the sane hedges that shaped
the paths. The fourth side was a wall of uncol ored gl ass, broken
only at wai st height by a polished bronze rail. Through the gl ass
she could see Mersaa Maia's port city, a carpet of stubby,
scabrous buildings lining enpty, rutted streets. Al the streets
converged on the single highway that ringed the |Ianding field, but
t he squat massy tower, |like a prison, of the main port building

bl ocked her view of the field itself. The sound of water faded and
di ed.

“Good day, sieura," |sanmbard said.

The magus was sitting to one side of the enclosure, a book open on
his | ap. Balthasar and Chase Mago were sitting together against

t he opposite hedge, staring norosely at the cityscape. The Delian
| ooked up at Isanbard's greeting.

"Good. Now you can tal k."

Silence | ooked at him puzzled, but then |Isanbard put aside his
book, and she realized that Balthasar had been talking to the

magus. "What's goi ng on?" she asked.

"Have sone coffee," Chase Mago growed. "I think you' re going to
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want it."

There was a nmssive gol d-chased pot on the table, even nore

el aborate than the one she had seen in the nmagi's quarters on
Argant honi os. She poured herself a cup and seated herself on the
bench besi de Bal t hasar.

"Wel | ?" she asked agai n.

Bal t hasar snorted. "That's what we're about to find out," he said.
"He wouldn't tell us anything until you woke up."

Silence | ooked at the nmagus. "Wat is it?"

| sanbard rose and wal ked slowy across the enclosure. At a
gesture, his chair followed him He stopped it opposite their
bench and sat, folding his hands in his | ap.

"l know that you have many questions," he began. H's nouth
tw tched as Balthasar nuttered sonething. "And, yes, Captain, | do
intend to answer them In ny own tine."

Bal t hasar started to say sonething nore, but Silence put her hand
on his knee and squeezed hard. The Delian jerked, and gave her a
startled | ook. Silence ignored him

“"As you pl ease,"” she said, and sipped at her cooling coffee.

The magus | aughed. "I didn't think | was wong about you, sieura.
What is your nobst inportant question?"

Silence hesitated, a sudden feeling of power sweeping over her,

| i ke the nmenory of the harnony she had felt on the Earth road. She
was very aware of the way the others were | ooking at her,

Bal t hasar and Chase Mago each willing her to ask the questions

t hey wanted answered. |sanbard, too, wanted her to ask a
particul ar question, and she sm |l ed, hugging a new sense of
strength to herself.

“"Very well, Doctor," she said, and knew he recogni zed her new
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awar eness. "What am | ?"

The magus smled again, this tinmne with a sort of relieved
pl easure. "So. You are--or rather, you have the potential to
becone--a nagus."

There was a nonent of stunned quiet. Then Chase Mago said, "How
can she be? She's fenal e--"

"That woul d explain the transport, wouldn't it?" Balthasar said
savagely. "Shut up.”

Sil ence nodded to herself. Once it had been spoken, she felt

al nost as though she had al ways known. Even Chase Mago's

obj ection, and everything she had | earned about the Art throughout
her life, could not shake her certainty. She stared out over the
ugly city, considering new possibilities. Wth training--she would
have to be trained, but there were enough nagi who woul d teach her
sinply because she was an oddity--she could do whatever she

want ed. There woul d al ways be work for a magus, work that paid
wel | enough for her to spend years doing only what pleased her.
Travel, study, even the life of an oligarch, if she wanted it....
Then her gaze faltered, and she saw again the dirty port city
spread out before her. There was not nuch roomfor piloting, for
her own Art, in that future. At the very |east, she would not be
able to fly while she was apprenticed to sone nagus--and what
woul d that do to her partnership, her nmarriage? | don't want to

| eave them either, she thought.

"Do you doubt ne?" |sanbard snapped.
Silence turned quickly. "I don't doubt your power," she said.

"Good. Then hear ne out." Isanbard steepled his fingers, staring
t houghtfully at her. "On board your Bruja--"

“Not ours," Balthasar interjected, as though it were very
| nportant.

The magus nodded, accepting the correction. "On board Bruja, then.
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W made a bargain, sieura, you and |I. You agreed to find Earth for
me, and | agreed not to turn you over to the authorities as
pirates and nurderers. |Is that correct?"

"Yes," Silence said.

“I call your attention to the phrasing of the agreenent. You have

not yet found Earth for ne, sieura. | suggest you are still bound,
and | intend to hold you to it."

“The hell--" Balthasar began, and Sil ence said, "Shut up. Go on,

| sanbard. "

"I would point out that continuing our association m ght prove
highly profitable for all three of you," Isanbard went on. "You,
sieura, could enter into an apprenticeship with nme; your husbands
could share in the profits of the voyage to Earth, and in anything
el se we undertake. |Is this agreeabl e?"

“I"'d like tinme to think," Silence said. There's no need to worry
yet, she told herself. If | don't agree, there are other options--
friends call at Mersaa Maia occasionally. We can buy a ride off-
planet with them |I|ive underground until we reach the Fringe. Even
| sanbard won't waste tine chasing us that far.

"Before you nake any decision, sieura," Isanbard said, "I ought to
poi nt out that you cannot remain on Mersaa for very long. The Rose
Worl ders are al nost certain that you tried to reach Earth, and the
| onger you remain, the | ess probable your story becones.”

l'"'mwell aware of that, Silence thought, but bit back her angry
response. "I don't think it wll take ne that |long to deci de,

| sanbard," she said al oud.

"Certainly, sieura," the magus said, rising. "I'll leave you to
tal k things over with your husbands. When you're ready to | eave,
summon one of the homunculi to escort you." He gestured to a bell-
pull, artfully woven into the hedge anong the other vines. "I wll
be waiting for your answer." Pushing aside the curtain of flowers,
he di sappeared from si ght.
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Silence waited until the faint crunching of his footsteps had
faded fromhearing, and said, "lIs it safe to tal k?"

Bal t hasar shrugged irritably, and glared at the flourishing
greenery as though every leaf hid a |listening device.

"I 1magi ne so," Chase Mago said. "The magi go in for live
| i steners--you renenber that nonkey-thing Nnandi's man had?"

“"Does it really matter?" Bal thasar asked. "W' ve got trouble,
Silence."

"What sort of trouble?" the pilot asked.

"Fava, for a start. She won't help us get off-world--says the
authorities here would lift her landing permts if it was even so
much as hinted she was involved in such a thing." Balthasar
grimaced. "I talked to a couple of other people down in the port--
you slept the clock around, Silence. Not that | have particul ar
friends who [ and here, but | thought ny connections could get us
off. But it's no go. Everybody says the sane thing: the
authorities want to keep us here, until they get answers to their
gquestions. | was followed halfway to the port before | shook

t hem"

“"Why are they so concerned?" Silence asked. "A |l ot of people have
tried to get to Earth before.”

“"Not magi," Chase Mago said. "At least that's what |sanbard said."

"I can nane three," Balthasar muttered.
“"Not magi who are pilots," Silence said. "Like ne."

“Even so, other ships have survived attenpts, and nobody's ever
said Mersaa treated themthis badly," Chase Mago protested half-
heartedly.

"We cane close," Silence said. "I know what went wong. If | had
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nore control...." She let her words trail off, not quite daring to
finish the sentence. Next tine, though, she thought. Another tine,
| could make it. "What |I'd Iike to know," she went on, "is why the

Rose Worlds are blocking Earth. "

"You' d have to go there to find that out," Balthasar said.

“"Are you telling nme to go along with Isanbard?" Silence asked.
"Hell, no. We'll get off-planet sonehow-"

"How?" Sil ence demanded.

"There are ships through here alnost daily," Balthasar shot back.
“I'f we can't hitch a ride, we can get a nessage out, get soneone
to cone get us. |I've friends | can call on...."

"Wat h-of -God i s broken for now," Chase Mago said, quietly. "Who
el se?"

Bal t hasar shrugged. "And Tasarla's dead, and | don't know how to
contact Gregor. Al right, it was a bad idea. But | think working
for the nmagus i s worse."

A snol dering anger had been rising in Silence all through the
conversation. "And what about ne?" she asked. It was a cold anger;
her tone was | evel and her thoughts were extraordinarily clear,
focused through the lens of newrealization. "I am | wll be, a
magus- - maga? Soneone powerful, soneone unique. |sanbard' s offered
me that, and whether or not | do it, it's ny choice, not yours.
And 1'l1 make it w thout your help, thank you very nuch.”

Bal t hasar glared at her. "You trying to tell ne this doesn't
affect us, too? You're a nmagus, all right--"

"“Shut up, Denis," Chase Mago said. "Silence--"
"Leave ne alone, | want to think." Silence buried her head I n her

hands. Balthasar's last jibe had hit its mark, and she di d not
have to hear the rest of it. You're a magus, all right, you don't
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gi ve a damm about anything but power. Just |ike the magi on

Ar gant honi os, she thought, just |ike the one--what was his nane?--
who turned his own son into an instrunent of his power. | don't
want to becone like that. And | want to be a pilot. |'ve fought
all ny life to be one, and | don't want to give that up. But |
want a magus's. power. She cl osed her eyes, savoring the nenory of
the Earth road and the harnony that had played through her. | want
t hat, too.

"Sil ence?" Chase Mago said again, and she opened her eyes.

' "CGo away, both of you." Her anger had faded, to be replaced by

weariness. "I know it affects you; | promse | haven't forgotten.
But I don't know what | want, and nobody can nake any deci sion
until | know that. Do you understand?"

To her surprise, it was Balthasar who answered, matching her
exhausted tone. "Yeah, | know |'msorry."

“It's all right," she said. "Just go away."

"Conme on, Denis," Chase Mago said, pulling on the bell rope. After
a nonment, a honmuncul us, a copy of the one who had escorted Sil ence
to the roof garden, appeared in the doorway. The engi neer gave it

i nstructions in a low voice, and the two nen followed it into the

maze of greenery.

Silence stared out over the port. The sky had cl ouded over,
producing a mlky grey light that was shadi ng toward sunset. The
faded light softened the ugly lines of the buildings. Sonehow,

t hey seened nore inviting--nore famliar--than the well-tended
gardens around her, and she reached for the bell cord.

“"May | serve you, sieura?" The second homuncul us was identical in
feature to the one who had escorted her, but the fabric of coat
and trousers was subtly different.

"Yes. | need sone place to think--not ny room and not here. Can
you arrange it?"
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There was a brief hesitation, and then the honmuncul us bowed
slightly. "I believe so, sieura. If you will conme with nme?"

Stiffly, Silence rested her hand on its arm and allowed it to

| ead her to the stairwalk. This tine they rode it all the way down-
-Silence counted ten full turns before they reached the cage of
twisting netal that protected the |ast stage. The | obby area--and
everything Silence could see of the first floor--was decorated far
nore soberly than the upper levels. The floor was covered in |ight
and dark wood, the bl ocks arranged in an intricate, engrossing
pattern. Silence frowned down at it, trying to trace the basic

unit of the design, then junped as the homunculus cleared its

t hr oat .

"l beg your pardon, sieura, but | have just been inforned that
there is a nessage for you, and for the other nenbers of your
party. Shall | bring it?"

“Way not?" Silence said. "Please."

The honmuncul us bowed and stepped away, disappearing behind a
screen of painted paper. Silence glanced curiously around, careful
not to look at that fascinating floor pattern. It was too

fasci nating, she realized, too hypnotic. The whol e thi ng was
probably part of the magi's security arrangenents. Even know ng
what it was, she found it hard to keep her eyes fromstraying to

t he space before her feet. Shaking herself, she fixed her eyes on
the far wall--painted a deliberately uninteresting beige, unbroken
by any vi ewgl obes or painted decoration. Even the tiny gathering
area, screened by plants as brown as the rest of the |obby, was as
unappeal i ng as possible, nerely four brown cushion-chairs on a
pal er brown rug.

"Sieura, | have your nessages," the honmuncul us sai d.

Silence turned and accepted the fol ded sheets of printer paper,
muttering her thanks. The first nessage was short and to the
point: You are required to present yourself at the Custons
Bui | di ng, Room 13C470. The date was two days from today. No, she
realized, she had slept through a day. The appoi ntnent was for the
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day after tonorrow -and today was nearly over. Well, she thought,

| sanbard can surely handle that--if they don't push too hard. The

second nessage was |onger, nore cryptic. A certain person is

I nqui ri ng about you, unofficially. I will have details, at the

G een Man tonight, 1700 hours. It was signed with Fava's nane, and
a conplicated hieroglyph that was al nost certainly Fava's private

seal. Silence bit her |ip, wondering who was | ooking for her, and

why.

"When was this |left?" she asked.

The homuncul us appeared to consider. "At ten this norning,
sieura.”

Silence glanced at the wall chrono. If she wanted to reach the
port intine to keep this appoi ntnent, she would have to | eave
now. And sonet hi ng stronger than curiosity was urging her on. She
si ghed, and handed the first paper back to the homuncul us,

stuffing the other into her pocket. "I won't be needing a room
after all," she said. "You can show this to ny husbands and Doct or
| sanbard. Tell ny husbands--not |sanbard--that I'll be back soon.™
“"Very well, sieura." The honuncul us bowed and retreated. This

time, she watched himgo, and saw hi m di sappear into a wall
conpartnent. Then she found her way to the massive nain doors.

The air outside the Hostel was warm and danp, and Sil ence was gl ad
her coat was nmade of a light fabric. The dusty streets were al nost
enpty, and she saw no signs of the tracks or wires of public
trolleys. | should have asked the honuncul us, she thought, but
then shrugged. The port | ooked to be less than two m |l es away; she
could wal k that easily.

As she nmade her way further into the city, the streets grew

busi er. She began to pass nen who were obviously port workers,
conpany or conglonerate insignia prom nent on the shoul ders of
their baggy overalls. There were nore wonen than she had expect ed,
many of them secretaries in neat tunic and coat conbi nations,
their hair covered by tidy hats or elaborately fol ded scarves.
There were al so obvi ous housekeepers, dowdy in unfitted, shift-
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| i ke dresses, shopping bags piled on little carts. They, too,

conceal ed their hair beneath coarsely woven scarves. | shoul d have
found out about |ocal custons before | left the Hostel, Silence
thought. Oh, well, it's too |ate now She |ooked around, but no

one seened to be paying any particular attention to her.
Nevert hel ess, she felt conspicuous, and oddly uneasy.

Even in the center of the port, on streets where half a dozen
badly decorated storefronts opened onto the broken paving, and nen
and wonen noved frombuilding to building with a purposeful air,
she felt the sane unease. It was grow ng stronger, too, a naggi ng
uncertainty |like hunger or sickness, tugging at that part of her
that had resounded with the celestial harnony. She stopped in the
recessed doorway of a store selling sheets of sone tri-colored
food--there were no benches for pedestrians in sight, though she
had seen only a single electric wagon--and tried to isolate the
cause of her fears. The |ow buildings, barely four stories tall,
upper wi ndows heavily shuttered agai nst the danp heat, seened to
| oom om nously over the street, the |lower w ndows reflecting the
pal e stone of the buildings opposite |like steely eyes. The sil ent
pedestri ans, avoiding her gaze, seened nbre nenaci ng than open
enem es.

The whol e scene was strangely famliar, she thought, surveying the
dusty street. The heat, the m dafternoon quiet, the fear.... Her
menory did a sudden flip-flop, and she was presented with a vivid
picture of a street on C bistra. There had been sun in her eyes as
she topped the hill, wal king between streets whose upper stories
overhung the narrow road. Al the doors had been shut and seal ed,
agai nst m dsumer heat and the sun-broken nen who stal ked the
streets during the daylight hours when decent people were in bed.
One of them was behind her; she had known w t hout having to hear
the faint scuff of boots on dirt. It had been a matter of keeping
goi ng, of wal king toward the port, not daring to run, and hopi ng
to reach it before the man behind her nade up his mnd to attack.
She had reached the gates of the port, her back tingling.in
anticipation of the knife or heylin shot, just in tinme. She could
still remenber the sense--al nost taste, alnost snell, but neither--
of her pursuer's di sappoi ntnent.
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In the doorway of the shop, Silence |aughed aloud. O course,

i di ot, Denis even warned you, she told herself. You shoul d' ve
expected to be followed, fool. Still, the uneasiness renai ned. So
what do | do? Try to lose then? Hardly likely--1'ma stranger
here, and | don't have Denis's training. Proceed as though I
haven't noticed? Probably the best thing ... certainly the safest,
at least until | get to the Pale. | can | ose themthere.

Braci ng herself, she stepped fromthe doorway, and coul d not
resi st sneaking a quick | ook over her shoul der. She saw no one
famliar, no figure she could pick out as one she had seen before,
but she knew t hey--he? no, nore than one, her instinct whispered--
were there. She | ooked away again, took her bearing fromthe

Cust ons conpl ex, and set off for the Pale.

The streets ran perfectly straight until they hit the broad

t horoughfare ringing the port, or so she renenbered seeing them
fromthe roof of the Hostel. \Wat she had not been able to see was
the way that |ife seened to drain fromthe buildings that |ined
them She wal ked three bl ocks, then, nore slowy, a fourth, noting
nervously that the streets were enpty of pedestrians and that nore
and nore of the narrow wi ndows were bricked up, the buil dings

di sused or converted to warehouse space. Her sense of being

foll owed grew even stronger, until, closing her eyes for a second,
she coul d al nost pinpoint them There were two of them one on
each side of the street. She was as certain of that as if she had
seen them but the tenptation to turn and be sure was still al nost
overwhel m ng. She held herself rigidly straight, fixing her eyes
on the pavenent ahead, and forced herself to hold a steady pace.

There was a change in the pace of the nen behind her, felt rather
than heard or seen. They were noving faster: whatever their
original instructions had been, they were no |onger interested in
merely foll ow ng her. She quickened her own pace, not wanting to
run until she had no choice. What the hell am | going to do now?
she thought. The streets were laid out in too regular a grid for
there to be any maze of backs alleys for her to hide in; the cross-
streets she had passed before contained only the sane nonot onous

| i ne of warehouses and abandoned buil di ngs. There had been what
appeared to be alleys, she thought, running between sone of those
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structures.... She frowned, wishing futilely that she was back on
Del os or Achasa or even C bistra, where there were half a hundred
pl aces that would shelter a fugitive. Stop it, she told herself
fiercely, there's no tine for it. The nen behind her were gaining,
slowmy but. steadily; she could sense how the one across the
street fromher was pulling ahead of his partner to bl ock that
road of escape. There was a cross-street com ng up, and she took a
deep breath. They would still be far enough back as she cane even
wthit. If she kept her steps even, if she did not |let them know
she suspected, or was any nore worried than any wonman woul d be,
wal king alone in an unfamliar city, she should nake it

It was forty steps to the corner of the last, blind building. She
did not dare turn to | ook down the street, afraid even the nost

di sinterested gl ance would warn them Three nore steps brought her
to the intersection. She swall owed hard, then turned abruptly and
fled down the side street. Behind her, there was a shout, and she

exulted in the sense of confusion she could feel. It was only
nomentary, however; faintly, as nuch felt as heard, she was aware
of pursuing footsteps. | had half a block's |Iead, she thought,

|'ve stretched it to a block-- But it was not enough. She turned
right at the next corner, know ng that they saw her doubling back,
but unable to stop herself without |osing too nmuch speed. Left at
the next, stunbling painfully against the rough bricks of the
bui | di ng. Her chest was hurting already--no star-traveller had the
stamna to outrun a planetsider--and she knew she could not keep
up her pace for nuch longer. An alley opened suddenly in the blank
wal | of buildings, and she ducked into it, gasping.

The end was cl ogged wth machi nery, the tanks and webbed pi pi ng of
a cheap venting system She checked, too out of breath to swear,
and saw that there was a space between the pipes and the wall of
the building. It | ooked al nost | arge enough for her to squeeze

t hrough. She ran toward it, struggling to regain her earlier pace.
In the street behind, she could feel the hunters closing in,
slowing a little with the certainty of success. Funbling, she
freed her heylin fromthe wist clip. If |I have to, she thought,
"Il fight.

There was just room enough for her to get through, if she bent
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nearly double and used her free hand to pull herself along. She
bent, reaching for the first pipe, and cried out as the netal
burned her hand. Mre del ay, she thought, stripping off her coat
and wadding it into clunmsy protection, but she could go no further
wi thout it. She burned her | eg on the sane pipe, then pushed
herself painfully along the brick wall of the nearest building,
one pal m braced agai nst a gl obul ar tank so cold she thought her
skin would freeze even through the protecting coat. The system was
cheaply made, poorly shielded-- A shout from behind crystallized
the germ of her plan.

"Hold it, wonman!"

She could tell fromthe voice that they were at the head of the
all ey, and she redoubl ed her efforts, ripping her tunic and
scrapi ng the skin along her shoul derbl ades. Then there were only a
few nore pipes to cross. She wove her way through them still
draggi ng her battered coat, and ran.

“Stop!" The shout was followed by a curse, and scuffling, and then
a nutter of orders. The second man was bei ng sent back to

i ntercept her fromthe other end. She skidded to a halt, raising
her heylin. Let there be enough power in the magazi ne, she

t hought, and fired twice. The gl obes of fixed fire seened to take
forever to float the length of the alley. Then they struck, and

t he tanks expl oded behi nd her.

Sil ence picked herself up slowy, wincing at her new bruises, and
a second, lighter blow knocked her to her knees. Behind her, what
was | eft of the machinery was hidden in sheets of white and bl ui sh
flame, and there were large gaps in the walls of the buildings to
either side, fromwhich bricks fell slowy into the fire. One of
the nmen was dead, that was certain, and if the other had not gone
back to determ ne what was left of the first, he was certainly
deterred fromfurther pursuit. Already, Silence could hear the
faint wailing of alarns, and knew that specially reinforced
homunculi were on the way to fight the fire. She pushed herself to
her feet, and started wal king briskly toward the port.

Chapter 11
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The Green Man was | owroofed and ugly, the sort of building that
practically shouted the fact that its owners asked no questions.
There were no wi ndows in the stuccoed walls, and the only thing
that indicated that the bar was open was the fact that the barred
safety door had been taken fromits hinges and now | eaned agai nst
the wall. A manni kin, shaggy with | eaves, hung froma pol e over
the doorway, jigging slowy in the first evening breeze. Silence
hesitated outside, staring at the curtain of shadow t hat bl ackened
the entrance, wondering if the place were safe. Then she shook
herself. The Green Man was deep into the Pale, no one but star-
travellers would go there. And she would get no nore than
annoyance fromthem as long as it was clear she was herself a
pilot. Frowning, she pulled off the scarf she had inprovised from
the scorched skirts of her coat and stuffed it into a pocket, then
hastily snoothed her hair. Then, with a deep breath, she stepped

t hrough t he doorway.

She cane out of the bl ackness of the shadowcurtain into a broad
roomlit with a dim anber light. An oval bar filled the mddle
section, and dwarfed the tables that clustered in the corners. A
casual ly dressed worman, her hair uncovered, was noving in the
bar's central workspace, and Silence sighed her relief. No wonder
Fava had chosen this for their neeting place. The tables were
nostly filled, but there were still a nunber of enpty spaces at
the bar. Silence chose one toward the back, where she could watch
t he door, and waited, fingering the pad of cash slips in her
pocket. The bartender glanced curiously at her, but took her tine
serving a turbaned man, drawi ng sone sort of beer and spilling a
cal cul ated anount of foamonto the stone counter. Only then did
she nove down the | ength of the bar, w ping her hands in passing
on a towel hangi ng beneath the counter.

“"What can | get you?" she asked.
“"What's good?" Sil ence said.
The bartender stared at her, as though trying to determ ne her

status. Silence returned the stare stolidly. "Regular bar," the
ot her woman answered, after a nonent, "and a couple of | ocal
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things. There's a sweet porter sone folks |like, spring wine, and a
fruit brandy that's a killer."

“I'"l'l try the porter,"” Silence said.

"Right." The bartender wandered away again, went through the rite
of w ping out a stone nug and nmani pul ati ng the polished handl es of
one of two nmssive kegs. Silence glanced nervously around, saw
only nmen in the shadows. \Were the hell was Fava?"

“You're new here." The bartender set the danp nug in front of
Silence and rested her hands lightly on the counter, waiting.

Yes." Silence hesitated, not knowi ng how to answer the unspoken
guestion. The wonan wanted to know precisely what she was--star-
travell er, soneone's mstress, or just a hanger-on. She smled and
said awkwardly, "I hope that's strong. |I'd never flown that road
before."

It was good enough. The bartender relaxed fractionally, and her
smle was |l ess professional. "I'"'mtold it's not easy, sieura--
pilot, | should say."

“"Thanks." Silence sipped carefully at the porter, got nostly foam
"What do | owe you?"
"One-and-a-half, local." The bartender pocketed the two-credit
slip deftly, made only a token gesture of giving change. "Thank
you, pilot. Are you waiting for soneone?"

Yes, for sone friends."

"Then 1'l1 see you're not bothered." The bartender turned away
before Silence could answer, in response to a call fromthe other
end of the bar.

The pil ot sipped again at the porter, and nearly choked on the
sweet, ropy stuff. God, that's vile, she thought. And where's

Fava? She gl anced at the tine projected in the gl obe that hung
suspended above the bar, and saw that the M sthian was al ready
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| ate. On, God, she thought, don't tell nme that it was all a trick.

If I've fallen for that, the absolute oldest trick in the book.
And what will you do if you have? an inner voi ce denanded. And

just how are you going to get back to the Hostel, anyway?

St ubbornly, she pushed the doubts away. The nessage had been real,

she was sure of it. And she would get back to the Hostel sonehow,

however she had to.

"Si |l ence!"

The pilot turned quickly, and only just managed to copy Fava's
casual wave. There was a second wonman at Fava's shoul der, her eyes
wat chf ul , her hands deep in the pockets of her |oose snock.

“"Hell o, captain,” Silence said, as the two wonen took seats to
ei ther side of her. "Wat's up?"

Fava made a face, and waited until the bartender had taken their
orders before answering. "I'mnot sure nyself. But | thought you
m ght be interested in knowing that there are questions bei ng
asked about you--you in particular, not your nen-fol k."

"I know that the authorities have been asking questions,” Silence

said, and Fava waved a hand in dism ssal.
"This isn't them-" she began, and broke off as the bartender set
a tall glass in front of each Msthian. "I think you net Sirkka
bef ore?"

Si | ence nodded, and as the bartender wal ked away agai n, Fava
continued, "Not official questions. You wouldn't need ne to tell
you that. This is sonme man off a freighter that | anded yesterday.
There's quite a bit of talk about you in the port--the authorities
haven't been subtle. | think half the planet thinks you tried to
reach Earth--"

"We--" Silence broke off, smled grimy. Any denial would only
confirmtheir suspicions. "Go on."

“Well, when this one heard the stories, he started asking
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questions of his own. Soneone steered himto ne, and | told himto
get out."”

"What was his nanme?" Silence asked.

"There's nore," Fava said. "Then he tried to find out frommy crew
-he talked to Sirkka--and, well, | suppose she'd better tell you."

"He told nme his nane was Merestun," Sirkka said readily, her voice
nore accented than her captain's, "but |I'msure he was lying. |
didn't tell himanything nore than he'd already heard, but it
seened |ike he was interested in making the sane run. He offered
me a lot of noney if | could tell himwhere you were--he said |
shoul d say he would be of sone use to you, could maybe get you off-
planet, if you'd help him"

Does this Merestun really think that's a fair exchange? Sil ence

wondered. Well, maybe it is, since I'mnot likely to get off-world
any other way. But he doesn't nention Denis and Julie--and there's
still Isanbard's offer. She |ooked up, and found the others

staring expectantly at her. "Way didn't you tell Denis? | know he
spoke to you."

“It's you they were asking for," Fava said, "not him"

That was a M sthian for you, Silence thought. But | shoul dn't
conplain. She wouldn't be helping ne if | weren't a woman. "Wat
el se did Merestun say?" she asked.

“Not nuch," Sirkka said.

“Do you know anyt hi ng about hi nf"

Fava answered, "He works for a Hegenonic nerchant, that's all |
know. And the nerchant keeps hinself in the background."

"I know the ship nane," Sirkka broke in. "Black Dol phin."

Bl ack Dol phin. Silence took a deliberate grip on the edge of the
bar, squeezed until her fingers ached. Bl ack Dol phin, and the
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mer chant woul d be Tohon Chanpuy, and the questioner.... "The man
who spoke to you," she said, keeping her voice steady only with an
effort. "WAs he a short man? CGetting fat? Dark-haired |ike ne, but
dar k- eyed?"

"I don't know about the eyes," Sirkka said, "but the rest fits."

And Uncle Oto. Silence closed her eyes. The court on Secasia
seened a lifetinme away, but the nenory--and the anger--was stil
fresh.

"l gather you know hi n?" Fava asked, after a nonent.

"Yes." They were still |ooking curiously at her, and Sil ence
sighed. "Oto Razil's his real nane.

He's ny uncle." She could not stop herself from adding, "And that
ship's mne."

"Oh?" Fava | eaned forward, hiding her enpty glass to avoid
i nterruption.

Si | ence expl ai ned what had happened after her grandfather's death,
and how she had ended up wth Bal thasar and Chase Mago. " So
obviously I can't accept Oto's offer," she finished. "Not w thout
| osi ng everything."

The ot her wonen were noddi ng sagely. No, you don't know, Silence
wanted to shout. You never had to live by any of those rules, you
don't know what it's |like to | ose sonething that ought to be yours
just because you're female. And you don't know what it feels |like
now, when | thought | had everything under control, just one

deci sion to nake. Just choose to be a magus or stay a pilot, and
now all of a sudden Oxto's back, to spoil ny plans again.

"He doesn't have any |egal claim does he?" Sirkka asked, and
gestured for the bartender to refill her gl ass.

Silence swall owed her first angry reply. "He doesn't need one."
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"What can he do, then?" Sirkka went on.

“Look--" Silence controlled herself instantly. "He's made an offer
no one el se has. And we've got to get off-planet, soon."

Sirkka | ooked away, enbarrassed, but Fava said tranquilly, "I've
told your Denis why | can't help you. | do too nmuch busi ness here,
and while you're a wonan, you're not a Msthian. Not famly."

So Denis used ny nanme when he nade contact with her, Silence
t hought. | shoul d've known he woul d.

"There are plenty of other ships that |and here," Fava went on.
"One of themw |l surely help."

"We can't wait," Silence snapped. "The authorities are already too
curious." She shut her nouth tightly over the rest of her words,
know ng that she was not angry with Fava. Damm you, Uncle Oto,
she thought, you have a knack for bringing out the worst in ne.

But com ng back like this, wth the ship--ny ship--that's too
much. "Where's he docked?" she asked sl owy.

“"You're going to go to hinP" Fava asked, and Silence shook her
head, not daring yet to admt even to herself what she m ght be
t hi nki ng.

Sirkka snorted. "Hi s nerchant doesn't spend npbney easily," she
said. "They're in one of the cheap sheds, near the field. Wy?"

Silence closed her eyes, trying to visualize the port, but she had
been too exhausted to see nmuch of it when they | anded. "Show ne
exactly."

Si rkka exchanged gl ances with her captain, and then, when Fava
nodded, dragged a finger through the rings left by the chilled

gl asses, sketching a crude map. "There's the port, and these are
the main sheds. Over there--" her finger scattered a clunp of wet
squares "--are the support buildings, magi, quilds, tuners. Down
here, the third, no, fourth--the fourth shed fromthe

adm ni stration conplex, that's where Bl ack Dol phin's cradl ed. The
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field s just beyond."

Silence stared at the rapidly fading sketch, wondering. The shed

was very close to the taxiways, and to at | east one of the | aunch
tabl es. And besi des, she thought, it was always possible to lift

directly fromthe taxiway, and nmake any course corrections

| ater. ...

"How |l arge is his crew, do you know?" Fava | ooked oddly at her.
"You're not thinking of trying Wath-of-God' s ganes here, are
you?"

| hadn't thought of it that way, Silence thought. Al oud, she said,
"No, of course not. Do you know?"

“I hear it's small," Fava said cautiously. "The nerchant only
carries one bodyguard."”

That woul d make sense, Silence thought. Black Dol phin's cabin
space was limted, nore than either Bruja's or Sun-Treader's had
been. They'd have to have a pilot aboard, and with Gto and
Chanmpuy to accommodate, that would | eave only one nore cabin,
converted back fromcargo space.... Besides, neither Chanpuy nor
Razil would want to share their profit with any nore than the
absolute m ni mumcrew. Nor would they want to give up any nore
cargo space. Four nen, then.... |If they could be decoyed away from
the ship, or neutralized aboard; if the local authorities could be
tricked into giving thempermssionto lift, or if a diversion
could be managed, it was just possible they mght get away wth
what Fava called Wath-of-God's ganes. In spite of herself,
Silence grinned. Balthasar, at |east, would be pleased.

“"You are thinking of stealing it," Fava said. "You're crazy."

"I don't think so," Silence said, hardly hearing her. Considered
rationally, she--they--would be taking a very |ong chance, but
they didn't have a better alternative. At |east, she didn't know
of one, and if Isanbard had sonething up his sleeve, this would
make himshow it. Mdire than that, she would be getting her ship
back. She had forgotten, or put aside, how nmuch it had hurt to
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give it up. And nost of all, it would let her put off the final
choi ce between piloting and life as a magus. "I think | could get
Qto off the ship, Chanpuy too...." Her voice trailed off as she
considered a variety of fal se nessages, and then she put that
aside. "Look, is there a magus in the port who handl es private
comruni cati ons? Soneone reliabl e?"

Fava shook her head. "Yes, | know one, but--"

Silence cut her off. "One thing. If the others agree, will you
contact Gto for nme? I'mnot asking for anything nore."

Fava hesitated, then, reluctantly, smled. "Al right. I'll do
that, but no nore.”

“"Thank you." Silence stood up. "How do | get to this magus?"

"Sirkka, show her the way.'
you're doing, pilot."

Fava stood also. "I hope you know what

The magus was exactly what Silence had expected, a w zened,

el derly man who kept over-furnished offices in a building wedged
bet ween two tuni ng sheds. A ship was bei ng tuned next door;
Silence felt the vibration as she entered the nmagus's office, but
heavy felt padding inside kept out the |ast traces of sound.
Despite that, the nmagus pulled a second baffling curtain into

pl ace before settling into a chair and notioning for themto be
Seat ed.

"I am Doctor Tahir," he said, folding his hands across his
stomach. "What can | do for you, sieura, pilot Sirkka?"

"My nane is Leigh," Silence said. "I want to contact the magi's
Hostel, w thout going through regular channels."

Tahir nodded. "Ch, yes, that can be done, but it is expensive.
After all, | have to live here, and | can hardly afford to anger
the authorities--"

"How nmuch?" Silence asked flatly.
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"A hundred | ocal credits,"” the nmagus sai d.
Sirkka stirred. "That's outrageous."

“I''l'l give fifty," Silence said. After a m ninmum of haggling, they
settled on seventy, and Silence separated forty from her book of
credit slips. "The bal ance when ny nessage is delivered."

“"Very well, sieura." The magus rose, and returned with the vi ew ng
gl obe in an el aborately carved stand. The gl obe itself was nmade of
sone purplish crystal, al nost opaque. The nmagus resettled hinself,
frowning into the cl ouded dept hs.

"Your nessage?" he asked.

Silence closed her eyes, hastily framng words. "I want to contact
t he magus | sanbard,” she began. Tahir nodded, bendi ng over his

gl obe. "Tell him-" she paused again, trying to decide just how
much she could say. "Tell himthat |'mat the port, that | agree
to his offer, but all three nust neet ne here, right away. O, no,
not here, at the Geen Man. O herwse it's all off."

“Leigh is here," the nagus repeated obediently. "And you agree to
| sanbard's offer, but they nust neet you at the G een Man

| mredi ately or the deal is off."

“"That's right," Silence said.

Tahir gestured over his viewgl obe, and the opaque crystal seened
to clear slightly, purple shadows noving stiffly in its depths.
After a nonent, inmages began to formin the globe's center, the
purple fading to other colors. Slowy, a reflection of |sanbard's
face took shape in the crystal, not as clearly defined as an

of ficial system would produce, but distinct enough.

"Wel |l ? What is it?" Tahir's |lips noved, but |sanbard spoke through
hi m

Tahir repeated Silence's nessage.
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“Let ne talk to her," |sanbard snapped.

Tahir hesitated, but Silence pulled another credit slip fromthe
pad and laid it on the table in front of him Tahir nodded, and
made a conplicated gesture. Whatever he did took effort, Silence
saw. his winkled face was covered with a thin sheen of sweat.

"Speak," he said, at |ast.

| sanbard's face shifted in the crystal, as though he had | eaned
forward, and his voice cane, disenbodied, froma point in the air
j ust above the globe. "Silence, you were foolish to go into the
port--"

Silence said, "It had to be done. |I'Il explain when you get here.
But | know how to get off-world."

“"We're being watched," |sanbard said. "W can't | eave the Hostel--
" He broke off, staring not at Silence but at Tahir, |eaning over
his crystal. "You, nmagus. \Wat degree do you hol d?"

"I ama doctor of the Art," Tahir began, huffily, and |Isanbard cut
hi m of f.

"Then toget her we can open a janus gate."

“But, doctor, | haven't the strength for that," Tahir protested.
“I wouldn't be able to work for weeks, perhaps nonths."

Silence ripped off three nore credit slips, then tossed the rest
of the book onto the table. Tahir's eyes shifted, and Sirkka
| aughed. Silence said, "WII that cover it?"

The image in the crystal wavered as Tahir reached hungrily for the
book, and Isanbard said, "Count it later, doctor. W'Il|l begin the
gate.”

(obedi ently, Tahir dropped the book into the pocket of his faded
gown, and spread his hands flat in the air over the globe. H's
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eyes closed. In the crystal, Silence could see that |sanbard had
cl osed his eyes, too, and she guessed that his hands were
positioned identically above his own view gl obe. Softly, both nen
began to speak, chanting words that hissed and fl owed, but were
part of no | anguage Silence knew. She could feel the |eashed power
in them shaping and preparing the common air surrounding them
Tahir was sweating harder as he spoke the |ast syllable; his hands
shook, and he stilled themw th an effort. |sanbard spoke a
single, flat-vowelled trisyllable, and Tahir answered quickly,
draw ng both hands up and away fromthe gl obe. The air above the
tabl e began to shiver visibly, and Silence felt her spine craw
with the gathering power.

The gl obe seened to split open then, the colors blossonmng |like
sone bizarre flower. The swirling non-inmges poured out, noving
now | i ke water, until the col ored shadows struck an invisible
barrier and fell back, eddies curling into each other. Slowy, the
colors steadied and then rearranged thenselves into a recogni zabl e
i mge. Silence found herself staring directly into a roomof the
magi ' s Hostel. Had she dared, she knew she could reach through and
touch the wood of the table where |Isanbard sat.

She shook herself, throwng off the sense of awe that threatened
to overcone her. She had heard of janus gates before, and knew
that they resulted fromthe mani pul ati on of purgatory, a | ess
conpl ex mani pul ation than her own piloting. Two places on the sane
pl anet--on the same | and nass of the sane planet, she corrected
hersel f--could be tenporarily joined through purgatory. The power
is strictly limted, spatially and tenporally, she told herself. |
wi Il not be inpressed by it.

"Hurry, now," Isanbard said. "W can't hold this open for |long."
Hastily, Balthasar stepped into the field of vision, followed by
Chase Mago. The engi neer carried a bag slung over his shoul der;
with a small shock, Silence recognized it as the carryal
cont ai ni ng her starbooks. Balthasar hesitated, then stepped
gingerly onto the lowtable in the Hostel room

“Step through, man," |sanbard ordered. "Leave the crates."”
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Silence could see the Delian's chest nove as he took a deep breath
and held it, then stepped fromone table to the other. She put out
a hand to steady himdown, and Balthasar took it. He | ooked al npost
surprised at the solidity of her touch.

"Silence, what the hell's going on?"

"Later," Silence said, and turned to help the engi neer.

Chase Mago m sunder st ood her outstretched hand, however, and
passed the carryall through first. Silence took it, relieved in

spite of herself, and then the engi neer stepped through the gate.
| sanbard | ooked up, and Tahir's eyes flashed open.

“I" msorry, doctor, but I can't hold it alone. | haven't the
strength--"
"I can see that," |Isanbard said. "Silence--sieura Leigh. You said

you' d accepted ny offer, did you not?"

Yes," Silence said.

“"Then you'll get your first |lesson now " Despite the strain,

| sanbard's |lips curved in the ghost of a smle. "Doctor, the
sieura is an untrained talent; you can draw on her for support.”

Tahir | ooked up, startled. "A woman? | npossible."

"Trust ne,
trance. "

| sanbard said. "Silence, put yourself into a pilot's

Silence could see the strain on his face, and did not argue. She
cl osed her eyes and took a deep breath, focusing her m nd.

Usual Iy, she sought the learning state in order to nenori ze
difficult void-marks; the phrase that evoked it best was the
ancient riddle of the gate that was not a gate. But this gate is a
gate, she thought, a joining of spaces through purgatory. She felt
the world fall away around her, and saw the edges of the janus
gate shadowed by an inage |ike the door that ended the Lion Road.
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"Don't think," |Isanbard said sharply. "Just sit there. Don't do
anyt hi ng. "

Silence closed her eyes, letting herself slide into the self-
absorption that was fatal to a pilot's trance but seened sonehow
perfect for this. She listened to the soothing rush of blood in
her veins, her slow ng heartbeat and the steady sigh of breath,
the subtle burring of bone on cartilage and, in a core that was
not physically central, a whisper of wakened song. Tahir's touch,
when it cane, was |ike the touch of cold hands--startling, but not
pai nful. H's presence struck echoes from her own power, |ike notes
of a harnoni umrepeated in a soundi ng keel. She savored the sense
of strength flowing fromher, riding the crest of that song. Al
too soon it was over, and she opened her eyes.

The gate had vani shed, and the air no |longer snelled of power.
| sanbard was bendi ng over the other magus, who rested his head on
his fol ded arns.

“"I'f you'd listened to ne," |sanbard began, then shook his head.
"Rest a few days, you'll be all right." He nodded at Sirkka.
“Woul d you, sieura, find the doctor's kitchen and brew tea?"

“I"'ma pilot," Sirkka snapped, "nobody's naid."

“1'"1l do it," Chase Mago said quickly, and di sappeared through a
curtai ned doorway. |sanbard turned away from Tahir, who now seened
to be asl eep.

"What ' s happened, Silence?"

Sil ence seated herself on one of the webbing chairs, glad Tahir
had not drawn too deeply on her power. "I got a nessage from
Fava," she began. "It seens ny uncle to is back inny life."

Bal t hasar nuttered sonething, and Silence was gl ad she coul d not
make out the words. Hurriedly, she repeated what the two M sthians
had told her. "There can't be that many peopl e aboard,"” she
finished. "If we can get the crew away, or even nost of them we
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coul d take Bl ack Dol phin, and be off-world before the authorities
real i ze what's happened."” The others were very qui et when she
finished, and she blushed, waiting for one of themto denolish the
pl an. Then Bal t hasar | aughed deli ghtedly.

“"Damm it, Silence, that's good," he said. "Yeah, | think it'l]

wor k--but we'll have to do nore than just get Chanpuy off the
ship. W'll need a distraction; the port authorities are bound to
check every ship before it lifts. . . ." Hs voice trailed off,

then strengthened again. "W need a disaster.”
"Fire, famne, flood," Silence said, then stopped. "Fire."

"Yes." Balthasar turned on |Isanbard. "You said back there you did
siege engines. Was it true?"

The magus nodded, waiti ng.
“Can you make snakefire?" Balthasar went on.

Silence felt a small, bloodthirsty smle steal across her face,
and hastily suppressed it. Snakefire was a nasty thing, a toy for
t he expert saboteurs of the Hegenpon's best engi neer reginents.

Pl anted around the port, the creeping fires would do little real
damage, and be al nost inpossible to extinguish. The authorities
woul d be busy for hours, and at the first runor of fire, half the
ships in the port would be clanoring for permssion to lift. And
would Iift without permssion, if they thought the fire was bad
enough. |If no one in Dol phin's dock panicked i mediately, it would
be easy enough to frighten them

| sanbard was nodding again, this tinme in agreenent. "Yes, | can do
that. It should work."

“What shoul d work?" Chase Mago asked, returning with a pot of tea
i n one hand, and two battered cups in the other. As he poured a
cup and shook Tahir awake | ong enough to force the nagus to drink
about half of it, Balthasar expl ained the plan. The engi neer
nodded, pouring a cup for I|sanbard.
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"Sirkka, will you contact this Razil?" Chase Mago asked, when the
Del i an had fi ni shed.

Sirkka hesitated, then shrugged. "I can. But he'll want to talk to
you, Silence."

Silence nmade a face. "Yes, he'll want to gloat, all right. But
"Il doit--if we contact himfrom sonewhere nobody can trace."

"Here," Sirkka suggested, and |sanbard nodded.
“I"' msure Tahir won't mind," he said, and there was an edge in his
voi ce that nmade the other magus nod drowsily. "But first I'll have
to create the snakefire--you do have a workshop | can use, don't
you, doctor?"

“I--" Tahir began, and |Isanbard |aid a second book of credit slips
on the table.

“1"l'l also rig a protected |line for your communications system"
| sanbard went on. "And then you'll forget that we were ever here.
This is for the inconvenience."

“I swear," Tahir nurnured, and fell asleep again.

"The workshop's the first door on the left,'
t hought it was the kitchen."

Chase Mago said. "I

"All right." Isanbard | ooked around, took a volune fromthe single
bookcase. "Make yoursel ves confortable."

It took the magus nearly two hours to create enough snakefire to
make an effective diversion, and another hour to find the right
places to | eave the deadly little packages. Silence used that tine
to plot a course for Tycha. It was a commobn staging point, with an
easy departure and a famliar set of voidnmarks. Then the three nen
were gone, and Silence was left alone with Sirkka and the sl eeping
magus, to stare nervously at the el aborately inlaid conmunications
unit.
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"Hal f an hour," Sirkka said at last. "Tine to call."
Si | ence nodded, unable to speak.

The M sthian | ooked oddly at her, and reached for the nmachine,
punching in a series of nunbers.

“"No picture," Silence said, and Sirkka nodded.

"Bl ack Dol phin." Silence did not recognize the voice.
Sirkka said, "I wish to reach sieur Merestun."

There was a brief hesitation, and then the voice said, "Wait."
Static foll owed.

"Merestun," a new voice said, and Sil ence shivered.

“"This is Sirkka neMafal da. W spoke of a woman pil ot? She
expressed interest in your terns."

There was nuttering in the background, and Razil said, "Put a
picture on."

Sirkka | ooked at Sil ence, who shook her head. The M sthian said,
“I"msorry, the canera' s not working."

“Then find one that does work," Razil said grinmy, "or we don't

tal k. "

Si rkka gl anced again at Silence, who shrugged and reached across
to flip the switch herself. A thin screen unfolded fromthe back
of the machine, and a face began to take shape beneath its creany
surface. As it took on resolution, Silence could see the
expressi on change fromworry to a cruel satisfaction. A shadow
fell across the bul khead behind Razil, a shadow too thin to bel ong
to him Chanpuy was standing just out of canera range. Silence
stiffened.

"Well, Silence," Razil said. "Well, niece. Al your fine plans
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conme to not hi ng?"

“"Wait," Sirkka said sharply, and Silence was gl ad of the
i nterruption. "Wat about ny noney?"

For a nonent, it seened as though Razil would not answer, but then
Chanmpuy nur nured sonet hing, and Razil said, "It'll be sent."

"Not good enough," Sirkka said. She switched on the console
beneath the machine, and said, "Transmt it now, or | cut the

i ne."

"All right."

A nonent |ater, the screen flashed white, then displayed nunbers
and code letters as the fee was transnitted to the Msthian's
account. Sirkka nodded. "All yours, Silence," she said, and

st epped out of the canera's eye, turning her back on the nachi ne.

"Well, niece," Razil said again. "And what happened to that nan of
yours? Did he dunp you when you w ecked his ship?"

"I--" Silence checked herself. "No."
"Or did they just find a better pilot?"
“Does your offer stand?" Silence asked.

Razi| paused a nonent, scowing, but another nutter from off-
screen pronpted him "I haven't nade an offer," he said.

“You told Sirkka you could get ne off-world. What's the price?"
"Just you?" Razil |eered. "Not your rugged captain?"

This is worse than | expected, Silence thought. "Let ne talk to
Champuy, " she said aloud. "You're useless, Oto."

Razil stiffened, but Chanpuy stepped into the picture, and the
other's angry response died. "Here | am sieura Leigh," Chanpuy
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said. "What do you want ?"

“You said you'd get ne off-world," Silence said again. Suddenly
she was overcone with disgust at this role she had to play, and
she only just stopped herself from pressing the disconnect button.
"What's it going to cost ne?"

Chanmpuy smled thinly. "I know what you did for your forner
captain. | want the sane thing, and I know you al nost nmade it. |
want you to work for ne."

“At what pay?" Silence asked.

"The usual rates for a pilot of your experience," Chanpuy
answered. "Plus hazard, of course.”

"And a share of the profit."

“We can di scuss that when you cone aboard," Chanpuy sai d.

"No." Silence shook her head. "We'll settle that first. But not
now, |'ve talked too long already." Qut of the corner of her eye,
she saw Sirkka nod. "You know Lady Maisry's?" Sirkka had given
that as the nane of one of the larger bars, and Chanpuy nodded.
"Good. I'Il be there in half an hour. W'Ill talk there."

“"Al'l right," Chanpuy said, "but--"

"Be there," Silence said, and pressed the di sconnect button.
Sirkka turned to face her.

"He'll cone," the M sthian said.

"He'd better," Silence answered. She picked up the carryall Chase
Mago had |l eft for her, its weight confortably famliar. "Point ne
toward the right shed, will you?"

Sirkka smled. "I can do better than that," she said. "Cone on."

Sirkka I ed her fromthe nagus's office to a narrow street running
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bet ween the tuning sheds, and then to a second street that ran
behi nd the outer row of buildings. She hesitated at the main
entrance of the docking shed, but Silence waved her on. The

wat chman, ensconced confortably in his glassed-in booth, barely
bl i nked at themy nothing else noved in the |long corridor between
the two rows of curtained starships.

“"Your Dol phin's the eighth down," Sirkka nurnured.

Si | ence nodded, and started as confidently as she could down the
main corridor. After a fractional hesitation, Sirkka followed her.
At the third baffled cradle, Silence pushed aside the curtain and
slipped into the dock space. Behind her, she heard a nuffled
protest, but ignored the M sthian She wal ked the | ength of the
conpartnent, hardly daring to breathe for fear she woul d wake
sonmeone on the cradled freighter. But nothing noved above her. At
the rear curtain, she stooped and lifted the weighted cloth.
Sirkka slid under on her knees, then held the curtain while
Silence crawl ed out. Together, they eased it back to its original
folds. Wien it was down, Sirkka caught the other woman's arm

“"Are you crazy? Maybe this cow doesn't put bells on the curtain,
but that nerchant wll. You'll never get in this way."

Sil ence shook her off. "I haven't seen a bell yet. And the others
are waiting here."

The M st hian shrugged, plainly not convinced. Silence ignored her.
They stood in a narrow corridor running between the walls of the
shed itself and the long row of baffle curtains that soaked up
every sound. She stared up at the naze of ceiling wires that held
the baffles in place, tracing out the divisions between the
spaces. She had just found the eighth place when soneone stepped
out of the curtain in front of her.

"Denis!" The baffl es absorbed her exclamation, but Balthasar set a
finger to his lips.

"Hello," he said. "I thought you'd never get here."
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"I's everything set?" Silence asked.

“Absolutely." Balthasar was grinning, elated.

"When do they go of f?" Sirkka asked. "l've got to get back to the
ship, warn ny captain.”

"l spoke to Fava," Chase Mago said. "This way--we kicked out an
ener gency panel. You've got about twenty m nutes before the first
one goes, so you'd better hurry.”

Si |l ence wat ched as Chase Mago | ed the M sthian toward an al nost
i nvisible hole in the wall panels, then turned back to Balthasar.
"And Chanpuy?"

“"We saw himleave in a hurry with his bodyguard. Your uncle's
still aboard, as best we can tell."

"So it's just himand their pilot?" Silence asked.

"No." I|sanbard stepped fromthe curtain, holding up a netal oval
| i ke a tuner's egg. "There's only one person aboard that ship."

Sil ence | ooked to Bal thasar, who shrugged. "Maybe they fired their
pilot, or he quit, or sonething. It doesn't matter." He rummaged
in a carryall with shiny sides that betrayed its newness, and
produced an arny-issue heylin. Silence took it awkwardly, the

wei ght draggi ng at her shoul der.

"Sorry it's not arifle,"” Balthasar said, "but that was all |
could get on short notice. Julie?"

The engi neer finished replacing the energency panel and | ooked up.
"\What ?"

"How | ong?"
Chase Mago consulted his chrono. "Sixteen m nutes."

"Then we'd better get on with it." Balthasar took a deep breath,
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obviously trying for calm H's face was still twisted in a
maniac's grin, and Silence felt the sanme expression on her own
face. "Al'l right," Balthasar continued. "Julie and I'l|l go first--
you two hold the curtain, and cone right behind. The lock's a
standard nodel, isn't it, Silence?"

"It was."

"The device | gave you will open everything but a magus's personal
| ock, " |sanbard sai d.

“Let's hope so," Balthasar said. "When we get aboard, Silence, you
head straight for the control room Lock yourself in, and don't

open up until you hear fromne. W'Il|l deal with your uncle. And
once | get rid of him Julie, you start warm ng the engi nes--the
first capsule should ve blown by then. |I'lIl grab a tug. Is that
cl ear ?"

Si | ence nodded once, and |sanbard said, "Yes."

Chase Mago | ooked thoughtful, then shrugged. "d ear enough. Let's
go. "

Sil ence glanced up at the edge of the curtain, where the baffle
was fastened to the support wres. She saw no alarm bells, but
could not be entirely sure they weren't sewn onto the inner side
of the fabric. She stooped and, slowy and carefully, lifted the
edge of the curtain. The upper half of the curtain didn't nove as
she eased it up about a foot. Isanbard took hold of it as well,

t aki ng sone of the weight, and Balthasar said softly, "O K.,

t hat's enough.”

He dropped to his knees, then to his stomach, and pull ed hinself
t hrough. Chase Mago foll owed nore slowy, easing his greater bul k
t hrough the gap. Silence exchanged gl ances wth the magus, and

| sanbard nodded.

“"After you, sieura.”

Silence rel eased the greasy fabric and stretched herself out flat
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on the dirty tiles. She wiggled through, felt one edge,
unsupported on that side, scrape down her body from shoulder to
knees. There was no sound fromthe alarmbells, if indeed there
had been any. Then she was through, and scranbled to her feet to
hold the curtain for |sanbard. The magus craw ed t hrough qui ckly,
and Silence lowered the curtain after him Only then did she turn
to face her ship.

They' ve changed her utterly, she thought. There was a gun turret,
gleaming with fresh, raw paint, and the top of the hull was wel ded
wi th new seans. The stubby w ngs showed signs of the sane sort of
tanpering, a pair of cannon poking from beneath sanpling pods.
Then Bal t hasar beckoned urgently fromthe top of the cradle
stairs, and Silence hurried to join him putting aside her anger.
Bal t hasar had al ready applied the nagus's device to the hunm ng

| ock as Silence cane up the stairs. As she flattened herself

agai nst the hull, Balthasar pushed buttons on the machine's top
and flinched back, breathing quickly. Silence tensed, waiting for
al arms or an expl osi on, but nothing happened. Then a tiny |ight
set in one corner of the device went fromred to green,

Bal t hasar's tense shoul ders rel axed; he reached forward and
uncoupl ed the device, then gestured for Chase Mago to open the
hatch. Very carefully, the big engineer twi sted the | ock wheel,
then tugged it backward. The hatch swung free w thout a sound.

| nstantly, Balthasar was through the opening and into the | ock
area, heylin held ready. A nonent |ater, he | eaned out again,
noti oni ng themin.

“"No one in sight," he whispered. "Julie, come with ne. Silence,
take the control room and you, |sanbard, mnd the hatch."

The ot hers nodded, and Isanbard let the hatch close again with a
gentl e thud. Balthasar w nced, but gestured for Chase Mago to
follow himforward, toward the comon area. Silence hesitated,
then took a deep breath and followed them cradling her heylin in
bot h hands. The commpbn area was enpty, and she reached for the

| adder to the bridge, but Balthasar caught her shoul der.

“Which is your uncle's cabin?"
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Sil ence gl anced back, trying to ignore the gaping door that led to
the cabin that had been hers. "Back down, on the left across from
t he engi ne room"

"Ri ght. Now get on up." Balthasar touched her shoul der and turned
away, taking the engineer with him Silence hesitated nonentarily
at the bottom of the | adder, the heylin heavier than ever in her

hands. There was no sound fromthe control room and she started

to clinb.

The |l ower bridge was enpty, as she had expected, and she gl anced
at the nonitor lights. They gl owed steady orange: the systens were
on standby. Frowning, she started to set the heylin aside to tend
to them and then she heard a tiny scuffling sound from above her.
She whirled, bringing up the heylin and firing in a reflex notion.
She m ssed, but Razil's shot went wld, shattering a square of
deck tile. He was on the upper bridge, wth the upper hand....

Si |l ence edged around the base of the | adder, waiting for her one
cl ear shot. She knew she should call Balthasar and Chase Mago, | et
them handl e this, but Razil was her kin, her eneny. He was her
affair.

Sonet hi ng noved above, the hint of a shadow crossed her path. She
st epped back, suddenly sure of herself as she had never been
before. She fired once, and knew before Razil's heylin clattered
to the deck that she had hit him Then the shadow | engt hened on

t he decking, and her uncle fell past her, the |adder guiding his
fall. She raised her heylin to shoot again, but there was no need.
She kicked the fallen heylin into a corner, then knelt beside the
body. There was no wound to be seen, and she felt for his pulse.
Her own heart was beating so strongly it was hard to tell just
what she felt, but after a nonent she felt his pul se beneath her
fingers. Appalled, she | ooked down at her heylin, and saw that the
sel ector pointed to the | owest, non-lethal setting. Slowy, she
rel eased her uncle's throat and twisted the dial, turning up the

power to a setting that would surely kill. She | owered the heylin
until the nuzzle touched Tazil's chest. Then the heylin wavered
and fell, and she | ooked away. The anger that had fuel ed her, that

woul d have let her kill him was gone, and she could not call it
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back. She |lifted the heylin again, but the gesture was half-
hearted, pointless, and she stuffed the heavy gun into the pocket
of her coat. If |I had killed himin the fight, she thought,
pulling herself to her feet, that would have been one thing. |
coul d have done that, and not |ost any sleep over it. But to kill
himnow, in cold blood.... | won't do it. Sighing, she | eaned out
the hatch and shouted for Balthasar.

To her surprise, the Delian did not argue for |ong about killing
Razil. Wth only a token protest, he agreed to dunp the fat man's
unconsci ous body into the corridor behind the baffle curtain.

"Then |'ve got to get us a tug," Balthasar went on, already
dragging Razil's body toward the door. "The first charges have
gone, and it sounds |ike everything' s going according to plan."
Then he was gone, and Silence turned her attention to the
controls. She settled herself in her grandfather's couch and began
to activate the systens. Fromthe sprinkling of green lights
across the board, Chase Mago was doing the sane thing in the
engi ne room Silence grinned tightly and concentrated on her own
panel s.

Very faintly, through the layers of hull and baffling and shed
wal | s, she heard a wail that m ght be a fire alarmor the yowing
of an ill-tuned liftoff. She left the Ficinan nodel half
programred and reached for the communi cati ons board, switching it
to the police frequency. There was trouble at every checkpoint,
either fire or panic; the energency channel was not nuch clearer,
two different voices trying to direct fire-fighting homunculi to
the wdely scattered fires. But it was the third channel, the
direct line to the control tower, that told her what she wanted. A
dozen voices were snapping at the port authority, demandi ng

i nstant clearance to lift off.

“--fire threatening--"
"--cargo is valuable, can't risk it--"

“--leaving right now, like it or not--"
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That was what she had been waiting to hear, and she thunbed on her
own transmtter, noving the needle slightly away fromthe
frequency line to garble the nessage. "Port Mster, this is Bl ack
Dol phin. | request clearance for an imediate lift-off--"

The machine emtted a burst of static that nmade her junp back in
her couch and, in the sudden quiet that foll owed, the port
master's voice said strongly, "Ships will be evacuated according
to their proximty to dangerous fire sites, beginning with docks
7a and c. Those ships have perm ssion to | eave i mredi ately. Ships
i n docks 3 and 4 should prepare to follow "

For a nonent, Silence was afraid the Port Master would quell the
pani c, and she hesitated, hand hovering over the transmtter
swtch. Then a new voice broke in. "Not likely. |I've got a cargo
of flammables, and |"mnot waiting for anybody. Either you give ne
perm ssion now, or the rest of you | ook out, because |I'm going."

That set the others off. The Port Master tried vainly to shout
over the noise, to calmthe other captains, but it did no good.
Silence could hear the rising notes of half a dozen harnonia
behind the frantic voices.

"Si |l ence."

Bal t hasar's voi ce sounded in her earphones, and she reached
guiltily to activate the exterior caneras.

"How s it going? Can | hook up?"

The screens showed a triple i mage of Balthasar sitting on the edge
of atug's turret, his heylin ready on his lap. A single
homuncul us was poised to connect the tug to the cradle. In the
background, Silence could see other tugs noving at reckless
speeds, and other ships preparing for a hurried liftoff.

"Go ahead," she said. "I'Il lift when we hit the taxiway."

"Ri ght," Bal thasar answered, and Silence turned her attention to
the Ficinan nodel, only half aware of the homuncul us's novenents
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in the screen. By the tinme she had finished wth the nodel, the
cradl e was attached to the tug, and Chase Mago had signalled from
t he engine roomthat everything was ready there. She signalled
Bal t hasar and the cradle lurched forward into the towpath. As
Bal t hasar awkwardly turned the |inked nmachines toward the half-
open doors, a man ran out from one of the other dock areas, waving
his hands wildly. He caught at the I ow platformwhere the tug's
homuncul i sat, and Balthasar shifted his grip on the heylin. The
man shouted sonething, but the selective headset did not pick up
his words. Silence heard only Balthasar's response.

“"First conme, first served, man. Get your own."

The man said sonething nore, but Balthasar raised his heylin,
taking deliberate aim and the other fell back, cursing. Silence

| ooked away fromthe screen, chilled. The fires were no real
danger, but still. . . . She forced herself to concentrate instead
on the instrunents in front of her. The distortion readi ngs were
junping already, and the interference would be worse once they

| eft the protection of the docking shed.

Then the cradle | unbered out of the nmassive doors, and the gauges
went crazy. Nunbers flickered, changed wildly; the warning |ights
flared red, and the needle of the strain gauge snhapped to the top
of the scale, well into the danger zone. Chase Mago swore
violently, his voice tinny in the earphones, and Sil ence saw
Bal t hasar drop his heylin and press both hands to his ears.

"Denis!" Silence's hands noved frantically over her boards, trying
to block the worst of the interference, or to set up a
counterfield. Then the noise fell away sonewhat, and she saw in
the screens the sliver of arising keel. "It's no good, we'll have
to. get down the taxiway. | can't lift in this soup...." Balthasar
was shaking hinself, straightened slowy to adjust the controls of
the tug. The honmunculus lay sprawled, half falling fromits
platform its delicately bal anced exi stence conpletely disrupted
by the nmusic of the other ship's harnmonium "Denis, do you hear
me? Get farther down the taxiway."

Balthasar |lifted a hand i n shaky acknow edgenent. Silence nodded
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at the inmage and focused one of the screens on the port itself.
The orderly pattern of pale blue warning |ights and dar kened
streets, topped by the bright gold w ndows of the Custons
Bui | di ng, was broken by the flashing red of the firefighters'

| ights, by searchlights and the glow of flanes and, nearer still,
the rai nbow gleans of |ifting keels. She switched a second screen
to the portside canera, trying to keep tabs on the ships around
them but it was clear she would have to rely on the nusonar to
avoi d col lisions,

“Julie," she said, "how s our tuning? How far out do we have to
be?"

There was a. |ong pause before Chase Mago answered. "We're still
not in good position. Another hundred yards, maybe, if there's no
nore distortion...."

H s words were drowned by another roar fromoutside. Silence saw
Bal t hasar doubl e up in agony, then slip dow into the body of the
tug. Had he fallen, or decided to risk not being able to see?

"Deni s?" she said again.

mall right,'
soon. "

Bal t hasar answered, "but we've got to get off

Silence glanced at the distortion readings, falling with every
nmeter they travelled down the taxiway. "Just a few nore mnutes,"
she said. In the screen that showed the port, she saw new |ights,
bl ue-white flashes |ike |ightning: the port authorities had
brought their defense cannon into action, and were firing on the
fleeing ships. "Stop everything," she ordered. "W're going." In
the screen, she saw Balthasar westle briefly with the coupling
that connected tug and cradle, then throw up his hands in disgust
and di sappear from canera range, heading for the hatch. A few
nonents later, the hatch indicator flared red, and its alarm
sounded as Bal t hasar cane aboard. Then the Iight went out, and
Sil ence concentrated on the readings in front of her. The
interference was still high, but Chase Mago woul d have to handl e
that. Her concern was the fleet of ships that filled the sky
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around them twenty or nore pinpoints of |ight on the nusonar
screen. Then the harnoni um surged, and Chase Mago said, "First
sequence. "

"Go ahead," Silence answered, and before the words were out of her
nmouth felt the sudden roar of song. The darkened field fell away
in the screens, but the ship was shaking badly, caught in sone

ot her ship's distorting wake. Silence glanced from nusonar to the
screens to the distortion gauges, trying to find the interfering
starshi p. The nmusonar was too | arge-scale, she realized wth a
surge of fear. The screens were nearly useless in the dark. Only
the strain gauges were of nuch use in |ocating another ship. She
banked away from her departure path, feeling new strain build in
the keel until Chase Mago realized what she was doing, and

adj usted the pitch of the harnonium and sought a new |line that
was free of other ships. She found one, then saw the sane
flickering interference build on her indicators. She turned the
ship away again, but the other pilot had turned toward her, the
strain needl es shooting to the far side of the gauge. Too
frightened to swear, she pushed Dol phin's nose down and saw, in
one screen, the reflected Iight of the other ship's keel. A nonent
| ater, the ship was shaken by a wave of disharnony that wacked
bones and flesh as well as netal. Silence clung to her controls,
bl i nded by the sudden pain.

Then that noi se faded, and she pulled the ship back into |ine,

i gnoring the new di ssonance in the harnonium s song. The strain
gauges stayed steady, however, show ng only background

i nterference, and the nusonar seened to indicate no other ships in
the vicinity. Silence stayed hunched over her keyboard, not daring
to relax until Black Dol phin was free of the clinging planetary

i nfl uence.

They passed the boundary at |ast. Leaning back in her couch,
Silence tw sted her hands together, |oosening cranped nuscles. In
t he nusonar screen, she could see dozens of other ships rising
fromthe planet, points of light Iike seeds thrown off by a
puffball, exploding fromthe surface. The Ficinan nodel showed her
course clearly, free of other ships, and she |l et Bl ack Dol phin
take itself into that synpathetic harnony. The readi ngs were
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green; even the di ssonance she had heard on liftoff snoothed from
the harnonium s song, and she let herself relax conpletely. The
keel would carry the ship to the twelfth of heaven with or w thout
her.

“"Beautiful,"” Balthasar said quietly.

She turned, and found hi m standi ng behind her, supporting hinself
agai nst the |adder fromthe common area. He | ooked tired, his face
shadowed by a nenory of pain, but he was smling. Silence smled
back, triunph rising within her.

"Beautiful, darling, a lovely job." Balthasar released his hold on
the | adder, cane toward her with arns outstretched. Silence rose
to neet the enbrace, and held himtightly agai nst her.

I n her headphones, Chase Mago was sayi ng, over and over, "M/ (Cod,
we nade it. W nmade it."

Silence's smle grew broader, then faded slightly as the

i npossibility of it all hit her. I'"'mstill a pilot, she thought,
and a dammed good one; |I'mto be a magus; and I'ma ship's
master.... It's not real. I'll wake up in ny old bunk with Qto

yelling for nme to get out and do ny job. She took a deep breath,
wi lling herself to accept the truth. Oto was stranded on Mersaa
Mai a--and thinking of that humliation, she was gl ad she had not
killed him-the Dol phin was hers, and a nmagus's power was to be

hers as wel .

A light was flashing on the control board, demandi ng her

attention, but she ignored it for just a nonment |onger, savoring
her victory.
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