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Chapter |

THE GRASSLAND SLOPED GENTLY DOWN TOMWARD THE LOWcliff and the
scrub-covered nountainside belowit, the red-tipped | eaves of the
clinging

pi nes barely rising above the edge of the cliff. Beyond the dark
i ne

stretched the Silvermarsh, its vast expanse veined wth bl ue-

gl eam ng

channels, the grey-white reeds rising and falling in a breeze that
di d not

reach the clifftop. On the horizon, where the solid ground of the
Shi | ed

Islet lifted at |ast out of the marshes, the towers of Anshar

Ast eri ona

were faintly visible.

Silence Leigh, lying hal fway up the grassy sl ope, shook her head
sl oW vy,

noved in spite of herself by the subtle beauty. She was a star-
traveller,

a pilot, inured to the scenery of a hundred different worlds,
fam |l i ar

with the significant beauties of purgatory, the voidnmarks spread
across a

gaudy sky; a sinple marshl and shoul dn't seem so exquisite. But
then, this

was Asterion, central world of the Hegenony, the greatest power in
human-settl| ed space, and this view, this hillside above a cliff,
was part

of the Hegenon's personal estates, all of which had been chosen to
t ake

advantage of naturally occurring beauty. O course the Silvermarsh
woul d

be magni ficent.

Si ghi ng, she | eaned back into the curve of one husband's arm

Jul i an Chase
Mago shifted drowsily, adjusting hinself to her weight. The other
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husband,

Deni s Bal t hasar, was soundly asleep, his head resting agai nst her
hi p, one

armthrown across her thighs. Overhead, the sky was very bright,
t he hot,

hazed bl ue of Asterion's late summer. They said, in the magi's
host el ,

that Asterion had been chosen as the capital because it bore a
cl ose

resenbl ance to lost Earth; sleepily, Silence wondered if it were
true. Al

human-settl ed worlds resenbled Earth to a degree: system c and
pl anet ary

harnonies related to the original notes of Earth and Earth's star
system

I n varying degrees, allowing the star-ships to travel easily

bet ween t hem

but a cl ose resenbl ance seened unlikely. There woul d be ways to
cal cul ate

the probability, of course -- her teacher |sanbard woul d know
them ...

She shook herself lightly, stretching a shoul der that had
stiffened. Chase

Mago, disturbed by the novenent, nurnured an i ncoherent question,
and

pronptly fell asleep again. Silence smled. This had been the
first day in

nont hs she had not spent studying, or, with her husbands,

supervi sing the

refitting of the starship, Recusante, for the |long voyage to
Earth. In

fact, Chase Mago shoul d have been installing new dol or-crystal

pi pes in

the harnmoniumthat norning, a delicate, boring operation that
woul d have

kept all three of themfully occupied for seven or eight hours, if
t he

dockyard hadn't failed to nmake its delivery. |sanbard had left for
t he
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magi 's hostel in Savaid, Anshar' Asteriona's western suburb, a
little

after sunrise, to be out of their way. If he hadn't left so early,
Si |l ence

t hought, still smling, she would have had to spend at |east a
part of the

day with him Isanbard had acknow edged ei ght standard nonths ago
t hat she

was a magus -- a theoretical inpossibility that still made her

| augh, so

t horoughly had she upset the nmagi's understanding of the worlds --
but

they both knew she was still relatively inexperienced. Her skills
woul d

have to be honed and polished before they nade the attenpt on the
Eart h-road. Even so, she thought, | need sone tine apart.

She sighed, her smle fading. The thought of Earth, of the
conpl i cated web

of obligation and unwitten contract that kept her searching for a
way to

reach the | ost planet, drove away her |ingering pleasure in the

Vi ew.

She shifted agai nst Chase Mago's encircling arm suddenly faintly
| npatient with the day's enforced leisure. It was not that she
regretted

the | azi ness, but that she was ready to conplete the adventure
she' d begun

nearly two years before. The engi neer opened his eyes and yawned
hugel vy,

teeth very white behind his dark beard. Before he coul d speak,
however, a

flat voice said respectfully, "Sieuri."

Silence sat up, finally disturbing Balthasar, who nuttered
gquer ul ously and

roll ed over, rubbing at his eyes. She ignored him and turned to
glare up

at the figure that stood patiently at the top of the sl ope.
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"I left orders we weren't to be disturbed,” she sai d.

The honmuncul us | ooked back at her. It was an expensive toy, finely
detailed, its face an i mobile, inhumanly beautiful mask scul pted
by one

of the Hegenbny's greatest artists. "A priority call,"
The voice

I ssued without inflection froma pinhole in the slightly pouting
| i ps.

it said.

Sil ence eyed the homunculus warily. "Wo is it?"

"The vizier n'Halian." The honuncul us's voice did not change, but
it

lifted one grey-fleshed hand to its gilded forehead in inprinted
response

to the title.

“N Hal i an?" Bal t hasar sat up, frowning. "I wonder what he wants."

Si |l ence shrugged, and pushed herself to her feet. Halian n'Halian
was t he

Hegenon's chief mnister and his nbst trusted servant -- not a nan
to be

kept waiting.

Chase Mago stood, stretching, then turned to pull Balthasar to his
feet.

"Who knows?" the big engineer said, calmy enough, but his eyes
were wary.

"I bet it isn't good news," Balthasar nuttered.
“"Don't be such a goddamm pessim st,"”
than she'd

I nt ended. Bal t hasar grinned, and she knew he'd recogni zed her own
f ear.

She gestured quickly to the honmunculus, cutting off the Delian's
response.

Silence said, nore sharply
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"Please informthe vizier we're on our way. W can call hi m back,
i f he
doesn't want to wait."

"I beg your pardon, sieura," the honmuncul us answered. "The vizier
S
waiting in the garden room"

The three humans exchanged gl ances, and then Silence said again,
"Tell the
vizier we're on our way."

"Yes, sieura." The homuncul us bowed over fol ded, grey-fingered
hands and

turned away, striding over the uneven ground wi th i nhuman
preci sion.

As soon as it was out of earshot, Chase Mago said, "That's very
odd. "

Silence reached for the thin, gold-flecked shawl she carried

| nst ead of

the veil required by Hegenonic |aw, and wound it expertly around
her head,

covering her boy-short black hair, and tossed the trailing end
over her

| eft shoul der, just concealing nose and nouth. It would -- just --
preserve the anenities, but there was no tine to change into ful
court

regalia. "Very,

she agreed.
"Cone on." Balthasar was already hurrying up the hill after the
hormuncul us; Chase Mago shrugged and foll owed. Silence cl anbered
after

them frowning. There was no reason that she knew of for the
vizier to

cone to the villa in person; all the obvious things could just as
easily

have been dealt with over the view gl obe network. But there

shoul dn't be
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anyt hing wong, either, she thought, and ducked under a trailing
branch

fromone of the allreds that fornmed a wi ndbreak at the top of the
sl ope.

At the Hegenon's request, she had stayed out of sight for the past
nont hs,

| etting the Thousand, the nenbers of the great famlies that
governed the

Hegenony, forget that Adeben Ki bbe owed his throne at |east in
part to a

woman magus. She hadn't been outside the villa, except to visit
the magi's

hostel or the star-travellers' Pale surroundi ng Anshar'
Asteriona's

starport, in over a nonth.

Inside the line of allreds, the | andscape fl attened suddenly,

mani cur ed

| awn stretching as though cut with a level fromthe tidy edge of

t he

carpet of fallen leaves to the fretted door. Above the bl uestone
lintel,

carved with an abstract pattern of |eaves and twining flowers, the
gar den

rooms glass wall had gone green in the afternoon sunlight. Behind
it

Silence could just nmake out the noving shadow that was the vizier.
Paci ng?

she thought, with a sudden feeling of dread, but Chase Mago pushed
open

the fretted door before she was certain.

Anot her of the villa's honmunculi was waiting at the foot of the
back

stairway, formal clothes -- knee-length coats for the nen, and a
floor-length veil for her -- draped across its stiff arns. Chase
Mago

absently accepted the larger of the coats, fastening its buttons
all the
way up to the high collar, but Balthasar waved his away,
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gri maci ng.

Silence hesitated for a nonent, then started up the stairs w thout
t aki ng

the | onger veil.

Halian n' Halian was standing in the m ddle of the garden room
staring at

the central fountain without really seeing the fine haze of water.
He

turned at the sound of the door opening, and the sunlight
stream ng

t hrough the windows glittered fromthe tips of his forked beard.

"Sieuri.
"Vi zier,"
nost
opaque expression, but she was usually able to read sone

i ndi cation of his

nood. She did not think he was afraid, or angry, but there was a
new

hesitation in his manner that troubl ed her.

Sil ence answered, watching his eyes. N Halian wore his

“I amsorry to trouble you, when your servants said you were
engaged, "

n' Hal i an conti nued snoothly, "but his Maesty wi shes to speak to
you. "

"What about ?" That was Bal thasar, com ng up on Silence's left. The
pi | ot

gl anced si deways, and saw that the Delian's thin face was set in a
truculent scow. Before she could say anythi ng, however, Chase
Mago nmade

his chilly, oligarch's bow

"Vizier," the engineer said. "I hope nothing's wong?"

N Hal i an shook his head, and in spite of herself, Silence gave a

si gh of
relief. Balthasar's nouth twi sted, but for once he said nothing.
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“I"'minstructed to say that his Mjesty has acquired sonething he

bel i eves

will be of use to you," n'Halian went on, with a smle that showed
hi s

gol d-set teeth. "He would like to discuss it with you in person.”

That's better news than | expected, Silence thought, and said
al oud, "O
course, vizier. Can you give us any nore detail s?"

N Hal i an shook his head. "lI'msorry, sieura, but his Mjesty
hasn't told
me anyt hing nore."

"I see," Silence said. She didn't quite believe him but knew
better than
to press the issue. "Do we have tinme to change?”

“"That won't be necessary," n'Halian answered. "If you'll conme with
e,
sieuri, | have a flyer waiting."

Silence hesitated for a nonent, seeing her reflection in the wall
of gl ass

behind n' Halian. She was still wearing the boys' clothes she had
adopt ed

on Solitude Hermae, | oose tunic belted over shapel ess trousers,
tool kit

dangling fromher belt -- hardly the sort of thing she should wear
to face

the ruler of two-thirds of human-settled space, especially when it
was

topped oft" by the fraying, alnost transparent shawl instead of a
veil .

But that was vanity, and she knewit. It wasn't the el egance of
court

costune -- an el egance that wei ghed over twelve kilograns -- that
she

m ssed, but the famliarity of Rusadir tunic and tights. "As his
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Maj esty
W shes,
her

f ace.

she said al oud, and wound the shaw nore securely across

N Halian's flyer sat on the disused playing field beside the villa
t hat

doubled as a landing area. Its crew, a pilot, co-pilot, and a trio
of

soldiers in Inariman livery, lounged in the shade of its fully

ext ended

wi ngs. Cearly, Silence thought, they'd been waiting for n' Halian
for sone

time. At the vizier's approach, the soldiers sprang to attention,
one

noving to trigger the ranp, the others sliding off the wing to
stiffen

into a hasty salute. The two pilots stood as well, though |ess
smartly.

Sil ence guessed they were civilians -- n'Halian's enpl oyees rat her
t han

menbers of the Hegenon's official household -- and her wariness

I ncreased.

The Hegenon usually sent his household, unless there were good
reasons for

secrecy.... Then the co-pilot dropped fromthe w ng and began
pul i ng off

the baffle that hid the flyer's keel, and Silence suppressed a
gasp of

surprise. At her el bow, Balthasar whispered a curse. The ship was
no

ordinary flyer, but a long-range craft, its shiny keel capabl e of
reachi ng

t he boundary between the atnospheric and cel estial harnonies. She
opened

her nmouth to ask where they were going, but Chase Mago forestall ed
her .

"I take it we're not going to Anshar' Asteriona?" the engi neer
asked, as
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coolly as if he were inquiring about the weather. Silence saw that
Bal thasar's | eft hand was deep in his coat pocket, and she felt
sure his

fingers were curled around the butt of a heylin.

"No, sieur Chase Mago," n'Halian answered, w th equal courtesy.
"Hi s
Mpj esty is at the Wnter Pal ace.™

Silence rel axed, and saw Bal thasar slip his hand quietly out of
hi s

pocket. If n"Halian was willing to tell them where they were
goi ng, the

secrecy couldn't be directed at them "That's on the far side?"
she asked.

N Hal i an nodded once. "That's correct, sieura."

They had reached the bottomof the ranp while they were talking.
The

co-pilot, still stuffing the thick dura-felt baffle back into its
wel |,

st opped abruptly, staring, when he heard the title. Silence stared
back,

and, after a nonent, the man | ooked away. Even so, she was aware
of his

interest, of the avid curiosity at her back, as she nade her way
up the

ranp and into the flyer's passenger conpartnent.

“Anot her of your admrers, Silence?" Balthasar nurnured, with a
lifted

eyebr ow.

Silence flushed. "I doubt it," she said, tartly. She had been

noti ceabl e

enough as a woman pilot -- the only female pilots nost star-
travellers

knew were fromthe matriarchal world of Msthia -- but now she was

positively notorious. Despite the Hegenon's efforts to keep her
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I nvol venent secret, star-travellers' gossip whispered that she'd
been a

part of his victory, that she knew sonet hing about the road to
Earth, that

she dabbled in strange powers.... Having two husbands had not

hel ped,

either: three-way marri ages weren't comon, and the star-

travell ers who

did not believe the wilder runors were nore than wlling to
specul at e

about her marriage. She supposed she shoul d be pleased that she
had a

ready-made red herring, to take interest away fromthe runors that
she was

-- that they were -- |ooking for Earth, but she found the whol e
t hi ng

rat her enbarrassing. The situation wasn't inproved by the fact

t hat

Bal t hasar thought it was funny, and added his own bizarre

| nventions to

the stories already circulating. At | east Chase Mago was

synpat hetic, she

t hought -- but then he, |like herself, had been a citizen of one of
t he

nore conservative worlds of the Rusadir, before the Rusadir had
fallen to

t he Hegenony. Balthasar was a Delian, and on Del os anythi ng was
permtted.

She ducked through the Iow hatch into the flyer's passenger cabin,
i gnoring the senior pilot loitering in the entrance to the control
conpartnent. The first of the soldiers was already aboard, coiled
conpactly in the rearnost seat, his sonic rifle stuffed into the
hol st er

cl anped to the bul khead behind him H's face was i npassive, but

Si |l ence

sensed the curiosity behind his stolid gaze.

She shook away the thought, and seated herself at the front of the
passenger section, choosing a place by one of the circular
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w ndows. Chase

Mago dropped heavily into the seat next to her, and Balt hasar,
wth a

grimace, took his place behind her. N Halian settled hinself into
t he seat

across the aisle, and gestured to the pilot. The man touched his
f or ehead,

and vani shed into the control conpartnent. The rest of the

sol diers

trooped aboard, and the co-pilot sealed the hatch behind them A
few

nonments later, the flyer's tiny harnoni um sounded, the |ow, bone-
tingling

base note swelling rapidly to the conplex |ift sequence. The flyer
shuddered once, and rose. Silence |eaned agai nst the bul khead,

wat chi ng

the ground drop away. This was not the dizzying upward fall of a
starship's liftoff; rather, the flyer seened al nost to fl oat
upwar d, the

har noni um s note, sounding through the half-tinctured keel,
shifting

slowy from Asterion's core harnony to the purer celestial tone.
The note

changed again and the flyer tilted sharply, the world wheeling
around it,

t hen steadied on a new course. Already, the ground bel ow was
beconi ng

featureless, the Silvermarsh just a pale bl ob webbed with greyish
| i nes.

The flyer banked again, |ess steeply, and Silence caught a glinpse
of one

of Anshar' Asteriona's suburbs, a darker, nore regul ar shape
spangled with

bri ght patches that were parks.

“"Nice flying," Balthasar said, |leaning forward. "You think we're
on the
| ine yet, Julie?"

Chase Mago's face wore the abstracted expression that neant he was
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listening with all his heart to a harnoniunm s seductive nusic, but
he

broke his concentration |ong enough to say, "Not yet. You'll hear
it."

"On the Iine?" Silence asked.

Bal t hasar nodded. "You know. \Whatever harnmonic line will take us
wher e
we're going."

"I"ve never flown one of these," Silence said, with sone

annoyance. She

bit back the rest of her thought -- I'"'ma star-pilot, not sone
pl anet ary

hack -- knowi ng that Balthasar had probably flown these craft at
sone

point in his career.

“"They use the envel ope the way we use the system harnonies, in-
and

out bound, " Bal t hasar began, but whatever he had been going to say
was cut

off by a sudden deep shift in the nusic of the flyer's harnoni um

| t

wasn't the conplex, famliar change that nmarked the nonent a
starship

passed out of a planet's chaotic harnonic envelope, the affinities
bet ween

t he heaven, the celestial nusic -- or its approximtion -- of the
har noni um and the Phil osopher's Tincture in the keel itself com ng
into

resonance and steadying to a note so conparatively sinple as to be
al nost

| naudi bl e. Rather, the harsh nusic, which had been wavering on the
edge of

di ssonance, seened alnost to shift to a chord conprehensible to a
human

ear. It hovered heartbreakingly on the edge of conpletion, as

t hough in
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any instant it would resolve itself into a sound so perfect that
it would
shatter the hearer.

Sil ence shook herself, seeing her own feelings -- pleasure in the
| ovel y

note, despair that it was still inconplete, and the certainty of
di sappoi ntnent -- reflected and redoubled in Chase Mago's face.
For a

bri ef nonent, she wondered what nore he heard, with his engineer's
training, then put the thought aside. The sound was not beautiful,
she

told herself firmy; it was nerely that the human ear perceived as
beauti ful those sounds which cane cl osest to true harnonies. The
har noni um

was imtating, as closely as was humanly possi ble, sone part of
Aster-ion's core harnony, that was all.

And that, she thought abruptly, explained what Balthasar had begun
to say.

The little flyers worked by riding a specific note within the

pl anet's

har noni ¢ envel ope. It was only pilot's convention that said the
envel ope

was nonochromatic; |ike the musica nundana, the conplex, system
filling

music that resulted fromthe interaction of solar and planetary
har noni es,

the planetary envel ope was actually made up of i nnunerable

vari ations on

the sinple nmusic of the core. It was simlar enough, inits
function, to

make her gl ad she had not said anything derogatory about the art
of

piloting these local craft.

Qutside the flyer's w ndow, Asterion had dropped away al nost

conpl etely,

its rich landscape fading into broad swaths of col or snmeared with
cl oud.
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There were cities below, Silence knew, but they were invisible at
this

hei ght. The sky itself had darkened toward the bl ue-black that
mar ked t he

border between planetary and cel estial harnony. That expl ai ned
sone of the

perfection of the flyer's nusic, Silence thought. The craft was
far enough

above any | ocal topographical features to avoid their distortion.
Still,

what ever the reasons for it, the harnmoniunmis note was achingly
beauti ful,

and she was gl ad when the sound shifted at last to the nore
nmuddl ed nusi c

of | andi ng.

It was late norning at the Wnter Palace. The flyer slid down an
al nost

| naudi bl e | andi ng beamtoward a white, featureless plain. Silence
f r owned

out the window for a | ong nonent before she realized it was snow.
The

Pal ace itself, nultiple spires gleamng in the noon |light, rose
fromthe

center of the plain like a fantastic ice scul pture. Silence
remenbered the

Wnen's Pal ace, presented on its island like a jewel on a tray,
and

shi ver ed.

"Either we're at one of the poles,"” Balthasar said, "or this is
magi ' s

wor k. "

Chase Mago shrugged.

“"Probably a creation," Silence said, thoughtfully. She was too far
away,

as yet, to feel the bending of harnonies, of reality, that marked
a
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magus' s created | andscape, but she could not inagi ne any hegenon
choosi ng

to live at either of Asterion's poles. She glanced toward

n' Hal i an, hopi ng

the vizier would confirmor deny her guess, but the ol der man was
smling

i ndul gently into his gilded beard, and Sil ence | ooked away. She
shoul d not

have expected the vizier to betray the true | ocation of one of the
r oyal

pal aces, but he didn't have to | ook so snug about it. Then,
reluctantly,

she smled. She and Bal thasar were whistling in the dark, and
sounded it.

Chase Mago had the right idea: say nothing, and wait.

The flyer dropped lower still, until it was al nbost skinmm ng the
surface,

throwng up a great cloud of snow that rattled agai nst wi ngs and
body,

conpl etely obscuring the wi ndows. At the sane tine, the noise of
t he

har noni um changed again, show ng new strain as it fought to

bal ance the

pull of the planet's core. The flyer dipped and sl owed further.
The

har nroni um cut out, and the flyer dropped neatly into an invisible
cradl e.

Silence distinctly heard the cradle fingers clanp onto the flyer's
hul |,

and heard, as distinctly, Balthasar's nuttered coment.

" Show of f . "

He neant the flyer's pilot, and Silence nodded. Before she could
say

anyt hi ng, however, n'Halian had hauled hinself to his feet. "If
you' | |

come with nme, sieuri?"
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"Of course," Silence answered, with all the dignity she could
nmust er.

Ahead, she heard the thud of the hatch being thrown back, and
shivered in

a blast of chill air. Balthasar jamed his hands into his coat
pocket s,

whi spering a curse.

N Halian |l ed themforward to the hatch w thout show ng any sign
t hat he

felt the cold, though he was no nore warmy dressed than any of
t hem

Silence hesitated in the hatchway, wondering if she could refuse
to go

further until she could get sonething warnmer to wear. They were
still sone

di stance fromthe palace. Then she saw the gever drawn up besi de
t he

flyer, and resigned herself to a cold ride. At |east, she thought,
as she

made her way down the cradle stairs, it's a closed car.

As they appeared at the top of the cradle, tw doors popped open
in the

gever's side. Soldiers -- nenbers of the True Thousand this tine,
their

spl endid unifornms al nost gaudy agai nst the snow -- stepped from
t he

machi ne's forward conpartnent and stiffened into a salute. Silence
shivered again, fromfear this tine: even if nost of the True
Thousand had

supported Adeben's coup, she and her husbands had suffered enough
at the

hands of the Hegenon's elite guard. Then a slimfigure, his
crinmson coat

| ooped with a colonel's braid, stepped fromthe passenger

conpart nent.

“"Wel cone to the Wnter Palace, ny lord vizier, sieuri.”
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Sil ence rel axed then, and sensed rather than saw the others do the
sane.

Marcinik -- a colonel now, pronoted on the occasion of his
marriage to the

hegenon' s daughter Aili -- was an old acquai ntance. He had been
their

contact in rescuing Aili fromthe Wnen's Pal ace; before that, he
had

served on the conscript transport where Silence had first
di scovered her
powers. It was, Silence thought, an interesting relationshinp.

"Thank you, Colonel," n'Halian said serenely, and nade his way
down t he

cradle stairs. The bottom steps were slick with bl own snow. He
f r owned,

and picked his way delicately across. Following him Silence
suppressed a

grin, and heard Bal thasar nutter sonething behind her.

Marci ni k gestured for themto enter the gever. He was a handsone
man,

young for a colonel, with fine aristocratic bones and al nond-fair
ski n.

Only the faint lines at the corners of his eyes and bracketing his
nmout h

saved himfroma tedi ous beauty.

"There are coats inside," he said, "since the vizier didn't see
fit to
warn you. "

"I had nmy instructions, colonel,"” n'"Halian answered, and ducked
into the
gever's w de passenger conpartnent.

As Marcinik had prom sed, there was a pile of quilted coats |ying
on the
near est bench-seat. Silence reached for the first one, not caring
what it
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| ooked |i ke, and realized to her surprise that the outer |ayer, at
| east,

was made of sil k. She shrugged it on, hugging the pillow fabric
ar ound

herself, and settled into the rear corner of the bench, stretching
her

feet out to the nearest heating bl ock. The others did the sane,

but

n' Hal i an waved aside the offer of a coat. A nonent |ater, one of
his own

soldiers |leaned into the gever, holding out a fur-lined cl oak. The
Vi zi er

wrapped it confortably around his shoulders, and settled into his
pl ace.

Marcinik, a slight smle on his lips, gestured for his nmen to

cl ose the

conpart nent door.

"l don't suppose you can tell us what he -- his Majesty -- wants?"
Bal t hasar asked. There was a note in his voice that dared the

col onel to

answer with nore than a sinple negative.

“I"' msorry." Marcinik shook his head, still smling, but Silence

t hought

she glinpsed a sort of annoyance behind that polite nmask. She

si ghed, and

| ooked away. Bal t hasar had had good cause to dislike the col onel --
but

she had thought that the two nen had cone to an understandi ng
during the

escape fromthe Pal ace. She was aware of Chase Mago's eyes on her,
of a

slight tightening of the engineer's |lips, and knew he was t hi nking
t he

sanme thing.

To Silence's surprise, however, Balthasar did not pursue the

guestion, but
| eaned back agai nst the padded seat. He saw the pilot's gl ance,
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and nmade a

slight shruggi ng novenent, one shoul der novi ng under the heavy
coat. Chase

Mago grinned, but to Silence's relief, said nothing. The gever
rose,

engi ne whi ning softly, and swung around the cradled flyer in a
broad arc

that would bring it up to the palace fromthe east, well away from
t he

mai n gate. Now that they were noving, Silence could feel the
faint,

unnatural shifts in the |ocal harnonies -- a sort of tingling, a
not e of

al most-nusic, faint as a feather's fall against her skin -- that
mar ked an

artificially maintained snowfield. She smled to herself then,
staring out

the tiny sideport into the plunme of snow kicked up by the gever's
passage.

It hardly mattered where the Wnter Pal ace was | ocated on
Asterion's

surface; still, it was nice to have her intuition confirned.

The gever did not follow the well-marked track that led to the

Pal ace's

| nposi ng mai n gate, but swung off onto unmarked snow, skirting the
perineter wall. They had travelled al nost a quarter of the way
around its

circle before the gever slowed, and Silence saw one of the drivers
rai se a

cupped hand to his nouth. A few nonents |ater a snowbank shivered
and

split open with a shower of flakes, revealing a paved tunnel that
sl oped

steeply down into darkness.

"Subtle," Balthasar said, wth a quick glance at Marci niKk.

The col onel showed no sign of having heard him The gever sl owed
still
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further, engine whining fiercely to conpensate, and slid off" the
snow

onto the slick tiling of the tunnel. The snowbank, with its hidden
door,

runbl ed shut behind them The gever hung in darkness for a nonent,
its

engine idling, and then a light faded into existence ahead of

t hem

throw ng a | ong wedge of brightness along the tunnel floor. The
gever

| urched into notion again, heading toward the |ight.

Silence did her best to plot the path of the tunnel, matching its
tw sts

and turns against the glinpse she'd had of the palace and its
grounds, but

gave up after only the third turn. She knew too little....
Carefully, she

masked her inpatience, and settled back in her seat, glancing as
unobtrusively as she could at the chronograph slung at Balthasar's
wai st .

It was a quarter of an hour |ater, by the graph, before the gever
sl owed

again and nmade a sharp turn into a new corridor. They had to have
doubl ed

back nore than once, Silence thought, glancing as casually as she
coul d at

t he new surroundi ngs, and wondered agai n what had pronpted this
unusual

security. Fromthe grimset of Balthasar's nouth, the Delian was
wonder i ng

the sane thing, and Chase Mago | ooked very thoughtful.

The new tunnel was nore brightly lit than the first, and the tiles
t hat

covered the floor and the curving walls were pal e blue, banded at
about

the height of a man's shoulder with a wide stripe of deeper bl ue.
As t hey

fl ashed past a cross-tunnel, Silence could see that its walls were
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mar ked

with a double stripe, one blue, one red; the second cross-tunnel
was

marked in green. They had reached the pal ace's regul ar mai nt enance
tunnel s, she guessed, renenbering simlar arrangenents fromthe
Wnen' s

Pal ace, and wondered agai n about such roundabout dealings.

A few mnutes |later, the tunnel w dened suddenly, and the gever

sl owed

still further, gliding toward a shallow platform More troops in

t he

Thousand's bright uniforns were waiting there. They were fornmed up
in the

doubl e line of an honor guard, but even so Silence tensed, and saw
Chase

Mago's nouth tighten again. Balthasar swept back the fronts of the
borrowed coat and janmmed both hands into the pockets of his own

] acket,

one thunb visibly caressing the touchplate of his heylin. Silence
contrived to touch his shoul der, frowning, and the Delian noved
hi s hand

away. The pilot wapped her coat nore tightly around herself, and
hoped no

one had noticed Balthasar's | apse.

As the gever drewto a halt in front of the platform the officer
i n

command -- a major, Silence noticed, an older man wth battle
ri bbons

banding his sleeves and trailing hood -- snapped into a sal ute,
t hen cane

forward to unlatch the gever door hinself. Behind him a voice

hi gh-pitched wwth strain barked a command. The sol di ers swept
their

cerenoni al swords fromtheir gil ded scabbards, hol ding them
overhead to

forma steel canopy fromthe gever to an arched doorway at the far
si de of

the platform Marcini k nodded and stepped fromthe gever, turning
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to offer

his hand first to n'Halian and then to Silence. The pilot et him
st eady

her as she stepped fromthe craft, and followed the vizier toward
t he

di stant archway. She felt the scarf, never intended to serve as a
veil,

slip slightly, but she ignored it, disdaining to adjust it or to
gl ance at

the nmen followi ng at her back. She took a certain grimpleasure in
t he

di sci plined stir she created.

As she approached the arch, she becane aware of Watchers, the
creat ed

bei ngs that could serve as a nagus's eyes and ears. In the sane
| nst ant,

sonet hing noved in the carvings above the arch. She gl anced up,
br eaki ng

stride, and saw one of the carvings detach itself fromthe stone
tree that

made up the sides of the arch and |aunch itself, with a raptor's
screech,

I nto space. A second statue, another gold-tal oned bird of prey,
freed

itself an instant |ater, screeching angrily. Balthasar's heylin,
she

t hought, they've sensed it. Wthout conscious decision, she lifted
her

hands and spoke a single Wrd. The sound, hard and flat and as
sharp as

the crack of stone agai nst stone, seened to explode in the

confi ned space,

cutting through the sudden commoti on behind her. The statues
froze, then

seened to contract, drawing into thensel ves, and were sucked
toward the

arch as though they were netal drawn by a powerful nagnet. They
snapped

back into their places wwth a noise that struck conpl ex echoes
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fromthe
wal | s.

Silence turned slowy -- Isanbard had taught her how to take
advant age of

t he shock her powers al ways brought -- and hid a smle at seeing
them al |

frozen in surprise. Predictably enough, it was one of the
sergeants who

recovered first, glancing rapidly fromMarcinik to the open-
nout hed nmaj or.

“Sir, Colonel, he's got a weapon --"

The major shut his nmouth as though he'd just realized it was open.
Marcinik lifted a placating hand. "Take it easy," he began, and
Sil ence

cl eared her throat.

"Deni s?"

Bal t hasar nade a conpl ex grinmace and strai ghtened, slowy draw ng
t he

heylin fromhis pocket. Before the troopers could react, he
reversed it,

presenting the heavy butt to Marcinik. "I --" The Delian
hesitated, then

continued with nore grace than Silence had expected," -- apol ogi ze
for the

trouble. W were not expecting the invitation."

Mar ci ni k accepted the heylin warily, running his thunb absently
across the

touchplate. It was hot, signalling that the heylin was fully
char ged, and

he lifted an eyebrow. "No nore were you,
gl ance

at the indignant major. "I accept the responsibility.”

he said, with a quelling

The maj or saluted, reluctantly, and Marcini k slipped the heylin
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into his

own pocket. "Sieur Chase Mago --
al r eady

shaki ng hi s head.

he began, but the engi neer was

"' m unar ned, colonel."

“"Then let's continue," Marcinik said, and gestured for the
startravellers

to precede him This tinme, the Watchers remai ned where they
bel onged,

frozen anong the stone branches. N Halian, waiting on the far side
of the

archway, gave them an inpatient nod. Atrio of chanberlains,
greyi ng nen

in the long blue coats of their office, were waiting wwth him
| eani ng on

their staffs of office.

Silence frowned slightly, seeing them Al ways before, the Hegenon
had gone

out of his way to keep their neetings informal; this tine he
seened to be

doi ng everything he could to nake certain the proper nenbers of
t he

househol d witnessed their arrival. "Wy the publicity, ny |ord
Vi zi er ?"

she asked softly, using the coine of the space |anes rather than
the Hi gh

Speech of the court, as she took her place at n'Halian's el bow

The vi zier gave her a quick, sideways gl ance before answering.
"Hi s nost
serene Maj esty woul d honor you according to your rank."

He had used the H gh Speech, Silence noted, as though he'd

i ntended to be

overheard. "And what rank's that?" she asked, still in coine. "I --
V\B--

have no official position here."
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N Halian slipped into coine at last, this tinme wwth a rather
annoyed

gl ance at the nearest of the chanberlains. "You are a subject of
hi s

Mpj esty's, and a magus. That confers rank."

It does that, Silence thought, but not sufficient rank to account
for all

of this. She had better sense than to say that, however, and

dr opped back

a half-step, so that she was no | onger wal king at n'Halian's side.
The

reception they'd had, after the secrecy of the flight that had

br ought

themto the Pal ace, worried her; she couldn't think of a good
reason for

this sudden reversal.

The chanberlains | ed themdown a |long corridor that fed abruptly
into a

huge, high-ceilinged hall. The floor was covered wth a thick,
snow whi te

carpet, and the walls and nassive support pillars were hung with
nor e

carpets, these woven in subtle, nuted shades of grey. Strange

bl ui sh

shadows flickered briefly across the carpets. Silence gl anced up,
not

wanting to seemtoo obviously ignorant, and saw, high in the
vaul t ed

ceiling, a mniature skyscape. Clouds flicked across the scene,
swel I'i ng

and changi ng, then vanishing without releasing their burden of
rain.

"You better hope it doesn't rain here," Balthasar nurmured, and
Si |l ence

heard Chase Mago's choked snort of |aughter in response. She
sm | ed
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herself, tardily recognizing a magus's illusion, and foll owed the
Vi zi er

down the length of the hall. The layers of carpet swall owed any
sound of

footsteps. They noved in an unnatural quiet, broken only by the
hi ss of
the silk coats and the heavier rustling of the vizier's furs.

At the end of the hall, one of the chanberlains used his staff to
touch a

pl ate set above the gol d-studded door. Chines sounded sonmewhere

I nsi de,

muffled |ike everything el se by the carpets, and then, very
slowy, the

door was drawn back. A second chanberlain said, "The vizier Halian
n' Hal i an, Col onel Marcini k, the doctor Leigh. Her husbands."

The figure in the doorway was also fam liar: the Hegenon's
favorite page.

The boy bowed deeply, al nost double, and answered, "H's Myjesty
expects

t hem"

The first chanberlain returned the bow, and stepped back fromthe
door.

The second chanberl ain bowed, too, not as deeply as the others,
and sai d,

“I commt themto your care."

The page bowed agai n, and opened the door fully. Silence caught a
bri ef

glinpse of awarmy lit room walls alternately panel ed and hung
with

woven gold, and nen in the el aborate robes of the Thousand and t he
Ten

Thousand gathered in little groups beneath branching | anps that
hel d

gl obes and eggs and rounded polygons filled wwth fixed fire. Then
t he page

gestured, wth yet another bow, for n'Halian to precede himdown a
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pat h

mar ket by a crinson carpet, and the vizier hissed, "Bow to the
Throne as

you pass it, all of you. And for God's sake, say nothing."

The intensity of his voice was enough to nake even Bal t hasar obey.
Si |l ence

drew herself up to her full height, wshing for only the second
time in

her life for the protection of the court regalia, with its floor-
| engt h

veil, and did as she was told. From pictures and descriptions she
recogni zed the Hall of Audience, the place where the Hegenon heard
t he

formal requests and petitions of his nobles, but she still could
not guess

why she -- why they -- had been brought here. There could be no
nor e

public way of announcing both her presence and the Hegenon's

pat ronage of

their group. Already, she could hear the whispers begi nning, and
did her

best to shut out the surprised disapproval.

“"Bow," n'Halian hissed again, and Silence did so, automatically.
She

caught a dizzying glinpse of the Hegenonic throne -- a nassive
construction of gold and precious mnerals and the wood-ivory that
was t he

bone of the sem -sentient reef-dwellers of Al onae, a display of
weal t h

t hat transcended any question of taste -- but then the page opened
t he

smal | door that stood to the left of the throne.

“Your Majesty, the persons you sent for."
N Hal i an swept through the narrow doorway w t hout disdaining to

acknowl edge the page, and the others foll owed. The page cl osed the
door
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gently behind them Silence realized then that they had been
admtted to

one of the Hegenon's private neeting roons, a privilege that at

| east sone

of the nobles waiting in the Hall would never achieve. The
real i zati on was

at once flattering and frightening;, to cal mherself, she gl anced
qui ckly

around the room concentrating on her surroundi ngs. The pl ace was
instantly famliar, fromthe shiel ded conputer cabinet and the

| ocked

book- presses to the nmassive desk and the i mense inverted pyramd
withits

| i ght - beari ng honmuncul i ssima, to the cluster of tabourets and the
bl ack-robed magus sitting in the central place. The Hegenon had
br ought

his private office wwth himfromlInarinme, furniture, books, and
all. For a

noment, seeing |sanbard sitting so calnmy anong the scattered
papers,

Silence could al nost imagi ne herself back on Inarm ne, a half-
trai ned

fugitive.

"Thank you, Halian. Sieuri, welcone." Adeben Kibbe pushed asi de

t he | ast

of the papers that filled his desk, and | eaned back in his chair.
It al one

was new, a tall, carved thing that strongly resenbled a throne.
The

Hegenon, not a tall man by anyone's reckoni ng, should have been
dwar f ed by

it; Silence was not surprised to see that he domnated it and the
entire

room

"Thank you, your Myjesty," she said, and was a little surprised at
her own

presunption. "May | ask what's pronpted so --" She hesitated
delicately
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and deliberately over the next word." -- flattering a wel cone?"

The Hegenon smiled. Silence was aware as well of the vizier's
anusenent

| i ke the sudden warnth of a fire, and of |sanbard' s nore neasured
approval. "I have a present for you, sieura -- for all of you."
The

Hegenon gestured gracefully toward |sanbard's hunched fi gure.
"Thus |

summoned Doctor |sanbard as well."

“"A present?" Chase Mago said, softly, but the Hegenon heard him

“"A present -- a gift," he anended, switching to coine with a bl and
sm | e.

Sil ence heard Chase Mago gasp affrontedly, and Balthasar's stifled
sni cker.

She suppressed her own annoyance. The Hegenon was deli berately

bai ting

them first with his nmention of a gift and then with the insulting
shift

fromthe courtiers' H gh Speech to the commbn coi ne.

The Hegenon continued. "My agents have been fortunate enough to
acquire. ..

sonet hing that should be very useful to you in your search."” He
paused,

clearly expecting a question, but Silence net his gaze with a
bl ank stare.

The qui et | engt hened.

| sanbard said, with sone asperity, "Your Mjesty, | have been

wai ting for

an hour to hear about this nysterious gift. If it wll please you
to hear

me ask, very well, | amasking: what is it?"

Silence winced at the bluntness of the nmagus's words, but Adeben
di d not
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seemto be offended. "It's very gracious of you to indul ge ne,
| sanbard. |
trust you'll indulge ne further, and allow ne to begin at the
begi nni ng. "

He reached for the papers he had pushed aside at their arrival,
and swept

on wthout waiting for an answer. "Three weeks ago, on Enkom , the
| ocal

satrap's guards were called out to deal with a disturbance in the
Pal e. "

Bal t hasar snorted at that, and Silence hid a grin. Enkom's Pal e
was

notoriously rowdy, and the satrap's forces equally notorious for
their

i nefficiency. The Hegenon conti nued unheedi ng. "Wen the guard-
captai n and

his men arrived at the bar in question, they found a fight in
progress

anong the crew of a Rose-Wrl der nerchantman. One man, the ship's
capt ain,

was al ready dead; the others were apparently trying to take the
Killer

i nto custody thenselves. The satrap's nen arrested both parties,
and the

kKiller threw herself onto his -- the satrap's -- nercy." Adeben

| ooked up,

allowing hinself a faint smle. "I believe the Rose Wrlds' |egal
code

considers homcide to be an extrenely serious matter." He referred
to his

papers again, theatrically. "Her plea was accepted, over the
Rose-Wrl ders' protests. | mght add that the wonan was the

mer chant man' s
record- keeper --"

"Supercargo," Balthasar nurnmured, but there was a new, approving
note in

hi s voi ce.
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The Hegenon lifted his eyebrow. "As you say. In any case, she is
nore than

willing to trade everything she knows about the Rose Wrlds and
the star

roads that |ead between them-- and about the engines that bl ock
t he

Earth-road -- for her life."

Chase Mago said, "May | ask, your Majesty, how you got her to
admt she

knew about the Earth-road? Fromall |'ve heard, they put a geas on
their

peopl e. "

"Any geas can be broken," Adeben answered, "as you well know. And

in this

case, our knowi ng that the engines were there hel ped nmake it
easy." He

gl anced at Silence. "I'd expected those questions from you,
sieura."

The pilot hesitated. There were half a dozen things she needed to
know
before she could analyze this "gift," but one thing was nore

| mport ant

than all others. "I was wondering nore about the price."

The Hegenon smiled. "I thought it was good nerchant practice to
exam ne

the goods first, and then inquire the price." He held up his hand,
forestalling Chase Mago's i mmedi ate response. "Frankly, sieuri, |

W sh you

would -- interview -- the supercargo first, and decide for
yoursel ves if

her information will be of any use to you. Then we can tal k about
t he

thing that | want."

488 THE ROADS OF HEAVEN
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Silence glanced at the nen to either side, and saw her own
suspi ci ons

reflected in their faces. Before she could say anything, however,
| sanbar d

said, "That seens reasonable, your Mjesty. Thank you."

Silence bit back her anger, recognizing fromthe nmagus's tone that
no

argunment of hers would sway him At |east, she thought bitterly,

t he

Hegenon didn't quite have the gall to try to pass off this
supercargo's

i nformati on as paynent of the debt he owed her for destroying the
eneny

fleet at the Battle of Nmnx. No, this was just the bait for sone
political favor, and probably an unpl easant one.

"Certainly." The Hegenon gestured to Marcinik, still waiting by

t he door.

“"Col onel, if you'd escort themto the cell block? You may use the
private

way. "

“Very good, your Majesty,"” Marcinik answered.

The page rose fromthe corner where he'd been sitting, and crossed
t he

roomto place his pal magainst one of the dianond-shaped tiles

t hat forned

a band along three of the rooms four walls. There was a dull pop,
and a

narrow door sagged open in the wall to the left of the nassive
desk.

Mar ci ni k bowed to the Hegenon, and stepped forward to pull the
door fully

open. |sanbard stood slowy, gathering his robes around him and
beckoned

for the others to join him Reluctantly, Silence followed him

t hr ough t he

narr ow openi ng, and the page shut the door behind them
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The latch had barely clicked shut before Balthasar nurnured,
“"Doesn't it
figure they'd have a jail here?"

Yes, it does,
are we
goi ng?"

Chase Mago said, grimy. "Marcinik, where exactly

There was a note in his voice that nade Silence take a quick step
f orwar d

and catch hastily at his sleeve. This was no tine for the engi neer
to cone

to the end of his prodigious patience. "Hang on a mnute, Julie,
take it

easy." To Marcini k, she added, "Could we have a few nore details,
Mar ci ni k?"

"Of course, I'msorry."
and

Silence felt Chase Mago's nuscl es rel ax under her touch.

The col onel | ooked genui nely chagri ned,

"They brought her -- the supercargo -- here for privacy, and so
you could

talk to her nore easily," Marcinik continued. "This isn't really a
jail.

O course there are secure sections; they were built for things

| i ke this.

You should be flattered: this is part of the private passage.”

Sil ence glanced around the tiny, beige-walled cubicle, and had to
stifle a

slightly hysterical |augh. After the opulence of the rest of the
W nt er

Pal ace, the undecorated room and the equally plain staircase that
spiralled down fromone corner seened al nost to belong to sone

ot her pl ace

entirely. Her eyes net Balthasar's, and the Delian gave her a
nmocking grin

before stepping forward to nmurnur sonething in Chase Mago's ear.
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The
engi neer shrugged hi m away, but managed a reluctant smle.

“I'f you'll follow ne?" Marcinik went on.

Sil ence stood back to |l et |sanbard precede her down the curving

st ai r case,

grateful it was a closed spiral. She counted twenty conplete turns
bef ore

t hey reached the bottom and guessed that they had cone down at

| east two

| evel s, were now bel ow ground | evel. "Secure section" this m ght
be, she

t hought, but it was beginning to | ook very nuch |like a
conventional jail.

The stairway ended in another beige-walled cubicle, this one with
its door

directly opposite the |last step. The janb was painted red -- the
first

mark of color Silence had seen since they'd |eft the audi ence
chanber --

and the flat silver panel of a two-stage | ock replaced any visible
| at ch- pl at e.

“"Tell nme, Col onel,"
restraint is

t his woman under ?"

| sanbard said abruptly, "what sort of

Marci ni k hesitated for an instant, then set his pal magainst the
silver

plate. "Restraint?" He did not glance at the star-travellers
behi nd hi m

| sanbard, Silence thought savagely, had no such delicacy. The
magus sai d,

a touch of inpatience in his voice, "lIs she under geas, or trance-
bound,
or -- which?"
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"Trance-bound, | believe," Marcinik answered, with sone distaste.
A chi ne

sounded then, and the door swung open, sparing himthe necessity
of a nore

detailed answer. "Sieuri, we're entering the secure section of the
pal ace.

"Il ask you to bear that in mnd."

He had not | ooked at Bal thasar, Silence thought, but his neaning
couldn't've been clearer. Chase Mago said, with sone relish,
"That's one

for you, Denis."

The Delian grimaced, but said nothing.

The secure section had wider corridors, with walls that were

pai nted a

white tinged with the faintest adm xture of blue. Every ten neters
or so,

a shall ow al cove was set into the wall. As they passed the first
one,

Sil ence gl anced sideways, into the red-glow ng eyes of a

guard- homun-culus. It took every ounce of her control not to junp
back in

surprise. She nmade herself walk stiffly away instead, matching the
ot hers'

pace, telling herself the creature was passive now, would not harm
t hem

Only if they sonehow | ost their authorization -- was Marcinik
hi nsel f
their passport, she wondered suddenly? -- would the honuncul us
becone

active. Balthasar touched her shoul der, nmaking her start, but when
she

gl anced up, the Delian's face showed only a sort of synpathetic
encour agenent. Chase Mago, too, had slowed his steps a little, so
t hat her

shoul der was al nbst rubbing against his arm H's massive presence
was

calmng, and Silence nade herself | ook into each al cove until she
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was
certain the guard-homunculi could no | onger surprise her.

The corridor ended abruptly, at another door that carried a two-
st age

| ock. Marcinik put his palmto the plate, but this tine the door
slid open

to reveal another man in the uniformof the True Thousand.

"Col onel ," the stranger said. H s tone was polite enough, but his
eyes

were wary, and his right hand wasn't far fromthe butt of his

sl ung

heyl i n.

“"Captain Drieu," Marcinik answered. "These are the persons his
Maj esty
wi shed you to admt."

Drieu's eyes flickered over the group, pausing briefly and
unhappi ly on
Bal t hasar, but then he seened to relax slightly.

“Very good, colonel." As he spoke, he gestured unobtrusively with
his |eft

hand, and Silence was suddenly aware of the fading of a tension so
al | - pervasive that she hadn't noticed it until it was gone. She
frowned --

it was sonet hing she should have noticed, if she was going to call
her sel f
a magus -- but then Drieu was notioning for themto enter.

“"This way, sieuri, if you please.”

They energed into an odd, curved room its walls banded wth

mul ti col ored

tubes of fixed fire -- less a room Silence thought suddenly, than
a

corridor, a circular corridor ringing sone hidden core. Mre doors
i ke
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t he one through which they'd entered seened to feed into the ring,
and

each was sealed wth one of the conplex two-stage | ocks. A pair of
troopers in the Thousand's battle dress paced slowy along the
curve,

sonic rifles cradled in their arnms. Another half-dozen troopers
wer e

seated on a set of benches between two doors, their rifles stowed
neat |y

beneath their feet, but instead of playing cards or talking, their
eyes

were fixed on the newconers. Silence shivered and | ooked away, but
she was

still aware of that neasuring stare.

Drieu led themalong the curve of the corridor, following the pair
of

troopers, until they canme to a door set into the inner wall.
Seeing it,

| sanbard's head lifted sharply, and, a nonment later, Silence felt
t he sane

cold harnony frozen in the netal. She frowned, and studied the
door nore

closely. It seened to be a rather ordinary door, an el ongated
hexagon |i ke

a starship's hatch, ribs running fromeach corner to neet in a
centr al

boss.... Her eyes narrowed then. Six was a stable figure, nore
conpl ex

than solid, sinple four, not as involved as busy eight; six was
conpl ex

enough to carry a stasis field, and sinple enough to add its own
consi derable strength to whatever fornul ae a magus chose to
superi npose on

it. She held her breath, and thought she could al nost see the

i nes of the

field, a faint, bluish haze clinging to the edge of the door, and
runni ng

down the ribs to flare into a white-hot spark in the center of the
boss
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itself. She blinked, and the perception faded.

“Your token, please, colonel?" Drieu said, and Sil ence shook
hersel f back
to reality.

Marci ni k reached carefully into the inner pocket of his coat and
pul | ed

out a small cloth pouch. Its cords were knotted together at the
top, and

t he knot had been covered with a skin of bright red wax. Drieu

t ook the

bag, wrapping his hand conpletely around it, then touched the
door's boss

lightly with his knuckles. There was a flash of heat, and a
subl i m nal

snappi ng sound, and then an al nost invisible panel slid back,
revealing a

tiny keyboard. Drieu fingered that with his left hand, careful to
stand so

that his body bl ocked everyone's sight of the keys, and, with a

gr oani ng
sound, the boss sank into the main part of the door and the whole
t hi ng

split along the line of the ribs, each segnent draw ng back into
t he
frane.

| sanbard nodded al nost proprietorially. "Angel os-1ock," he
mur nmur ed.

Si | ence nodded back, hiding a sudden surge of resentnent -- she
had

guessed that herself -- and was saved from having to make a polite
answer

by Drieu's next words.
“"I"'msorry, colonel, I'"'monly authorized to allow you and the nagi

I nto
t he chanber. The sieuri wll have to wait outside."
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Silence tensed, waiting for the explosion from Balthasar, but to
her

surprise, the Delian nade no answer. Chase Mago said, "That's no
troubl e

to us, colonel."

“"Very well," Marcinik said. "You'll wait here, then. Doctor
| sanbar d,

sieura -- Doctor Leigh, will you cone with ne?"

"Of course," Isanbard answered, with a touch of annoyance.

Marcinik smled, and gestured for the magus to precede himinto
t he i nner

room Silence braced herself -- she disliked the idea of trance-
bi ndi ng

al most as much as she disliked the idea of a geas, but would not
show her

unease -- and followed, Mrcinik at her el bow,

The inner roomwas nmuch small er than she had expected, as though
the walls

were very thick, and there was a still, dead quality to the air

t hat set

her teeth on edge. The space itself was cylindrical, divided into
t wo

semcircular sections by a transparent wall that seened to be nade
of

| umpy purple glass. A balding man in the red-tri mmed robes of a
Master in

Fire was sitting in a pillowchair on their side of the glass, a
conplicated neditation-pattern sketched wwth colored sand on the
floor in

front of him Beyond the glass lay a woman, brown-skinned, fair-
hai r ed,

arns folded across her bared breasts. A light blanket covered the
rest of

her body. From her own experiences, Silence guessed that when the
magi had
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prepared the trance, they had not noticed the supercargo's gender,
rat her
t han sought to exploit it.

“"Master?" Marcinik said quietly, and the bal ding man's shoul der
tw tched
beneath the red-tri nmed robe.

"Col onel ," he said, without turning, and w thout taking his eyes
fromthe

colored sand on the floor at his feet. "And Doctor -- |Isanbard, is
it?"

“And Doctor Leigh," Marcinik answered. He gl anced at the ol der
magus, his

expressi on unreadable. "I leave the rest to you, sieuri." He

st epped away,

setting his back against the door, without waiting for a response.

| sanbard nodded absently. "Howis the girl held, master -- ?"

"Maedon Bee, doctor." The balding man's head shifted slightly, and
one

hand rose to indicate the conplex pattern in front of him "She's
trance-bound -- the trance of G duarius.”

Silence frowned. She had never nade a close study of the arts of

bi ndi ng,

and was not famliar with the schema for that particular trance --
after

her experiences on the troopship, she had a strong aversion to any
ki nd of

conpul si ve bond -- but she had encountered references to the

G duari an

trance in other literature. It was one of the strongest bonds, and
anong

t he nost dangerous, though if properly set it would hold even the
strongest of nmagi imobile and i npotent, his thoughts accessible
to any

hal f-trai ned apprentice, until the nmaker of the bond chose to
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rel ease him

But if the bond-naker nade the slightest error at any stage in the
| ong

and conplicated process, or if the victimstruggled unduly, or any
one of

dozens of variables had not been cal cul ated perfectly, the victim
woul d

die, or, worse still, go mad, his disordered mnd a deadly snare
for the

bond- maker. Silence found herself staring at the supercargo's

pl ai n brown

face with sonet hi ng approachi ng | oat hi ng, and nade herself | ook
away.

| sanbard was frowni ng, too, and Bee seened to sense their unease.

“"The trance was nade by ny own teacher, Rassiy, who is | eader of
t he

Al asset school on Enkomi . The wonman has been questioned once,
superficially, and no harmcane of it." Bee glanced again at his
hands,

closing his eyes, and the hint of enotion drained out of his

Voi ce,

|l eaving it as thick and toneless as the air inthe little room "I
br ought

her fromthe depths to the lightless plain as soon as | was

| nformed you

woul d be com ng. She is ready for your questions.”

!sanbard grunted and took a step forward, staring over the Master
L?re's shoul der at the neditation-pattern. "This is the schema?"
"The sketch of it, Doctor," Bee answered.

| sanbard |ifted an eyebrow, but said only, "Cone here, Silence."
Hi s tone brooked no refusal. Reluctantly, the pilot stepped

f or war d

hersel f, so that she stood at Bee's left, and turned her attention
to the
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pattern on the floor. The usual |inear formulae had been | aid out
in a

mantric franme, presunably to reinforce the self-perpetuating bond,
and it

took her a nonent to pick out the normal shape of the equation.
Most of

the synbols were famliar -- ordinary, sinple signs that, in

conj unction

Wi th each other, took on a new and terrible nmeaning. Silence

shi vered,

catching an echo of the trance-bond' s cold power.

"Wl | ?" | sanbard demanded. "What is your anal ysis?"

"A nost -- inpressive structure,” Silence answered, and knew she
had not

fully hidden her fear.

At the sound of her voice, Bee started, and for the first tine
took his

eyes fromthe neditation-pattern. "A woman -- ?" he began,

gl anci ng

quickly fromlsanbard to Silence to the supercargo. "Then it's
true --"

“I wouldn't indulge in unprofitable speculation,” Marcinik said
softly

fromhis place by the door.

"M nd your work, Master,"
nonent .

| sanbard snapped, alnost in the sane

Quel l ed, Bee dropped his eyes to the neditation-pattern, nurnuring
an

i ncoherent apology. Isanbard smled thinly, but Silence was aware
of Bee's

continued curiosity, and of his sidelong glances, hastily
conceal ed.

“I npressive, certainly," I|sanbard continued, as though there had
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been no

interruption. "And very powerful. A well-considered piece of
wor k. " He

stepped forward again, carefully avoiding the strewn sand, and
pl aced one

hand agai nst the |lunpy glass that separated their roomfromthe
supercargo. "Conme, Silence."

“I''d rather not," the pilot answered, and al nost instinctively
f ol ded her
hands behi nd her back.

| sanbard gave her an annoyed | ook. "Don't be squeam sh, girl. "Il
need
your assessnent as well, if this is to be of use.”

“I''d rather not," Silence said again, and put all her strength
i nto that

refusal. She would not, could not, bear to question that still
form to

i nvade the other woman's bound m nd. "You know what's needed as
wel |l as |

do. "

| sanbard frowned, but, as Silence had hoped, did not pursue the

| ssue in

Bee's presence. "As you wi sh," he said, and cl osed his eyes.

Si |l ence saw

his hand contract slightly, then flatten agai nst the | unpy gl ass.

She was never sure how | ong they stood there, unspeaking, barely
daring to

breat he, before the phantons began to appear. At first, she

t hought t hat

sonehow | sanbard had been carel ess, that the tantalizing shapes
wer e as

much enotion as imge, but then, glancing hastily toward Bee and
t hen

toward Marcinik, still standing notionless against the | ocked
door, she
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knew t hat |sanbard was doing it deliberately, and that the display
was for

her al one. She | ooked away hurriedly, searching for sonething that
woul d

| et her break the fascination being woven for her, but everything
in the

little roomwas intended to hold the supercargo in her trance.
Each obj ect

| ed the eye back to the still figure beyond the purple glass.

Si |l ence shook herself, hard, trying to think of sonething --
anything --

that would distract her, but the tantalizing i mages broke through
her

guard. For a fleeting instant, it seened as though she stood on a
bal cony

in a strange city, where the air snelled of foreign spices and the
di m

stars were arranged in unfamliar patterns. She gasped, and a fl at
| agoon

stretched before her, violet water under a netallic, cloud-
streaked sky.

Then she was bonbarded with a rain of imges, voidmarks from a
dozen

different star roads, each nore tenpting than the last. Al nost in
spite of

hersel f, she stepped forward, and |aid her hand agai nst the gl ass.
| sanbard's power caught and held her, guiding her entry into the
trance- bound m nd.

The supercargo's mnd was |like a frozen garden, images curled in
on

t hensel ves |i ke ferns caught by frost. Silence cringed, afraid

t hat she

woul d sonehow touch one of the fragile, ice-colored i rages and
danmage it

beyond savi ng. She could not help renenbering the troopship again,
and how

she had fought just such a geas, and overcone it for herself and
for her
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husbands, and she was bitterly ashanmed. The enotion whirled wthin
her,

threatening to break free; she gasped and heard, or thought she
hear d,

| sanbard's angry voi ce.

Control yourself, girl. This is no place for that.

Wth an effort, Silence fought down the nenory, concentrating

i nstead on

the First Principles, until those stern words had caged her unruly
t hought s.

Better, Isanbard said dryly. Now see what we've gai ned.

Reluctantly, Silence turned her attention outward again, trying
not to see

the frozen inages. |sanbard's presence -- he seened little nore
than a

bl ack robe, so deeply had he subnerged hinself in his studies --
seened to

fl oat ahead of her. She followed the ghostly form half afraid of
what

she'd find. At |ast he paused, and seened to gesture; the shapes
ar ound

them seened to spring into unnatural life. Silence w nced,

over whel ned by

the rush of know edge -- know edge of the star roads, know edge of
t he

ways of the Rose Wirlds and of the Rose Worl ders' ships, know edge
even of

great engines that stood along a forbidden road.... The pilot drew
back

t hen, dazed by the rush of information, pushing forward her own
know edge

and strength to dimthe flaring i mages. Seen through that screen,
it

seened odd that a supercargo should know so nuch. O course, she
told

hersel f, a supercargo would have to know a little about every
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aspect of

ship handling, but still, the indefinable strangeness renai ned.
Cautiously, she reached out to probe the supercargo's m nd,
delicately

searching for the know edge that | ay behind the superficial

| mages.

Al nost at once she net resistance, like a wall of glass rather

t han the

ice that filled the rest of the supercargo's mnd. Silence
hesi t at ed, not

wanting to push too hard, and then the wall seened to shatter, the
sound

of the falling shards blending into a note that struck an
answering chord

in her owmn nenory. The voidmarks of the Earth-road itself rose in
her m nd

-- not the mai ned, broken synbols she herself had seen through the
distorting nusic of the Rose Wirlders' engines, but the true marks
in all

their glory. It was too nuch to stunble over, unprepared; Silence
t hr ust

herself away fromthe seductive nusic.

She was herself again, standing at Bee's |eft hand, her own right
hand

braced agai nst the glass wall. The sudden shift in perception, of
reality,

was si ckeni ng; she swall owed hard, closing her eyes against the
gquaki ng

wor |l d. After perhaps a dozen heartbeats, she had mastered herself
enough

to step back, away fromthe wall, but the sickness stayed in the
pit of

her stomach. She could not quite bring herself to | ook at the
supercargo's

still figure, the colors of skin and hair dulled by the col ored
gl ass.

| nstead, she stared at the floor, doing her best to avoid the

bri ght sands
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of the neditation-pattern. How could you do it? she demanded of
her sel f.

After everything, after you yourself were under geas, how could
you | et

yourself be tricked into doing this?

“"Yes, that was nost enlightening." I|Isanbard' s voice was al nost

pai nful |y

self-satisfied, and Silence felt her stomach heave. Sonehow, she
made a

neutral answer, but the ol der magus continued, unheeding, "I think
we will

be able to learn a great deal from her."

Silence stood nute, unable to think of any suitable reply.
Mar ci ni k

cleared his throat. "I beg your pardon, sieuri, but his Mjesty
asked ne,

I f you found the information useful, to bring you back to him at
once, SO

that you m ght discuss the -- price."

Sil ence | ooked up sharply. She had been so caught up in her own
feelings

that she had al nost forgotten about the Hegenon's bargain. She
gl anced at

| sanbard, and saw the magus's face set in its nost unreadabl e
expr essi on.
“"Very wel |, "
t oo | ong.
“Since his Majesty wishes it so."

| sanbard said, after a pause that was fractionally

"He does," Marcinik said, and touched a signal plate on the wall
behi nd

hi m

Chapter 2

THEY RETURNED TO THE HEGEMON' S CHAMBER THE SAME way they'd cone,
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Mar ci ni k

hurryi ng them through the naze of corridors as though there were
sone

unstated deadline. Silence, her thoughts still whirling from what
she had

done and fromthe vision of the Earth-road, was grateful for the
hast e

that kept the others from asking awkward questions. Even so, she
was awar e

of Chase Mago's eyes on her, and knew that both her husbands
recogni zed

t hat sonet hi ng had happened. At the top of the |[ast stairway,
Mar ci ni k

touched a hidden signal button, and stood back to wait. For a |ong
nonent

not hi ng happened, and Balthasar's nmouth curved slowy into a
sm | e.

“"Don't tell nme he's forgotten us.”

Si |l ence shuddered, her nerves still raw, and barely stopped
herself from

snapping angrily at him She knew Chase Mago had seen her
convul si ve

novenent, and gl anced up, neeting the engineer's eyes in nute
appeal .

Chase Mago gave her a reassuring smle, and said, "Denis."

Bal t hasar turned, his rather startled expression fading to one of
annoyance and then of understandi ng. As the door scraped open at
| ast, he

said, "Pull yourself together, woman, there's work to do."

Si | ence nodded, unexpectedly heartened by the Delian's words.
Chase Mago

frowned, but any response either could have nmade was cut off by
t he page's

censorious, "Sieuri, his Majesty is waiting."

The lights had been | owered in the Hegenon's private chanber, the
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fixed

fire burning low at the tips of the quasicandles. In the di mrer
light, the

nonkeyl i ke honuncul i ssi nae | ooked even nore grotesque than before,
but

Silence barely glanced at them A gol d-chased coffee service had
been set

on a lowtable in front of the row of tabourets, four fragile cups
arranged in a formal square beside the urn. Silence wondered who
woul d not

be invited to drink, then realized that Mrcini k had once again

st epped

aside, to take his place by the outer door.

“Sieuri.”
the line
of tabourets, far enough away fromthe table to make it clear that
Adeben

woul d not take coffee with them It was not a deliberate insult,
Si |l ence

knew, but an attenpt to make things nore confortable -- the
etiquette

i nvol ved in actually sharing food or drink with the reigning
Hegenon was

The Hegenon's great chair had been noved to the head of

conpl ex beyond i nmagi ning -- but even so she could not help feeling
a touch

of anger.

"Pl ease be seated," the Hegenon continued. "You'll take coffee
wth ne?"

Wthout waiting for an answer, the page slipped forward, and
filled each

of the fragile cups. Silence accepted hers politely -- there was
not hi ng

el se she could do -- but shook her head at the proffered spices.
She

cradled the cup in her hands, glad of its heat, feeling the chased-
silver

flowers that coiled around it, using that warnth and solidity to
chase
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away the lingering sickness. Her recovery wouldn't |ast, she knew,
but she
hoped it woul d be enough to get her through this neeting.

| sanbard tasted his coffee cerenoniously and nodded, nurnuring
some proper

conplinment. The Hegenon sm | ed austerely, and Silence hoped he
woul dn' t

prol ong the anenities out of sheer m schief. Then Adeben seened to
shake

hi nsel f, and said, "Does ny -- gift neet wth your approval,

Doct or

| sanbar d?"

| sanbard took his tinme answering, straining Silence's equanimty
al most to

t he breaking point. She stared into her coffee, not daring to
speak for

fear she would betray how nuch the encounter with the supercargo
had

shaken her, and wlled Isanbard to answer. At |ast, just as

Si | ence was

ready to speak herself, the older nagus said, "It is a nost

gener ous

present, your Majesty. | amable to read al nost everything we w ||
need to

know in her mnd."

Si |l ence saw her husbands exchange a wary | ook, and frowned
war ni ngly at
t hem Bal thasar grinned, but said nothing.

“"Then you'll agree ny help is worth quite a bit," Adeben conti nued
snoot hl vy.

But just how nmuch do you want? Sil ence thought. She felt her
shoul ders

stiffen painfully, and set her cup carefully aside. Before

| sanbard coul d

answer, she said, "lIndeed, what the supercargo can tell us wll
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hel p, but
of course your Majesty has already promsed all his assistance."

A pair of tiny lines appeared between |sanbard's eyebrows, and
Si |l ence
wondered if she had gone too far. If all else failed, she had the

Hegenon's assurance -- in witing -- that he was personally in her
debt ,

but that was a prom se she had hoped to use for nore inportant

t hi ngs. The

Hegenon sm | ed.

"I do acknow edge that, Sieura Doctor, as of course | nust. But
this

additional help, | should think, would be worth additional
cooperation

fromyou."

| sanbard said, "As your Maj esty says. But it would help if we knew
what
your Majesty wants fromus."

Adeben | eaned forward slightly. From such a controlled man, it was
as

startling as if he'd suddenly stood up and started to pace the

| engt h of

the room Silence felt a chill go down her spine, and saw bot h her
husbands set their cups aside. Only |sanbard seened unaffected.

"Sieuri," Adeben said. "You are aware, of course, of the political
situation here. | amnewy conme to the throne --" He nmanaged a
rather wy

smle." -- and | hold power only by right of conquest.”

He paused and, after a nonent, Chase Mago said slowy, "Wth
respect, your

Maj esty, the mpjority of your subjects seemto prefer you to your
predecessor. "

The Hegenon nodded. "I won't pretend they don't. That will hold ne
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safe

agai nst rebellion, for now -- that and the fact that | control the
True

Thousand, and the True Thousand controls the arny. But, as you,
Sieura

doctor, are only too well aware, ny legitimate child, the child of

ny
First Wfe, is a daughter. | have no |l egal sons."

So it cones to that, Silence thought. An old bitterness rose in
her, and

she fought it back with an effort. Let the shazadi -- the Princess
Royal

-- look after her own rights, she thought. It's no |onger a
concern of

mne. Al that matters is how this affects us.

"As | renenber," she said al oud, "you've one son ol der than her
Serenity

-- he's in your navy, | think -- and at |east two others who're
officially

of your household." She | et the unspoken question hang in the air
bet ween

t hem

The Hegenon nodded. "That's true," he said, "and | intend Azari an
to

i nherit. But --" He smled again, with even | ess hunor than
before. "-- he

Is not legitimate, and there are too nmany famlies anong the
Hundred - -

those famlies that can claimkinship with the ruling house,
Capt ai n

Bal t hasar -- who have |l egal sons. One of ny oldest friends has
al r eady

hinted that his son woul d nake a worthy successor. He woul d have
had t he

boy marry Aili, but he scotched that plan." He nodded toward
Mar ci ni k,

st andi ng expressionless by the door.
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"And how, your Majesty, can we prevent it?" Silence asked.

"You stand a good chance of reaching Earth." The Hegenon fixed his
eyes on

her, and Silence shivered a little under that unblinking stare.
"You have

cone very close to succeeding tw ce already. The Hegenony's

i nterest in

that search is quite well known; |'ve already hinted that | am as
interested in it as was ny predecessor. In fact, |'ve gone so far
as to

say to those who have pressed ne to nane an heir that | wll |eave
this

ki ngdom t o whi chever son of the Hundred di scovers -- or sponsors
an

expedition to discover -- the true road to Earth. | intend for

Azarian to
nmeet those conditions."

No one said anything for a | ong nonent, but then |sanbard said
mldly,
“You can't seriously nean to do this, your Majesty."”

Adeben lifted an eyebrow, but showed no other sign of displeasure.
" And

why not? | grant you, the nmen |'ve spoken to now think that |I'm
evadi ng

the issue, but there's nothing in [aw or customto prevent ne."

Silence hesitated, trying to think of sonething she could say that
m ght

stop him The trouble is, she thought, in the bizarre world of the
Thousand and the Hundred, where every gesture, every comon daily
act was

filled with special neaning, it could well work. The only thing
that could

go wong is if we fail. She opened her nmouth to say as nuch, but
Bal t hasar

spoke first.
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"That's for fairy tales; this is real."

Adeben | ooked down his nose at the Delian. "Yes, it is real,
Captai n. And
| intend for ny son to inherit."

Silence cut in hastily, afraid of what el se Balthasar m ght say.
" And what
if we don't reach Earth, your Majesty?"

The Hegenon turned to face her, the tight |lines of tenper easing
fromthe
corners of his nouth. "Sieura Doctor, you have every incentive of
your own

to reach Earth, and | have no doubt that you will do it. If you
fail. "Il

t hi nk of some other way. But for now, will you take ny -- ny son's
charter?"

"WIIl you give us a little tinme to discuss this?" Silence asked,
and

Adeben shook his head.

“I" msorry, Sieura Doctor, but | nust have your answer now. "
Silence sighed. They had little choice in the matter -- but then,
she told

herself, it hardly nade any difference. They woul d make the
attenpt to

reach Earth regardl ess of any political capital that m ght be nade
of the

trip later. A nere piece of paper couldn't hurt them and in the

| ong run

it would only put the Hegenon nore deeply in their debt. d ancing
at the

ot hers, she saw the sane knowl edge reflected in their faces. She
rai sed an

eyebrow i n wordl ess question, and Chase Mago gave a fracti onal
nod.
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Bal t hasar scowl ed, but Silence stared at himuntil he shrugged and
nodded.

“"We're agreed, then," she said, and | ooked to | sanbard.

“"Very well,’
W shes. "

the ol der magus said. "It shall be as his Mjesty

Adeben notioned to the page, who crossed to the desk and returned
a nonent

| ater with a ribboned binder. "This is the charter,'
sai d.

"WIIl you sign?"

t he Hegenon

“"Pretty dammed confident," Balthasar nuttered, but nodded.

Silence said, "W'll sign."

In the end, all four signed their nanmes beneath the Hegenon's
seal, and

Marci ni k and the page w tnessed that and the young prince's
scrawl ed

signature at the top of the charter. Wen they had fini shed,
Adeben si ghed

softly. "lIt's done," he said, alnost in disbelief, then shook

hi msel f.

“Col onel. Escort the sieuri back to the villa, and see that they
have

every facility they need -- see to it personally, Marcinik, if you
pl ease. "

“"Of course, your Majesty,"
t he

others to precede himfromthe room

Marci ni k said, bow ng, and gestured for

The flight back around the planet to the villa outside Anshar'

Ast eri ona

seened even |onger than it had before. Silence, her nerves already
stretched taut, was only too aware of Balthasar's | eashed anger.
Her bri ef
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recovery was wearing off, too; at l|last, she | eaned back agai nst
t he
cushi oned seat and pretended to sl eep.

They arrived at the villa in the fadi ng darkness of a cl oudy
nor ni ng.

Mar ci ni k, who had quarters in the nmain palace conplex in Anshar'
Ast eri ona

i tsel f, excused hinself at once, and vanished in the flyer.

Si |l ence

hurried ahead of the others into the villa's main hall, nurnuring
sonet hi ng di sjoi nted about getting sone sl eep.

"At this point, we mght as well stay up," Balthasar grow ed.
There was a
note in his voice that stopped the pilot in her tracks.

"What's eating you, Denis?" Chase Mago sai d.

Bal t hasar didn't answer at once, shouting instead for a serving
homuncul us. When the creature appeared, its scul pted features
oblivious to

the hour, he ordered it to have a breakfast laid in the dining
room and

turned away fromits bow ng acknow edgenent. "Are you particularly

happy
with all this, Julie?"

"Reasonabl y," Chase Mago answered, and for the first tine, there
was a

hint of anger in his voice. "You know as well as | do that the
weak poi nt

in our plan was what to do once we got to Earth. Now we have

I nformati on

that will help us, and the Hegenon's even deeper in our debt. Wy
shoul dn't | be happy? Wiy shouldn't you?"

"I mnot," Balthasar snapped back. "You're the one who al ways said

we
shoul d steer clear of politics, not ne. And I'mnot wld about the
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way
we're getting this "help. ' "

Silence lifted both hands to her face, unwi nding her veil and then
pressi ng her pal ns agai nst her eyes. The nausea had vani shed, but
it had

been replaced by a slowy worsening ache behind her tenples. The
pressure

brought an instant's relief, but the pain returned al nost

I mredi atel y.

“"Neither am|," Chase Mago said. H's voice was barely under
control now.

"But we need it."

“We'd nmanage --"
"WIIl you

bot h shut up?”

Bal t hasar began, and Silence said desperately,

“"How the hell could you do it?" Balthasar demanded. "Sil ence, you
know
what it's |like. You were bound too."

"I didn't have any choice," Silence snapped, and to her horror her
voi ce

broke in a sob. She turned her back on both nen, but not before
Chase Mago

saw, and took a step forward.

"Si |l ence?" he asked.

“Leave ne alone, Julie, ignore it," Silence said, furious with
t hem and

wth herself. "It's just that ny head hurts. 1'll fight fair."

The engi neer froze, waiting. Silence dug her knuckles into the
corners of

her eyes, fighting to control herself. After a few nonents,
Bal t hasar

said, sullenly, "I"mlistening."
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"Thank you," Silence said. "It's so gracious of you." She knew she
was

only making things worse, but she was past caring, goaded by the
pain in

her head and her own sense of quilt. She heard Bal thasar draw
breath for
an angry answer, but Chase Mago spoke first.

“Let it go, both of you." He held out his hand, but Silence shook
her

head. She had said she would fight fair; she would not speak from
t he

shelter of the engineer's arns.

“I told you," she said, with difficulty, "I didn't have nuch

choi ce. The

pl ace -- the whole roomwas set up to draw you in, to nmake it easy
to read

her, and then, when | said | didn't want to, |Isanbard |let ne see
little

bits, projected what he saw, until | couldn't help |Iooking for
nysel f. "

Her voice trailed off in defeat. There was no way Bal t hasar coul d
under st and, she thought greyly; he distrusted the magi's power too
much

already. "I can't explain. I wish -- | know | shouldn't've done
it."

The hall was very quiet for a long tine -- so quiet that Silence
could

hear the clatter of dishes in the dining roomas the honmuncul i

| ai d out

t he breakfast. Beyond the treated glass that franed the door the
sun was

rising, turning the clouds white. Finally, Balthasar said softly,
"1 m

sorry.”

Si |l ence nodded, but didn't turn, not know ng quite what the Delian
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nmeant ,
and a nonent |later felt his hand on her shoul der.

“"Forgive nme?" he said again, and this tine she turned into his
enbr ace.

“It'"s all right," Balthasar said. "It's all right."

Silence didn't know how | ong she stood there, her head resting
agai nst

Bal t hasar's shoul der, before Chase Mago cleared his throat gently.
" f

anyone wants it," he said, "there's breakfast waiting."

Si |l ence pushed herself away, and even managed a smle at the
engi neer's

| ndul gent tone. Balthasar | aughed al oud, and gestured for the
other man to

| ead t he way.

The breaking of the enotional tension had eased Silence's
headache, and

the sight of food was al nost wel cone. She accepted a plate from
t he

steam ng sideboard, and settled herself at the table beneath the
single

| ong wi ndow. The sun was well up now, she touched the control
board to

darken the gl ass against the glare.

“Still," Chase Mago said, as he seated hinself at the pilot's
right, "I
woul d like to know just what it is we're getting."

Bal t hasar grunted agreenent, and cane to join them his plate
heaped hi gh.

Sil ence sighed, recognizing that the brief respite had ended, and
set her

cup aside. "Apparently, this wonman -- she was a round-ship's
supercargo --
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knows at least a little bit about everything. There's a whol e | ot
of data

on general shipping procedures, and she seens to know nanes of
roads and

even sone voi dmarks --"

Bal t hasar | ooked up at that. "How d she |learn those? That's the

pilot's
busi ness. "
Si |l ence shrugged. "I don't know, yet. We'll find out." She

shuddered in

spite of herself, and added, "O Isanbard' |l find out, anyway."
She

managed a smle. "Don't worry, | don't intend to trust any of that
ki nd of

know edge unless |'ve verified it nyself."

“She coul d've picked it up subconsciously while the ship was in
purgatory," Chase Mago said, frowning thoughtfully. "At |east,
' ve heard

that's possible.”

Sil ence nodded. "Theoretically it is, anyway, and a trancebond's
deep

enough to reach that kind of buried know edge. This was just a
prelimnary

survey, anyway. The best thing is, she does seemto know sonet hi ng
about

t he engi nes bl ocking the Earth-road, and that neans she nmay
actual ly have

been to Earth herself."

Bal t hasar whistled softly. "Now, that would be useful."
“If," Chase Mago said. "Pass the coffee, Denis, would you?"
Bal t hasar did as he was told, saying, "So how do we handl e getting

this
I nformation? | assune you don't want to do it, Silence."”
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“"No," Silence said, flatly. She controlled herself with an effort,
and

went on, "lsanbard will doit, and I'lIl tell himto have it
transcri bed. "

“Qur very own gui debook," Balthasar said. "Can we trust himto
find out
everything we need to know?"

W have to, Silence thought. | can't -- | won't touch that woman's
m nd

again. Al oud, she said, "He knows enough about star travel. |

t hi nk we

can.
Chase Mago nodded. "I agree. It should be all right." He put his
cup aside

and stood, stretching. "I wonder if they'll send out our pipes

t oday?"

To Silence's disappointnent -- she had hoped for another day of
rest --

t he new pi pes arrived sone hours before noon, and Chase Mago
decided to

begin the difficult installation procedure at once. The next two
days were

spent danpi ng the harnonium foam packing the parts of the array
t hat

woul d not be changed, and w appi ng the pipes nearest to the ones
t hat

woul d be replaced in dura-felt sleeves. Only then could the new

pi pes be

fitted into their place in the main array. It was dull, delicate
wor K,

conplicated by the fact that the smallest pipe, a thin, ice-blue
cyl i nder

of dolor-crystal barely longer than Silence's hand, proved to be
fl awed
and had to be replaced fromthe yard. Finally, however, all the
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pi pes were

in place and the | ast of the danping was cleared fromthe

har noni um and

Chase Mago began the mllinetric adjustnments that would bring the
new

pi pes into perfect harnony with the rest of the array. Silence had
nei t her

the ear nor the patience for the work, and was al nost relieved
when one of

t he househol d honunculi appeared in the workshed to announce that
| sanbar d

had returned fromthe Wnter Pal ace.

Chase Mago, crouched beside the tuning studs, nerely grunted an
acknow edgenent, and Silence said quickly, "I'Il go."

It took a nonent for the words to register, but then the engi neer
| ooked
up and nodded.

Yes, do that, would you?"

"Right," Silence said, and set the audirimnonitor she had been
usi ng on

t he deckplates to Chase Mago's left. The engi neer nodded again,
but his

attenti on was al ready back on his work. Silence nodded back, and
turned to

foll ow the homunculus fromthe engine room At the main hatch the
| nt ercom

buzzed, and Bal thasar's voice crackled fromthe speaker.

"Silence? Wiat's up?"

The pilot paused by the intercom panel. "Were's |sanbard?" she
asked.

“"Doctor |Isanbard is in the study,"” the honuncul us answered, inits

enoti onl ess voi ce.

"Then you can go. Tell himI'Il be there in a nonent," Silence

sai d, and
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touched the interconis answer button. "lsanbard's back, Denis. He
sent to
say he wanted to see ne."

"Have fun," Bal thasar answered, and | aughed.
“"Thanks," Silence said, rather sourly, and broke the connecti on.

The villa did not have a study, in the usual sense of the owner's
private

| ibrary; instead, |sanbard had ordered the household homunculi to
bri ng

broad tables and confortable chairs into a roomthat had
originally been

I ntended as a chance room and had personally augnented the fi xed-
fire

| anps so that it was possible to work for |ong periods at the

t abl es.

Si | ence paused just inside the doorway, blinking a little in spite
of the

heavy curtains pulled tight across the w ndows.

“"You wanted to see ne?" she asked, and frowned at the enpty table
caught

in the cone of light. Its surface was covered with papers, but

t here was

no sign of |sanbard.

"Yes." The voice cane fromthe shadowed corner to her left.
Silence's
frown deepened, and then she saw the magus. He was stooped over an

accident portfolio, his black robe effectively hiding him "I have
wor k
for you." l|Isanbard cane forward as he spoke, and pl aced anot her

sheaf of
papers on the table.

"Oh?" Silence picked up the first sheet, and scanned |sanbard's

cr abbed
witing. It was part of the transcription of Isanbard's
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“Iinterview' wth

the Rose Worl| der supercargo. The pilot shivered in spite of
hersel f, and

put the paper aside.

"This is the rough data," |sanbard went on, as if he hadn't

noti ced the

ot her's sudden revulsion. "If you won't help ne collect it, at

| east you

can set it into order for nme. You know your husbands' training
better than

| ; choose whatever systemyou think best." He stooped to pick up a

final

crunpl ed piece of paper, and set it on top of the rest. "I wll be
back

here in two days with the rest."”

"Wait," Silence said. "What's all this about -- what are the

t opi cs?"

"Everything," Isanbard answered, fromthe doorway. "I told you,
this is

the raw data. | leave its arrangenent to you."

Wth that, he was gone. Silence stood for a nonent, staring after
hi m

t hen shook herself and sat down at the table. The drifts of paper
wer e

i ntimdating, but one thing that both her pilot's training and the
cour se

of study on Solitude Hernmae had stressed was the techni que of
ordering

i nformation. Years before, long before the MIIlennial Wars had
shattered

the Earth-road and Earth's hold on human-settl| ed space, before the
art of

star travel had been fully understood, that sort of work had been
done by

artificial mnds -- and in truth, she thought, the old conputers
wer e nore
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suited to it. But conputers, because they parodi ed human thought,
gave off

a parody of the nagi's powers -- a sort of anti-thought that

di srupt ed

every function of the art; human m nds could sort as well, and,
once the

menoni ¢ sci ence had been fully devel oped, al nbost as efficiently
as any

machi ne. One sacrifices convenience for real power: that was the
first

| esson dinned into every apprentice of every art.

Sil ence sighed, and reached for the nearest sheet of paper. There
wer e

literally dozens of mmenonic systens, each one designed for a
particul ar

purpose; there was no point in trying to decide which one to use
until she

had nade a survey of the data. At |east she could rely on both
Bal t hasar

and Chase Mago to know the sinple Guilian and the nore conplicated
G and

nmenory Theaters, as well as the Chanfro exercises that nade

| ear ni ng such

gquantities of information possible in alimted tine. Balthasar,

t oo, had

been trained as a pilot by the Cor Tauri guild' s nethod, and woul d
certainly know the hexagram system but it was less likely that
Chase Mago

woul d know that highly visual nethod....

Si |l ence shook herself, and forced herself to | ook at the paper in
front of

her. She could not decide -- could not begin to decide now, before
she had

seen any of the information, without running the risk of choosing
t he

wrong system and forcing the data into a franework that it woul d
not fit,

or, worse still, that would distort the information it contai ned.
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She

bl anked her m nd, putting aside all thoughts of any system and
began to

r ead.

After perhaps an hour of reading nore or |ess at random she began
to see

patterns energing in the data itself, and began to sort the sheets
of

paper into rough piles, followng the pattern of the G and
Theat er .

| sanbard had done his best to keep fromputting nore than one
topic on

each page, but, working without a system he had been unable to be
fully

consistent in that. Looking at the nountain of paper in front of
her, and

know ng that there was nore to cone, Silence cursed softly, but

t hen,

grimy, set herself to copying out the ol der nagus's notes so that
t hey

could be sorted nore easily.

In the end, it took her alnbst two weeks to reduce the data

| sanbard had

gathered to a nmanageabl e text that could be carefully transcribed
by one

of the hormunculi. Looking at her own flash-printed copy, she had
to adm t

that she was rather pleased by the results. For a first attenpt,
she

t hought, she'd done rather well. Still, she found herself gl ancing
anxi ously from her husbands to |sanbard as she waited for themto
finish

ski mm ng through the text. She could not quite read the enotions
behi nd

t he abstracted expressions; she could only hope that she had done
t he

ri ght things.
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Predictably, it was Balthasar who finished first, and set aside
hi s copy
wth awy smle. "As good as Val nan's any day."

“I't had better be," Silence answered, a little grimy. "Or better.
Val man's Qui de was the standard pl anetary al manac for the Hegenony
and the

Rusadir; it was also notoriously inconplete.

“I didn't nean it like that," Balthasar began, but before he could
conpl ete the sentence, Chase Mago | ooked up fromhis own copy of
the text.

“"There's an awful |lot here on the siege engines. Are you going to
try to
break through after all?"

Sil ence sighed, and darted a quick gl ance toward |Isanbard. The

ol der magus

was still absorbed in his book, and the pilot let herself relax a
little.

“"That's one of the things we need to tal k about,"” she said. "I
don't think

we should risk it --"

“And | disagree,"
hi s book.

He turned the final tw pages, then closed the book and set it on
t he

table in front of him "W have the informati on we need now,
either to

break the engines, or at the very |east, make an excellent attenpt
at

ci rcunventing them--"

| sanbard said calmy, w thout |ooking up from

"Did the woman know t he passwords?" Bal t hasar broke in, frowning.

Sil ence shook her head. "No."
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| sanbard said, "But | believe | understand how t he passwords are
chosen,

and how the responsors work. | believe |I can convince the system
to let us

t hr ough. "

“I't sounds |like a risk we don't have to take," Chase Mago sai d.
Silence gave a sigh of relief. She had been arguing with |sanbard
for the

past few days over whether or not they should use the portol an she
had won

as her fee for freeing the Princess Royal, but she had not known
for sure

where the other two star-travellers would stand on the question.

"

agree," she said, and |Isanbard said, "But this portolan nethod of

yours is
equally risky. This is too inportant to trust to sone archaic
t heory, a

theory that you admt you don't conpletely understand.

“"And if we do it your way, and you can't unlock the engines,"
Si | ence

retorted, "we'd have no choice except to break the engines --
whi ch woul d

at the very least tell the Rose Wrlders we were on the way."

"You've got a point there," Chase Mago nurnured, with a smle.
Then his

smle faded slightly. "On the other hand, if we could sneak

t hr ough,

posing as a Rose Wirlder ship...."

“"We could do that anyway," Silence said. "We'll have to. | don't
| i ke the

i dea of ny having to control the ship while we're hung up in the
Earth-road waiting for you to figure out the engines."

“You did manage to change roads once before,"” Chase Mago sai d,
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t houghtfully. "You could always do that again, if things get bad."
“I did it once,"”
do it

again." The excuse was feeble, and she knewit. |If she had been
able to

switch star roads once, under difficult conditions, manipulating
two sets

of voidmarks that reflected related harnonics and simlar objects
in the

mundane uni verse, she could do it again.

Sil ence answered. "There's no guarantee | coul d

| sanbard sm | ed, but mastered hinself al nost at once. "If we use
your

portol an, Silence, you yourself said that we have to spend a great
deal of

time in mundane space. Isn't that so? Tine in which the Rose
Wor | ders can

search for us with inmpunity. W -- and particularly you, Silence --
went

to a good deal of trouble to obtain the portolan, but |I don't

t hi nk t hat

should force us to use such a primtive nethod when a better one
S

avail able." He | ooked directly at Balthasar. "Wat do you say,
Captai n

Bal t hasar ?"

Bal t hasar sighed, staring at nothing, and seened to weigh his

wor ds before

answering. Silence held her breath, hoping the Delian woul dn't

si de

agai nst her. |sanbard was determned to try breaking the engines,
she

knew, it would take all three star-travellers together to overrule
t he

magus.

"I"'mwith you, Silence,"
trust the

Bal t hasar said at last. "I just don't
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Rose Wirlders -- | never have. |1'd rather not have any contact
Wi th them

at all until we hit the Earth approach, and | don't want to be
dependent

on any of them no matter how trustworthy she is. | see your
poi nt,

Julie," he added, "but | don't think it's worth it."

How | i ke Bal t hasar, Silence thought renotely, to blane the
engi neer for

| sanbard's suggestion. Al oud, she said, "It's three to one,
| sanbard, and

|"'mthe one who's piloting. W'll do it by the portolan.”

“I don't believe Sieur Chase Mago was in agreenent with you,"
| sanbar d
said sharply, and Silence held her breath.

The engineer lifted an eyebrow. "I hadn't agreed with anyone," he
sai d,
W th deceptive mldness. "This is the pilot's choice.”

| sanbard took a deep breath, and Silence braced herself to
continue the

argunent. But then, quite suddenly, the ol der nagus gave a very
human

sigh, and shook his head. "Very well. | accept that you know nore
about

these matters than I." He picked up his copy of the text again.
"So. |f

we're to use the portol an nethod, how do we hide the fact that we
haven't

cone the usual road? And what will be our story when we do reach
Eart h?"

"We should be able to sort of ease into the usual arrival point, "
Bal t hasar said, and Sil ence nodded.

"An entrance point to an approach road is pretty big, |sanbard,"
she sai d.
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"A@ven that space within the Rose Wrlds is so conpl exly
i nterlinked,
t here shouldn't be any problemgetting to it."

"As for a story," Balthasar said, and grinned, "leave that to ne."
“"God help us all," Chase Mago sai d.

The next weeks were spent in the final preparations for their
departure.

Wth the installation of the new pipes, Chase Mago procl ai ned
Recusant e

ready for |oading, and he and Bal thasar pronptly vani shed into
Anshar'

Asteriona's Pale. The engineer returned to the villa at regul ar
i nterval s,

each tine bringing another airsled full of provisions and fuels,
but

Bal t hasar seened to have di sappeared conpletely. Silence, busy
pl otting

first their ostensible course off-world, and then the passage

t hrough the

dead roads into the Rose Wirlders' sphere, was only peripherally
awar e of

the Delian's absence. It was only when he finally reappeared,
unshaven and

di shevel ed, but carryi ng Rose Wrl der papers for Recusante and her
crew,

that she realized he had been gone for sone tine.

“Where the hell did you get those?" she asked. "And why'd it take
SO
| ong?"

They were sitting in the villa's dining room beneath the |ong

wi ndow, but

still Balthasar | ooked over his shoulder. "Froman old
acquai nt ance," he

said, lowering his voice alnost to a whisper. "You don't know him -
- but

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (73 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:56 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

you do, Julie.”

Chase Mago, who had been sitting sprawled in the room s nost
confortable

chair, sat up abruptly. "You don't nean Morwen Daso," he said, in
the flat

tone of soneone who expects contradiction.

Bal t hasar grinned. "OF course.”
Chase Mago grow ed a curse, and Silence said, "Wuo's Mrwen Daso?"

"An ol d acquai ntance," Balthasar said again, with the sane
maddeni ng sm | e
on his I|ips.

| thought we'd broken you of this, Silence thought. Can't you for
once

give a straight answer? She scowl ed, and Chase Mago said, "He used
to work

for Wath-of-God, but he sold out three years ago."

“"That's before Arganthonios,” Silence said, in spite of herself
and the
engi neer nodded.

“"That's right." He stared at Balthasar for a | ong nonent, then
said, in a

tone that suggested i mense patience wearing very thin, "Wy him
Deni s?"

"He's the best there is,"” Balthasar answered sinply. "He's the
only person

| can think of who could forge papers good enough to get us

t hr ough Rose

Wor | der security.”

"But he's a tal ker," Chase Mago objected. "Leaving aside the fact

t hat he
sold an entire network, he always had a nane for tal king too
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much. "

Bal t hasar sm |l ed again, the self-satisfied smle of a successful
ganbl er.
Wth difficulty, Silence suppressed the desire to kick him

"Not this tine," the Delian said. "Morwen's back in the business --

"I heard he went |egal," Chase Mago interjected, frowning.

"He got bored." Balthasar spread his hands. "He's got a new nane,
new

network, he's up-and-coming -- so he gives ne the papers, and he
keeps his

nmouth shut, and | don't tell the darksiders that he used to be
Mor wen

Daso." He smled directly at Silence this tinme. "Honor anong

t hi eves and

all that. Most darksiders frown on selling your own nen to the

| ocal

cops. "

Silence made a skeptical noise. In her Iimted experience,
dar ksi ders --

snmuggl ers, fences, thieves, petty pirates too snmall to work for
Wat h-of-God -- were perfectly willing to ignore any treachery not
directed at thenselves, and to nake a profit off it if at all
possi bl e.

"How re you going to enforce that?" Chase Mago asked. H's tone was
still
di sapproving, but the frown had eased a little.

"The Wath still has an ear on Asterion," Balthasar answered. "I
spoke to

him™"

"Who?" the engi neer asked, still frowning.
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"Kalle."
“Ah." Chase Mago nodded, clearly satisfied.

"I take it this Kalle's reliable?" Silence asked. In spite of
herself, a

note of asperity crept into her voice. It didn't happen often, but
every

now and then the two nen's shared years with Wat h-of - God becane a
wal |,

excl udi ng her.

"Very." Chase Mago, always nore sensitive to tone, nade a face.
"He runs a

bar in the Pale, everybody goes there. The Wath finances him--
or used

to, at any rate -- so anybody who has anything, any information to
sel |,

al ways goes to him"™

Sil ence nodded, grateful and still alittle resentful, and
Bal t hasar
pul l ed hinself upright in his chair.

"So," he said, "that neans we're ready."

Silence blinked, startled. Sonehow, despite the frantic

pr epar ati ons of

t he past weeks, she hadn't really realized how cl ose they were to
| eavi ng

Ast erion. Chase Mago nodded slowy, and Sil ence saw the sane mld
surprise

reflected in his expression.

“"There's just the charter to deal wth," Balthasar said, and there
was an
odd note in his voice that nade Silence | ook warily at him

"What do you nean, deal with?" she asked. "It's in the ship's arns
| ocker,
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sealed in."

"l don't suppose we could | eave without it," the Delian nurnured,
gi vi ng
the words an odd, al nost quizzical tw st.

“"Why?" she asked, and in the sane nonent Chase Mago said, "No, we
couldn't. We can't afford to get any further entangled in
politics,

what ever you're up to."

Bal t hasar raised both hands in nock surrender. "All right. | just
don't
| i ke playing the hegenon's little gane."

There was nore to it than that, Silence thought, but then Chase
Mago

| eaned forward to pick up the flat case that held the new papers,
and the

nonent was gone.

"So what exactly is our story?" the engi neer asked.

"Routine trade run,
| i cense. "

Bal t hasar answered pronptly. "Under speci al

Special license' doesn't sound exactly routine to ne," Chase
Mago
obj ected, and Sil ence shook her head.

“"There aren't any regul arly schedul ed runs, renenber," she said.
" Anyt hi ng
goi ng through the engi nes has to have a special license."

The engi neer nodded, satisfied, and slid one of the gol den disks
into the

reader on the outside of the case, snapping the machine on as he
did so.

Sil ence watched him w shing she felt as confident as she sounded.
The
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Rose Worl der supercargo had known any nunber of scattered facts --
t hat

there were engines on a sem -forbidden star road; that a starship
passi ng

t hose engi nes needed a special pass, the sort of pass she had seen
once,

and renenbered because of its conplexity; the star-travellers

reachi ng
that bl ocked world were restricted to Pale and port -- but so nuch
of

their plan rested on Isanbard's interpretation of those facts. But
of

course, Silence told herself, Isanbard' s worked in the Rose Wrl ds
bef or e;

he knows a | ot nore about themthan we do. W can trust himto do
hi s

best, if only because he wants to reach Earth even nore than we
do. Still,

the lingering sense of unease persi sted.

"Mersaa Maia," Chase Mago said, half to hinself. "That's good."

"It's the one Rose Wirld we've all been on,
gi ng

Bal t hasar sai d, shrug-

Si |l ence gl anced over the engineer's shoul der, and saw that both
Recusant e

-- the ship was keeping its own nane, for once -- and her crew
were |isted

as registrants of Mersaa Maia. It was a good idea, she thought,

t hough

| ess because of their one brief and unpl easant visit than because
Mer saa

was the Rose Worlds' single open port. O necessity, Mersaa's
natives

woul d have had nore contact with the inhabitants of the Hegenony
and the

Fringe, and any oddities in their own behavior would -- she hoped -
- be

expl ained that way. "So |I'mthe supercargo?" she asked.
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Bal t hasar nodded. "I figured that was easiest. And that way Morwen
could
copy that woman's papers for you."

Silence made a face -- sonehow, she didn't |ike the idea of
carrying
papers stolen fromthe bound supercargo -- but nodded back.

"And |'ve lined up the cargo for us," Balthasar continued. "Qur
hold will
contain just what the mani fest says it does."

"It sounds good," Chase Mago said, and slid the |ast disk back
into its
case. "So when do we |ift?"

“"Marcinik said we'll take priority whenever we want to go,"
Bal t hasar
answered, and | ooked at Sil ence.

The pilot hesitated, still strangely unprepared for the idea of
| eavi ng

Asterion. "If Isanbard's ready," she began, then shook herself,
al nost

angrily. The ol der magus was ready, and had been ready for several
days.

It was up to her to set the tine. "You're fuel ed and stocked,
Jul i e?"

The engi neer nodded.
“"Then we'll go the day after tonorrow," Silence said.

The rel ative planetary harnoni es gave them a choice of a predawn
lift or

one during the main traffic period in the mddle of the | ocal

af t er noon.

Rat her than attract undue attention, they opted for the earlier
pl ace, and
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Silence turned her attention to the |ast-m nute preparations. Her
cour se

plot, the first leg fromAsterion to Meng that would set them up
for an

easy entrance to the dead roads, had been ready for weeks; even
so, she

spent several nore hours review ng the unfam liar voidmarks.

Bet ween t hat

study, and Balthasar's unexpected demands for her help in setting
up the

departure course, she had less tinme to pack her own few bel ongi ngs
t han

she had expected, and found herself dragging her |last carryall
aboard | ess

than two hours before liftoff. | think |I've acquired nore things
t han ever

before, she thought, frantically trying to find secure places for
t he bags

and its contents, though I'll be dammed if | know where it all

came from

Finally, however, she had crammed the [ast clean shirt into a

| at ched

drawer, and reached for the shipsuit she had |eft hanging on its
Peg

besi de the door. She worked her way into the tight, clinging
fabric and

j ammed her discarded clothes into another of the | atched drawers.
Carefully, she ran her fingers along each of the seven seamseal s,
maki ng

sure they'd caught, then stood for a nonment staring around the
little

cabi n.

The carryall itself lay on the tidied bunk, just waiting, she

t hought, for

t he pseudo-ani mati on of purgatory. There was a tiny anount of the
supermaterial in everything; in purgatory, stinmulated by the

har noni un s

effects, that supermaterial substance could -- and often did --
cause

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (80 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:56 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

obj ects to wander about the ship, seeking to return to their
proper pl ace.

She smled, and stuffed the carryall into the | east crowded wal l
| ocker.
The |l ast thing she needed was for the carryall to appear on the
bri dge,

and try to clinb onto her shoulder. Nor did she need the teasing
t hat that
sort of carel essness would inevitably bring.

She gl anced around again, satisfied that everything was either in
its

proper place or safely under | ock and key, and left the cabin,

| ocki ng the

door behind her. The ship seened oddly quiet, and she paused for a
nonent

in the main corridor, listening. Very distantly, she could hear

t he usual

noi ses as Chase Mago noved about the engine room but the

har noni unm s

notes seened nore nuted than they should be. It was al nbost as

t hough

soneone had set up an aphonic ring, she thought, or at |east a
danper

field. Perhaps |Isanbard had decided to shield his cabin fromthe
noi ses of

lift-off? She cl osed her eyes, concentrating, but the strange
soundl essness refused to take form Watever it was, she thought,
it

didn't seemto be comng fromlsanbard's cabin. If anything, it
seened to

center on the enpty passenger cabins.... Frowning, she noved
farther down

the corridor, toward the common room door.

“Silence!" Balthasar was hal fway down the |adder that led to the
tw n

bri dges, hawk face set into a scow. "Were the hell are you

goi ng? | need

you topside."
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And what's the matter with you? Silence thought, but said nothing.
The

past few days hadn't been particularly easy for the Delian; he was
entitled to a certain amount of ill tenper. Still, she thought, |
wi sh he

woul dn't take it out on ne. "Comng," she said, and foll owed
Bal t hasar up

the |l adder to the | ower bridge.

The bridge had changed al nost as nuch as the rest of the ship,
with | arger

and nore powerful equi pment cramed into a very limted space.

Si |l ence had

to turn sideways to get past the nusonar console, and practically
fell

into the second pilot's couch. Balthasar was al ready strapped into
t he

captain's couch, his fingers dancing busily across his keyboards.
The

triple viewscreens showed only the walls of the inprovised docking
shed;

the |l eft-hand screen showed the waiting tow, crouched on its
doubl e

treads. Through the dock's open door, Silence could see a slice of
t he

grassl ands surrounding the villa, the ground very dark in the pre-
dawn

| i ght.

“"Who's driving the tow?" she asked.

“Julie," Balthasar answered, his eyes still glued to the banks of
checkl i ghts above the secondary consol e. Mst gl owed standby bl ue,
but

here and there an orange |ight showed a waking system
Silence frowned. The engi neer had enough to do preparing for

|iftoff
wi t hout having to nanage the tow as well. "I thought we were
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hiring

soneone fromthe port."

"I't didn't work out," Balthasar said, as he touched a series of

but t ons,
and studied the resulting readout intently.

"Do you want ne to take it?" Silence asked, still frowning. "I can
drive a

tow. "

Bal t hasar shook his head. "No, | need you here."

Silence hesitated -- the second pilot's job didn't really begin
until the

ship reached the twelfth of heaven -- then shrugged. The wor st

that could

happen was for Chase Mago's countdown to be del ayed and, since
Mar ci ni k

had prom sed thema priority |ift, there was no need to worry
about del ay

causing themto mss their place in the departure queue. She

adj ust ed her

couch to its nost confortable position and began flipping the
sw t ches

that lit her own instrunents. Misonar, Ficinan nodel, the canera
control s,

t he environnental boards.... She paused then, frowning, and rocked
t he

swtch back and forth a second tine.

“"Denis, |"'mnot getting a response fromthe passive internal
noni tor. "

“"Damm. " Bal t hasar gl anced over his shoul der, saw the unlit
telltal es, and

touched a switch on the intercompanel. "Attention, people, |I'm
testing

the environnental alarns.” Wth that, he flipped off the intercom
and
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| eaned back to punch a set of keys on a secondary control board.
Sil ence

wi nced as lights flashed across the warning screens and audio

al arns began

soundi ng throughout the ship. Balthasar let it run through two
cycl es,

then cut the test. "Everything | ooks green here. It's probably
just a fuse

or sonet hing."

That was an awfully quick decision, Silence thought. Al oud, she
said. "Do

you want ne to warn Julie? If it's sonmething sinple, it shouldn't
t ake

| ong. "

"I don't want to mss the lift," Balthasar answered. "It'l|l wait."

“I could do it," Silence began, and Bal thasar cut her off.

"Let it go. It's not inportant.”

Silence darted a quick glance at the Delian. It wasn't like himto
I gnore

even mnor repairs wthout good reason. "Is anything wong?" she
began.

Her voice trailed off as she noticed Balthasar's hands were

shaki ng.

The captain saw the direction of her gaze and forced a smle. "I'm
just a
little nervous, | guess. It's a tricky business."

Sonething in that didn't quite ring true, but before Silence could
pur sue
the issue, the intercom buzzed.

“"I'min the tow now," Chase Mago's voi ce announced. "Are you ready
in
control ?"
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"Ready here," Balthasar answered, and there was a distinct note of
relief

in his voice.

Sil ence gl anced down at her board, now show ng nultiple rows of
or ange

| i ghts, and touched the buttons that woul d secure the ship's
systens

against the inevitable jolting of the tow, "All secure.”

"You can begin the tow, Julie," Balthasar said.

There was no answer, but a nonent |ater the |left-hand screen
showed t he

tow creeping forward on its double tracks. As the tow hook cane
taut, the

ship's cradle jerked hard, but then settled under the engineer's
cauti ous

handling to a gentle swaying. Very slowy, cradle and tow noved
toward the

huge entrance, and then out onto the soft ground. Silence held her
breat h

-- the hormunculi had spent sone hours hard-foam ng the inprovised
t axi way

-- but the cradle showed no inclination to stick. It was strange
to see

trees and grass in the screens, rather than the famliar buil dings
of the

port conplex, but Silence was only vaguely aware of the anonaly.

| nst ead,

she kept an eye on Bal thasar, who was scowl ing nervously at his

r eadout s,

wondering just what the Delian was up to.

The cradl e's swayi ng stopped abruptly, and Chase Mago's voice
I nterrupted
her thoughts. "We're in position. I'munhitching the tow "

Bal t hasar did not answer, still staring at his controls, and after
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a
nonent Sil ence reached across to touch the outside button on the
comuni cations board. "All right. Let us know when you're back

| nsi de. "

“I''l'l do that," the engi neer answered, and broke the connection. A
m nut e

| ater, the tow s top hatch lifted, and Chase Mago | evered hinsel f
out of

the cranped interior. Silence watched the viewscreen until the
engi neer

vani shed under the high nose of the cradle, out of range of
Recusante's

caneras. A light flashed fromred to green, indicating that Chase
Mago had

rel eased the tow hook, and then the tow itself began to nove

sl owl y away

under control of its own tiny brain. Silence caught a brief
glinpse of the

engi neer as he crossed the left-wng canera's field of vision, but
then he

was gone again, only the flicker of the hatch light, fromgreen to
or ange

to green, marking the nonent he cane aboard.

Bal t hasar saw the flicker too, and managed a ghostly grin. He
reached

across the enpty Ficinan nodel to touch keys on the communi cations
boar d.

“Anshar' Asteriona Control, this is DRV Recusants. | understand
you're

hol ding a place for us in the lift queue.”

Anshar' Asteriona answered pronptly -- so pronptly that Silence
wonder ed
i f a special technician had been detailed to handle their liftoff.

"That's correct, Recusante. Please stand by to confirmthe lift-
line."
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"Standi ng by," Balthasar answered, and Sil ence keyed the Ficinan
di spl ay.

The little gl obe darkened perceptibly, the planets of Asterion's
system

fading into existence in its depths. Each pinpoint was surrounded
by a

slowy deepening flush of color, a reflection of the planetary
har noni es,

t he nusi ca nmundana, that surrounded each world. The outer planets,
Ni m nx

and M m Seras, were in conjunction, and sparks flared where the
har noni c

envel opes touched. Recusante's course line curved well away from
t hat

di ssonance. "Ready for your figures."

"Transm tting," Anshar' Asteriona answered.

A nonent |ater, a second course |ine appeared in the Ficinan
di spl ay,

hovered for an instant, and then nelted into the original Iine.
Silence

gl anced quickly at the nunerical display to confirmit, and said,
"1 show

a match."

"“Good enough," Bal thasar said. "W show a match, Asteriona
Control . "

"Very good," Anshar' Asteriona responded. "Please confirm your
bearing. "

Silence glanced to her right, reading off the nunbers on the
astrol abe set

into the console just in front of the Ficinan gl obe. Balthasar
r epeat ed

theminto his m crophone, and waited.

"The tower astrol ogers confirmthe bearing," Anshar' Asteriona
said, after
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a brief pause. "Traffic has been put on hold. You may |ift when
r eady,
Recusante.”

Silence whistled softly to herself. To hold traffic on a busy
worl d |ike

Asterion was al nost unheard of, an honor reserved for satraps and
ot her

pl anetary powers, not for private starships. Balthasar gave a sigh

al nost of relief, Silence thought, and her suspicion deepened.

"Ready to lift," the Delian responded, and cut the outside
transmtter. He

touched a second button on the intercomconsole, saying, "Al set
bel ow,

Jul i e?"

“"Everything's green," the engi neer answered.
Bal t hasar took a deep breath, and Silence saw that his hands were
trenbling again. "First sequence."

“"First sequence," Chase Mago answered, and an instant |ater the
har noni um

sounded. This was the first tinme Silence had heard the full

di apason si nce

the worn pi pes had been replaced. The new sound -- bone-deep,

wi t hout

human har noni es -- woke echoes in brain and body. She shivered at
t he

beauty of it. The note that she had heard each tine they attenpted
t he

Earth-road, the note that was as cl ose as hunman perception could
cone to

the note of heaven, hung within it, inplicit in that sound.
Recusant e

shivered in her cradle, and | eaped upward. The harnoni c envel ope

f or med

al nost before Silence was aware of the usual sensation of crushing
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wei ght .
"My God," she said al oud.

Bal t hasar nodded, his fingers busy on his keyboard. The sound
eased a
little, then steadied as Chase Mago nmade his own corrections.

"Sorry, Denis." Even through the interconmis distortion, the
engi neer
sounded faintly shaken. "I didn't expect that."

"Shows you what noney will buy," Balthasar answered, but his tone
was | ess
flippant than his words.

"Recusante, we show that you are steady on your departure line,"
Anshar'
Ast eri ona announced. "Good voyage."

"We confirmthat," Silence answered, when Balthasar showed no
si gns of
respondi ng. "Thank you, Control."

She switched off the transmtter, and | eaned back in her couch.

Al ready,

the harnmonium s nusic was fading as Recusante passed the edges of
Asterion's harnonic envel ope. A few nonents later, the |last of the
core-based notes cut out, leaving only the pure, sweet chord that
woul d

take themup to the twelfth of heaven.

“"On course and in the groove," Balthasar announced, with sone
satisfaction. He glanced at the readouts on the astrogati on board.
" Not

long to the twelfth, Silence. You mght want to go on up."

The pilot raised her eyebrows. It would be at | east an hour, and

nor e
probably two, even with the power provided by the new pipes,
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bef ore

Recusante coul d reach a point at which the system c harnonies were
sufficiently deadened by the celestial harnonies -- the delicate
background note of deep space -- for the ship to cross the border
into

purgatory. Still, she thought, there was no point in arguing,

especial ly

since Balthasar was already in a bad hunor. She nodded, and
rel eased the

catches on her safety webbing.

To her surprise, the mnor effects of purgatory -- the faint
sti cki ness of
t he decking, the odd sense of a world askew -- were al ready

begi nning to

make thenselves felt as she pulled herself up the |adder to the
upper

bri dge. The donme, which, unlike the rest of the ship's bul kheads,
was made

of a special tinctureless netal, was already beginning to show
transl ucence, the nearest stars shining faintly in its depths.
Silence

frowned, checking the readouts set in the hub and spokes of her
contr ol

wheel , but the nunbers still showed Recusante to be well below the
twel fth

of heaven. Still frowning, she fitted her headphone jack into its
socket,

and keyed the intercom
“"Denis, |'"'mgetting sone very strange responses up here."
“"Yeah, | know," Balthasar answered. "Here, too."

Chase Mago's chuckle sounded in their ears, and Silence hastily
adj ust ed

the volune. "This is the way it's supposed to be, people," the
engi neer

said. "This is a freshly tuned ship and nostly new pi pes,

r emenber ?"
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Sil ence nodded to herself, |eaving the intercomchannel open. The
engi neer's expl anati on nmade sense: star travel depended on the

I nteraction

bet ween t he harnoni um and a starship's nmassi ve soundi ng keel, and
i f both

were in perfect tune, or even close to perfection, naturally the
ship

woul d see the effects of purgatory nore quickly. The harnoni um
produced a

note as cl ose as hunmanly possible to the cel estial harnony, the
not e of

the supermaterial state beyond the nundane uni verse, the source of
t he

Fornms on which nmuch of the magi's Art was based. A sounding keel
was nade

of base netal inpregnated with the Philosopher's Tincture, the
only

cel estial substance that could exist in a nundane state. The

Ti ncture

sought always to return to its proper, celestial state, but was
confi ned

by the nmundane materials around it. Only under the influence of

t he

har noni um coul d the Tincture approach its original state, carrying
wWith it

and being restrai ned by the nundane nature of the rest of the ship
and its

crew. The ship woul d never reach heaven, but it could reach the
twel fth of

heaven that was purgatory, and that was enough. In purgatory, so
t he

net aphysi ci sts said, tine and space becane potentially identical;
t he

pilots mani pul ated the visible synbols of those potentials -- the
voidmarks -- to nove fromstar systemto star system

Overhead, the done was fading toward full transparence, and

Si | ence shook
hersel f. Through the untinctured netal, little nore than shadow
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now, she

coul d see the starscape, each sun ringed by the garish corona that
mar ked

the twelfth of heaven. She took a deep breath, recalling the

voi dmar ks she

had so carefully nenorized, and stepped onto the | ow platform
before the

wheel , wiggling her feet into the cling-foam covering. They were
travelling by the Road of the Harnoni ous Spheres, one of a class
of roads

known generally as rolling roads. |If she cl osed her eyes, she
coul d al nost

see the illustration in her New Aquarius. A crowned figure, young,
mal e,

weari ng an ol d-fashi oned version of the usual Hegenonic | oose coat
and

trousers under an even nore archaic breastpl ate, bal anced on the
top of a

massi ve sphere that seened to contain the shadow imge of an
orrery. The

figure's breastplate was badged with a living eye; he held in his
right

hand a short, spindle-shaped wand, and in his left an open book
from whi ch

rose drops of fire. Behind the central figure was a city wall and
a

cluster of figures in nmagi's robes, all of whom pointed in
amazenent to a

sky that, though filled with clouds, showed sun and nobon and
stars.

Renenbering the imge, Silence smled, but her smle faded

qui ckly. The

Har noni ous Spheres was a crowded road -- that was one of the
meani ngs of

the inpossible sky -- and the synbols involved were very powerf ul
ones.

The pilot's Art was essentially a passive skill, manipulating

al r eady

related synbols; a magus's training made it very difficult to
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concentrate

on the voidmarks, without drawing in all the other synbols and
Forns t hat

existed in potential in purgatory. If she were to becone

di stracted on a

rolling road, where the wand and the book and the eye all warned
of the

need for precise control....

Si | ence shook herself. She had net and dealt with the nultiple
synbol s

crowding the Earth-road, and there were no nore seductive inages
I n either

the pilots' or the magi's hieroglypicae. She would not all ow
herself to

becone distracted. The control yoke noved gently under her hands,
and she

real i zed abruptly that the stars had vani shed, |eaving only their
brilliant coronae scattered across the sky. She gl anced down, and
saw her

bones gl eam ng t hrough suddenly translucent flesh, caught in a
ruby web of

bl ood vessel s.

"W're alnpst at the twelfth," Balthasar's voice said in her ears.

“I"'mready to take control," Silence answered autonatically.

"Swtching to the upper register," Balthasar said. "Now, Julie."
“Sw tching,"
t he sudden
surge of nusic. The keel song split and broadened, individual tones
nomentarily audi bl e, cascading up and down the scale until they
mer ged

into a new and greater song.

Chase Mago answered, but the word was swallowed in

Si | ence gasped, the sound vibrating in her bones, and then that
sensation
nerged into a new, | ess pleasant feeling. Recusante seened

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (93 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:57 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

suddenly to be

rushing forward at an inpossible speed, as though the pilot and
the ship

and everything in it were balancing on the rimof a noving wheel,
runni ng

at breakneck speed w thout ever noving forward. Silence swore,
remenberi ng

tardily that this was a rolling road, and sought her voi dnmarks.

For the first instant, as she had feared, a cloud of synbols

bl ocked her

vision, crowding out the true signs. She forced herself to | ook
down at

the tincture-treated decking, nmurnmuring the first cantrips. She
coul d hear

t he keel song changing, sliding out of true, but ignored it for the
nmonent ,

forcing herself to recover the pilot's disciplined vision. Then,
at | ast,

she | ooked up.

The | ast coronae had vani shed, and she was surrounded by the

| mges of

purgatory. On all sides, the cloudy sky of the New Agquarius's

dr aw ng

surrounded them spangled with its inpossible sun and stars and
mul ti phased noon, but she barely noticed those m nor narks. Ahead
and

slightly above swng the central imge, only vaguely like an
orrery, seven

huge rings swinging in self-contradictory orbits around a single
gl eam ng

axi s. Recusante was falling toward one of those whizzing rings,
and the

sensati on of novenent, of unbal anced speed, increased as they cane
cl oser

to it.

Silence swal l owed hard, fighting back the inpulse to swerve away
fromthe
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ring. She touched the control yoke gently, easing Recusante onto a
course

that would bring her keel down onto that speeding ring. The

di ssonance

eased perceptibly, but the speeding sensation increased. It was
unreal ,

Sil ence knew, as unreal as the apparent increase in speed she felt
when a

ship left purgatory, but still unsettling. Recusante settled
toward the

approaching ring, her novenent relative to the imge

di sorientingly slow,

conpletely unrelated to the sense of rapid novenent. The

di scontinuity

made it very hard to judge the approach, and Silence could feel
her pal ns

growi ng sweaty on the control yoke. If she mssed -- and wasn't

t hrown of f

i nto the di ssonances that flanked every star road, marked here by
t he

astronom cal bodi es hovering in the clouds -- she could probably
neet the

next ring.... But it would still be an unbearably amateurish

m st ake.

The ring swng closer, and Silence swng the ship so that the keel
woul d

i ntersect the inmage first. She could no | onger see the imge, now
| yi ng

underfoot, but she was tuned to its novenents. She held her

br eat h,

wai ti ng. Now, she thought, just... now.

Even as she thought the word, the sense of novenent stopped. In

t he sane

noment the keel song changed, a new note sounding in its nusic, and
t he

clouds to either side began to nove, swirling in a great vortex
around t he

suddenly stationary starship. Silence let out her breath with a
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great sigh

of relief. The first part of the road had been successfully
negot i at ed;

the rest woul d be easy.

This was the stable part of the Road of the Harnoni ous Spheres; a
starship

could lie here, static, carried around and around by the vortex

t hat was

represented by the revolving ring, until the el enental water that
power ed

i ts harnmoni um was exhausted and the ship fell frompurgatory. The
ship

still had to travel "up"” the ring to the axis itself, and then
down t he

axis to its mdpoint, before it could | eave purgatory. Carefully,
Sil ence

pul | ed back on the control yoke, lifting Recusante fromits stable
pl ace

at the heart of the ring. The keel song changed, protesting, but

t he

sensation of novenent returned. Slowy, very slowy, the ship
began to

nove along the ring, heading toward the axis.

Silence wasn't sure how | ong she'd stood there, the clouds and
stars

spinning dizzily around her, when Balthasar appeared on the
bri dge.

“Shall | spell you?" he asked. " ock's changed tw ce, but | think
we' ve
still got sone tine before you nmake the shift."

Sil ence gl anced along the ring ahead of them suddenly aware of
cr anped

muscl es and an urgent pressure in her bladder. Real tine passed
irregularly in purgatory, but subjective tine renmai ned constant,
and

demandi ng. They were perhaps halfway to the axis. "W should
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have," she
said aloud. "Thanks, Denis, it's all yours."

Bal t hasar stepped onto the platformbehind her, so close that his
body was

pressed agai nst her back, and reached around her to set his hands
on the

control yoke. The bones and arteries showed clearly beneath his
transparent skin, the knob of an old break starkly visible in the
bones

just above his left wist. She avoided | ooking at his face,
know ng what

she woul d see.

“I'"ve got it," the Delian said.

"Al'l yours," Silence said again, and rel eased the wheel, ducking
under the

other's arns. Balthasar was a good pilot; she did not gl ance back
as she

| et herself slide down the |adders to the ship's main deck. She
went into

her own cabin to relieve herself, then returned to the main
corridor,

carefully latching the door behind her. She stood for a nonent,

wor ki ng

her shoul ders, trying to shrug away sone of the stiffness. |'m out
of

shape, she thought. The Road of the Harnoni ous Spheres wasn't a
particularly long one -- a little nore than nine m nutes, real
time, but

only four subjective hours -- but it had been sone nonths since
she' d

flown. She | aced her fingers together and pushed them straight out
in

front of her, feeling the tightness in her arns and shoul ders. At
| east by

the tinme this trip is over I'll be back in shape, she thought.
|11 have

done enough piloting for that, if nothing el se.
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The corridor was very quiet, Chase Mago cloistered in the engine
room

| sanbard | ocked in his cabin, dream ng through the passage.

Si |l ence

gl anced down the corridor toward the orange safety |ight ringing
t he

engi ne room hatch, and felt again the strange, oppressive quiet.
She

frowned, but knew this was not the tinme to investigate. |nstead,
she

pul | ed herself back up the | adders, pausing nonentarily on the

| ower

bridge to check the chrononeter. It had ticked once since she had
| eft the

bridge: plenty of tine.

She swung herself off the | adder on the upper bridge, hurriedly
scanni ng

t he voi dnmarks. They were closer to the end of the ring and the
turn down

the axis, but there was still plenty of tinme to nake the
changeover. She

said, "D d Isanbard bring any equi pnent that needed speci al
shi el di ng, or

anything |ike that?"

Bal t hasar did not turn, but Silence thought his shoul ders

ti ghtened under

the clinging shipsuit. "Not that | know of," the Delian said.
n W]y?ll

"There's -- well, a funny feeling down on the main deck," Silence
answered. "Nothing serious, but it feels |ike a danper, or
sonething |ike

t hat."

This tinme Balthasar did shrug. "I don't know," he said, and his

t one nmade
it clear that he didn't particularly care. "You want to take her
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agai n?"

So nmuch for that, Silence thought. If the Delian didn't think her
feeling

was i nportant, she would let it go, at |least for now Though it
did seem

odd, given Balthasar's usual near paranoia.... She pushed the
t hought
aside, and said, "If you're ready."

Wthout waiting for Balthasar's nod, she stepped onto the platform
behi nd

him reaching around to take the wheel in her right hand. "I've
got it, "
she sai d.

Bal t hasar nodded, and slipped aside. Silence put her other hand on
t he
yoke, working her feet back into the clingfoam

"I wouldn't worry about it," Balthasar said. From his voice, he
was

al ready on the | adder, but Silence did not |ook back. "It's

pr obabl y not

anyt hing i nportant.”

"Thanks," Silence said, but the Delian was gone. Sighing, Silence
put

aside the mnor problem and turned her attention to the

voi dmar ks.

Recusante was alnost up to the axis, its silvery columm al npost
tw ce as

W de as the ship's extended stabilizers. The point at which the
ring met

the axis gleaned brilliantly, throw ng off clouds of sparks.

Sil ence nmade

a face at that, but she could see that the real point of

I ntersecti on was

clear of interference. The starship inched its way up the ring,
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seemng to

slow as it approached the axis. That, too, was deception, but for
once it

worked in the pilot's favor. Silence took her tine studying the
appr oach,

| etting her hands rest | oosely on the wheel. Al nost, she thought.
And. ..

NOW.

She swung the yoke hard, pulling Recusante down and to the right.
The

keel song rose, a stressed note at its core, and then abruptly

st eadi ed.

Recusante rode in a tube of silver, its cylindrical walls
reflecting the

gl ow of the starship's keel. Silence gave a sigh of relief. They
wer e

al nmost through. Already, she could see the black disk that marked
t he end

of the road, could feel the false acceleration that neant the ship
was

falling away from purgatory.

And then they were through, the keel song shifting pitch again,
back to the

normal register. Silence | ocked the control yoke w thout waiting
for

Bal t hasar's order -- she could tell fromthe way the ship handl ed
t hat the

Delian had it fully under control -- then let herself slide down
t he

| adder to the | ower bridge.

The di spl ays were busy al ready, Meng Approach flashing nmultiple
audi o and

visual instructions, and Silence dropped quickly into her couch,
reachi ng

for the comuni cati ons keyboard. Balthasar, still busy fine-tuning
t he

har noni um gave her a grateful glance.
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"W want a parking orbit, right?" Silence said, her fingers
al ready busy
filtering out the unnecessary input. "Meng, or the Anaskazei on?"

"The Anaskazeion," Balthasar answered.

Si | ence nodded, and keyed in the commands for the proper displays.
The

i mage in the Ficinan nodel swam nonentarily, planets shifting
fractional ly

in relation to each other, then steadied. An instant later, the
proj ect ed

course appeared, a blue line running along the edge of the system
j ust

skirting the flaring dissonance that foll owed a massi ve gas gi ant.
A |ight

was flashing on the conmuni cati ons board, indicating that soneone
was

guerying their automatic identification, but she ignored it. It
was ni ce

not to have to worry about hitting the override in tine.

"DRV Recusante, this is Anaskazei on Approach Control,"
voi ce said a

noment later. "You are presently inbound for the Anaskazei on Ri ng.
Do you

wi sh dock or orbit facilities?"

a deep

"Anaskazei on Approach, this is Recusante," Silence answered. "W
acknowl edge we're in your lane, and would like to request orbit
facilities."

There was a pause -- tine/distance lag nore than anything el se,
Sil ence

guessed -- before Anaskazei on answered. "Very good, Recusante.
There are

free spaces in sector 246. 29. Please stand by to receive precise
coordi nates. "
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"Standing by," Silence answered, and keyed the recorder. There was
a

whi ne, and nunbers fl ashed across the right-hand vi ewscreen.
Bal t hasar

reached across hastily to freeze the output, then touched a second
set of

keys to transfer the information to the nusonar and the Ficinan
nodel .

"Not bad," he said, and nodded toward the nusonar displ ay.

" Anaskazei on Approach, we acknow edge recei pt of the coordinates,
Silence said automatically, and barely heard the deep-voiced
response. She

was staring at the nusonar, enthralled. Like all star-travellers,
she had

heard of the Anaskazeion ring, but the stories had not prepared
her for

the reality. Meng was a predominantly agricultural world, every
met er of

its amazingly fertile soil given over to grow ng sonething. Rather
t han

wast e val uable ground on a true starport and all its facilities,
Meng' s

governors had built the Anaskazeion in what had once been an
asteroid

belt. That subpl anetary debris was |ong gone, transforned into the
hul | s

of permanent stations. In its place, a network of stations and

fi xpoints

circled the planet, providing the star-travellers wth every
concei vabl e

confort while lighters ferried cargo to and fromthe planet's
surface.

"Stop down to half power, Julie," Balthasar said. "Local
regul ati ons. ™

“Stoppi ng down to half power," Chase Mago repeated, and the
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har moni um s
sound f aded.

Silence stared into the nmusonar display. She could see why the
| ocal

authorities wanted ships to nute their harnonia: already the
screen was

flecked wwth the dull bronze dots that indicated active keels,
i nterspersed with the brighter lights of the parking beacons.

"That' s where we're headed," Balthasar said, and |lifted one hand
fromhis
keyboards to touch one of the |eft-hand buoys.

Si | ence nodded and | eaned back in her couch, watching the Delian
bring the

little ship in through the crowded | anes. Balthasar was a good
syst ens

pilot, she thought idly, nuch better than she herself was, though
she was

the better starpilot. At last the Delian brought them al ongside
t he

fixpoint, and cut the harnonium He touched keys on the
communi cati ons

board, and the fixpoint's anchor nodes gl owed, creating a

newt onian field

that drew Recusante gently in toward the fixpoint and held it

st eady. At
the sane tinme a power cable unfurled, probing awkwardly for the
ship's

i ntake jack. There was a sharp click, nore felt than heard, and a
new set
of lights sprang to life on the environnental display.

"DRV Recusante, we show that you have docked," Anaskazei on
Appr oach said

cheerfully. "Welcone to the ring."

"We are docked," Silence agreed. "Thanks, Approach." She cut the
channel
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and gl anced at Bal t hasar, who | ooked away.

“Shall we go bel ow?" he said, without waiting for her to speak.
"There's
sone things we need to tal k about."

Ch, really? Silence thought, all the vague suspicions of the past
few days

crystallizing into the conviction that Balthasar was up to
sonet hi ng,

probably no good. "Sure," she said al oud, and unfastened the
safety

webbi ng. Before she could push herself out of the couch, the

| nt ercom

buzzed.

"Deni s," Chase Mago began, his voice dangerously quiet, and
Bal t hasar cut
hi moff hastily.

“"Don't panic, Julie, I'lIl be right down."

“"What the hell are you up to?" Silence denanded, but Balthasar was
al r eady

sliding down the | adder, and pretended not to hear. The pil ot
cursed him

and fol | oned.

Chase Mago was standing in the doorway of the comon room his
face

t hunderous. "I hope to hell you have a good explanation, Denis,"
he sai d,

and Bal t hasar spread his hands nervously.

"OF course,”
furious

gl are.

he began, but his voice faded under the engineer's

Silence took a deep breath, wondering just what the Delian had
done this

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (104 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:57 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

time, and pushed past Chase Mago into the common room Three
peopl e were

wai ting there, one in a magus's bl ack. Silence barely noticed
| sanbard' s

famliar figure, her attention going instead to the other two.
Mar ci ni Kk,

as striking as ever in the Thousand's undress bl ack, stood at
attention

behind the rooms tallest oilchair. In that chair sat a small,
vei |l ed

figure: Aili, the Princess Royal.

Chapter 3

SI LENCE TURNED SLOALY, UNTIL SHE WAS FACI NG BALt hasar. "You stupid
son of
a bitch. What the hell are you playing at?"

Bal t hasar spread his hands again, grinning uneasily. Chase Mago
eyed him

dubi ously, one fist clenched as though he was restraining hinself
from

hitting the smaller man. "It's like this," the Delian began, and
Si | ence

cut himoff.

“"Don't give ne any of your bullshit stories, Denis, or I'll take
you
apart.”

“I''l'l help," Chase Mago sai d.

"Silence." Aili's cool voice cut through Balthasar's stamering
answer .

"This isn't entirely Captain Balthasar's doing."

Silence turned, goaded, but bit back her angry answer at the | ast

possi bl e
nonent. "You wouldn't be here without him"
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"That's true." Aili rose gracefully fromher chair, and cane to

st and

bet ween the conbatants. Marcinik, with an obvious effort, renained
wher e

he was. Qut of the corner of her eye, Silence could see |sanbard
wat chi ng

Wi th detached interest, and his very detachnent steadi ed her.

"So why are you here, your Serenity?" the pilot asked.
"Because of ny father's proclamation,” Ali answered sinply.
Silence frowned, and Chase Mago said, "Proclamation?"

“And, of course, the charter,” Ali said. She turned her veiled
head so

that she was |looking directly at Silence. "My half-brother is
nmerely

conpetent: | am both nore capable than he, and the nore legitinmate
heir. ™

The veil hid her expression conpletely, but there was a note of
hunmor in

her voice. "I had thought you would synpathize with nme, Silence.
After

all, if you can becone a nmagus, why should | be denied nere
political

power ?"

Silence | ooked away. There was sone justice in the Princess
Royal ' s words

-- but that, Silence thought, is not ny affair. W only just
managed to

get the Hegenon on our side; we can't afford to antagonize him
not now.

And won't all the authorities be |ooking for a runaway princess?
She

opened her nouth to ask, but Chase Mago spoke first, a wealth of
bitterness in his voice.

"l thought you hated politics, Denis."
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Bal t hasar shrugged, obviously torn between his habitual reticence
and t he
desire to brag about his cl everness.

Silence said, "He just |likes to nmake trouble.” She turned back to
Aili.

“Proclamation or not, your Serenity, we're already under charter
to your

br ot her. "

"Hal f-brother,"” Ali corrected. "And the terns of the proclanmation
gi ve
precedence to persons who nake the search thensel ves."

“Why woul d anyone do that?" Chase Mago asked, apparently
di stracted by the
odd condi tion.

Marcinik's nmouth twisted into a wy smle. "H s nbst serene
Maj esty was
trying to get rid of a rival known for his adventurous spirit."

“"Oh." The engi neer nodded thoughtfully. "It nmakes a perverse sort
of

sense. "

“"Be that as it may,"
with

this."

Silence said, "I don't want anything to do

“"They're already aboard,"” Balthasar said, with another nervous
grin. "You
can hardly put themoff."

"Oh, can't I?" Silence said grimy.
The Delian's smle vanished. "Now wait just a goddamm m nute," he

sai d.
“Silence, you can't."
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"Why not?" Silence retorted. "Look, aside fromthe fact that
hel pi ng them

IS going to get us into serious trouble with this hegenon --
trouble we

can't afford -- they'll be nothing but a liability once we reach
Earth. W

don't have papers for them--" She broke off, seeing Balthasar's
al nost

enbarrassed gesture, and continued, controlling her tenper with an
effort,

“"All right, you got them papers. Still, they're not star-
travellers, not

even Marcinit; they'll give us away the mnute they set foot in
the Pal e.

Especially Alli. She's a woman of the Thousand -- a princess of
t he royal

bl ood, for God's sake. She'll be nothing but a liability. W can't
do it,
Deni s. "

"You sound just like Nils Og," Balthasar said, and Silence
suppressed the

urge to hit him Og had been the nost vocal critic of fenale
pilots, even

M st hi ans. "Take a good | ook at her. Does she |ook Iike a
liability?"

Silence glanced at the Princess Royal, sobered in spite of herself

by the

Delian's words. For the first tinme, Alli's clothes registered
properly.

The Princess Royal was wearing the shapel ess coat and trousers
favored by

the poorer citizens of the Hegenony, and her face was covered, as
Hegenonic | aw requi red. However, instead of a veil, she wore the
t ur ban

and draped facecloth of a nenber of the Bethlemtes. Silence
rai sed an
eyebrow, but had to admt it was a good choice. The Bethlemte
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sect hel d,

anong ot her odd beliefs, that star travel, and especially the
passage

t hrough purgatory, revealed a man's essenti al nakedness too
clearly, and

therefore kept all parts of their bodies hidden beneath tinctured
clothing. It was also a small sect, and one whose nenbers kept
very much

to thensel ves. 3 ancing back at Aili, Silence saw the Princess
Royal had

even acquired the formfitted gl oves.

"All right," the pilot said, nore calmy, to Balthasar, "you found
her a
good di squi se. "

"No." For the first tinme, Alli's voice held a hint of anger. "I
chose the

di squise, Silence. | planned this. Don't insult nme that way
again."

Silence hesitated, unwillingly renmenbering a simlar conversation
she had

had with Aili in the Winen's Pal ace. Aili had accused her of
bel i evi ng

that wonen -- or at |east other wonen -- really were inferior. It
wasn' t

true then, Silence thought, and it isn't true now W just can't
afford to

help her. It wasn't nuch of an excuse, and she knewit. Ali's
first words

rang in her ears: |If you can becone a nagus, why should | be
deni ed nere

political power?

Bal t hasar said, "It's true. They approached ne with the idea."
"That nust've been sonething to see,"”
shook

her head, gesturing to brush the words away. "lI'msorry, Denis, |

Silence said bitterly, then
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di dn't
nmean it." She took a deep breath, and turned to face Ailli. "And |
apol ogi ze to you. | was upset, | didn't nean any insult."”

Ai Il nodded back, her tone easing sonewhat. "W shoul d have
consul ted you
first, but there was no safe opportunity."

And you probably knew I'd react this way, too, Silence thought,

al r eady

ashanmed of herself. She said aloud, "Are you sure his Majesty's
proclamation wll really give you precedence?"

"“Al nost conpletely,” Ali answered, and once again the note of
hunor was

in her voice. "I can think of only one jurist who could break it,
and |

think I can pay himwell enough to support ne."

“I'n any case," Marcinik said, "that doesn't have to affect you.
You wil |

have done your duty to his Majesty and to the Princess Royal; you
can

argue with sone justice that conflicts of precedence aren't your
affair."

| doubt it will be that sinple, Silence thought, but nodded. "Al
right, |
know how you vote, Denis. Julie?"

The bi g engi neer shrugged, a rather benused expression on his
face.

“Unl ess you want to put themoff by force -- and | wouldn't want
to try it

wi th one of the True Thousand -- | don't think we have any

choi ce. "

"| sanbard?" Sil ence asked.

"The political question is immterial," the older nmagus answered.
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H s
voi ce rose abruptly, infused with nore passion than any of the

ot hers had
heard fromhim "But | wll see Earth."

The unexpect ed vehenence of his words |eft the others speechl ess.
VWhen

Silence finally spoke, her voice held a new seriousness. "So be
it. W --

all of us -- go to Earth."

Recusante spent three days in the Anaskazeion, a day |onger than
t hey had

originally intended. Silence threw herself into the business of
plotting a

course from Meng into the dead roads, star roads that once had | ed
to

wor | ds destroyed in the MIlennial Wars. They were dangerous,
their

voi dmar ks distorted by the destruction of all or part of the end
system

but W at h-of - God had nmade use of themon a regqular basis, and
Bal t hasar

knew themwell. On their previous attenpts to reach Earth, they
had used

t he broken Decel ea system as a staging point, but Decelea offered
no easy

road to Linyre, the point at which they had chosen to switch to
t he

portol an system Two other broken systens, Sebethos and Atrax,

of f ered

decent departure roads, but Balthasar vetoed Atrax on the grounds
that its

systemwas too unstable. After sone searching, putting together
t he

information in Silence's ancient -- pre-War -- copy of the

st ar book The

Glded Stairs wth Balthasar's know edge of the dead roads, they
settl ed

on Sebet hos, by neans of the road listed in The Glded Stairs as

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (111 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:57 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

t he
Eagl e's Flight.

Bal t hasar snorted. "W called it the Ganynede Run."

Sil ence gl anced again at the book lying on the common roomtable
in front

of her, and the delicate mniature filling half the page. Like all
The

Glded Stairs' illustrations, it was a beautiful draw ng, yet
strangel y

di sturbing. It showed a fiery river, flanmes |eaping and fl ow ng
i ke wat er

over a rocky bed. Lean, feral animals prowl ed al ong the

ri ver banks,

seem ngly kept in check only by the lapping fires. A bird of prey -
- an

eagle, by the road's nane, Silence thought -- soared away from
that fire,

a naked youth caught in its claws. Looking nore closely, Silence
coul d see

nore naked figures, all nmale, all young, fornmed by the river's
fl ames.

Trust Bal thasar and the rest of Wath-of-God to see that, she

t hought, and

to find the reference. Al oud, she said, "How nuch have the marks
changed?”

On nost of the dead roads, the printed voidmarks were no | onger
accur at e,

di storted by the broken harnonies of the shattered systens.

Bal t hasar gave a twisted smle. "The marks haven't really changed,
it's

the enotional -- hell, sexual -- effect that's the problem

Sonmet hing in

the systemic nusic really touches a nerve."

Si |l ence nodded, still studying the illustration. Fire was one of

t he nost
comon synbols for desire, sexual and otherwi se. Fromthe flam ng
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river,
she guessed that the erotic potential had always been inplicit in
t he

voi dmar ks, though the soaring eagle -- it was rising, not

st oopi ng, she

was fairly certain -- suggested that the eroticismhad originally
been

har nessed and channeled to the control of the starship. She nodded
again.

It nmade sense that the destruction of the object, the road's

hi gher goal,

woul d al l ow the unl eashed sexuality of the inmages full play. It
was

perhaps a pity that she and Balthasar were the only trained pilots
aboard,

she thought. They were both of a nature vulnerable to the

voi dmar ks'

appeal . She shook the thought away irritably. There was not a
star-traveller alive who didn't know t he dangers of uncontroll ed
passi ons,

hadn't had the horror stories dinned into himfromthe first days
of his

apprenticeship. It mght be an upsetting ride, but hardly an

| npossi bl e

one.

“And then, when we get to Linyre, we switch systens," she said,
and

reached for the |ocked carryall that sat beside her chair. She
touched t he

| ockpl ate, and lifted the |lid, drawi ng out the battered portol an.

Bal t hasar nodded. "That strikes ne as the tricky part." He

sear ched anobng

the papers littering the table until he found the oversized
printout from

the astrogati on console, a two-di nensional drawi ng of the Ficinan
nodel of

the Linyre system "Counting in all factors, we should cone out of
purgatory here." One long finger touched a point just outside the
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orbit of

Li myre's nost distant sister, an unnaned gas giant. The Rose
Wr | ders had

probably naned it, Silence thought, irrelevantly, but that

I nformati on had

never nade it to the rest of human-settl ed space.

“"We really need Julie for this,"
Silence

shrugged.

Bal t hasar said fretfully, and

"He's got the final adjustnents to nmake, you know that. W'II| have
time to
go over it again with him don't worry."

"1 know," Bal thasar nuttered, then shook hinself, returning his
attention

to the systemmap. "So, as soon as we hit the twelfth, Julie lets
t he

har noni um stop down naturally --"

"Thus hopefully making us | ook like a normal flare," Silence
fini shed

i npatiently. "Linyre system s supposed to be full of them™"

"l hope that damm supercargo was right about that," Balthasar
said. He
si ghed, and | ooked up. "After that, it's all yours."

Si | ence nodded, not entirely happily, staring at the unopened
porto-I| an.

No one had used the portolan systemsince the third century of

st ar

travel; between that tine and her own |ay both centuries and the
destruction of the MIlennial Wars. She herself had never heard of
t he

portol an systemuntil she had stunbl ed across a photofl ashed copy
of an

anci ent panphlet, bound in with half a dozen like it, which the
magi had
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collected as a curiosity w thout recognizing what it contained.
No, to be

fair, Silence thought, they sinply didn't have the know edge to
give it

context. Even being a pilot mght not have been enough for nme to
see it

could take us to Earth. But she owned a copy of a pre-War

st ar book, one

that contained both the Earth-road and the closely guarded roads
that | ed

anong the Rose Wirlds. The three things together had been enough
to show

her a new road to Earth.

Si ghi ng, she opened the portolan, turning the pages one by one
until she

found the drawi ng she was | ooking for. The portol an system was
totally

unli ke the normal nethod of star travel, using the voidmarks only
as

si gnposts, rather than the potent synbols they had | ater becone.

| n nor mal

star travel, the pilot actually nmanipul ated the voidnmarks; there
was a

true interaction between pilot, ship, and synbol. Using a

portol an....

Silence forced herself to | ook again at the doubl e- page draw ng
spread out

before her. It showed Linyre and environs, the planet and its sun
at the

center, lines -- called |andlines for sone unknown reason --

radi ati ng out

in all directions fromthat central point. Marks, sone famliar as
parts

of the nore conplex inmges that nmade up the voi dmarks, others
conpl etely

unknown, |ay scattered across the page as well. Each mark had its
own

smal l er hal o of landlines, and each Iine was carefully |abelled
wthits

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (115 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:57 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

har noni ¢ bearing. Silence traced her planned course, along one
line from

Limyre to a mark shaped like a triple rose, then al ong a second
line to a

wal led city, along a third to the goose-necked nman, and so on,
until at

| ast they reached Earth. Follow ng those |ines would depend at

| east as

much on matching the listed harnonic bearings as it would on her
st eeri ng

fromone mark to the next; that was the reason Chase Mago was
maki ng fi nal

adjustnents to the harnmonium to be sure its nusic was pure to the
full

ni ne pl aces.

She sighed, still staring at the map. Theoretically, this should
al | work

as planned, but she could not forget that nost of her assunptions
were no

nore than that, guesses based on the panphlet she had read and the
structure of the portolan itself. If she were wong.... She put

t he i mage

of disaster fromher mnd with an effort. If I'mwong, she told
her sel f,

we Wil have to resort to Isanbard's plan, and try to force the
engi nes.

That's all.

"Well, now. " That was Chase Mago's voice, tired but triunphant.
Si |l ence
| ooked up to find the engineer smling down at her and Balt hasar.

"Everything's finished," Chase Mago went on. "It's all done, and
we're
ready to go."

They left the Anaskazei on the norning of the next day, ship's

tine,
wanting to be sure everyone was well rested before attenpting the
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passage
into the Rose Wirlds. Ostensibly, they were outbound for Caire, a
Fringe

Wrld noted for its resorts, and Departure Control's final "good
voyage"

was so wistful that Silence felt vaguely guilty for disappointing
him It

was only a short run-up to the twelfth of heaven, but Silence took
her

pl ace on the upper bridge early, renmenbering what Balthasar had
sai d about

the Eagle's Flight.

"Standing by to swwtch to the upper register,” Balthasar's voice
announced

i n her headset, and Silence rested both hands on the control yoke,
her

t hunb poi sed over the lock. Al around, the done was fading, the
stars’

coronae shining through its netallic shadow.

"Ready above," she said.

“Engi ne room ready," Chase Mago sai d.

There was a nonentary pause -- Silence could al nost see Bal t hasar
wat chi ng
his readouts -- and then the Delian said, "Now. "

| f the engi neer acknow edged the order, his words were lost in the
sudden

surge of nusic. The last wsps of the done went transparent, as

t hough

bl owmn away by the wave of sound. Silence smled, caught in spite
of

herself by the soaring harnonies. Then she shook hersel f, al nost
angrily,

and sought her voi dmarks.

The feeling hit her first, a wave of absolute |ust stronger than
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anyt hi ng

she had ever felt before. She gasped, body tingling, but forced
herself to

i gnore the sensations. The voidmarks whirled around her, refused
to steady

into any famliar inmage. She swore, then cursed again as she
real i zed

she'd used a sexual inmage. The flamng river of The Glded Stairs'
dr aw ng

t ook shaky form ahead of her, but she could not seemto
concentrate on it

enough to nmake it conme clear. Bodies swirled up fromits shadow
i ke

| eaping flanmes, nonentarily distinct, inviting, then spun away
into the

fire. Asingle figure swam before her, young, male, its nuscles
sharply

nol ded. It reached for her, |aughing, even as it dissolved in a
shower of

liquid flane. Its face had been vaguely famliar, but it vani shed
bef ore

she coul d capture the nenory.

A second plune of flame rose fromthe fire, shaped itself into a
new

figure, instantly recognizable. It was the formof her first

| over, the

fire sharply outlining every curve and hollow of that famliar
body,

gleam ng on the flat planes of chest and belly. There had been
not hi ng

bet ween t hem except sex -- he had not believed she was a star
pilot, and

she had not bothered to enlighten him leaving himw llingly when
Bl ack

Dol phin left the planet -- but she still renenbered wth aching
preci si on

the expl osive delights of their | ovenaking. He beckoned, smling,
Sil ence

shivered, but |ooked away.
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This is unreal, she told herself, it is illusion. He was -- he is
not hi ng

to you. The words were powerl ess agai nst the renenbered passi on.
Mor e

shapes crowded up behind the smling figure, famliar faces
formng in the

flames. Every nman she had ever seen and desired was there, each
one

perfected, polished and conpl eted, by years of daydream fantasy
enbel I i shing experience. | never slept wwth you, with any of you
but one,

she thought, but the wordless challenge rang hollow in her m nd.
It did

not matter; it was not experience but inagination that betrayed
her now.

The keel song changed, the spreadi ng di ssonance cutting through the
haze of

enotion. The voi dmarks cl eared, the eagle hovering above the
flam ng

river, but there was barely tine for that vision to register:
Recusant e

was falling toward the river, its apparent speed increasing with
every

second. Silence's nouth set in a grimline, and she pulled up
sharply on

the control yoke, fixing her attention on the keel song. She woul d
al l ow no

one -- nothing -- to distract her fromthe ship. The di ssonance
eased, but

as it eased the nenories returned, the figures even nore desirable
t han

bef or e.

Sonet hi ng nore was needed, sonething stronger than the generalized
protections of the pilots' cantrips and her professional instincts

sonething intrinsic to the road itself. Holding her breath,
Silence fixed
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her eyes on the tinctured decking and eased the control yoke

f orwar d

again, steering by the keel song al one. The di ssonance rose
slightly, and

Silence |levelled the ship again, know ng the keel could not endure
t he

di ssonance for |l ong wthout going out of tune. There was a voi ce
i n her

headset, Chase Mago's voice, but she could not spare the
concentration to

unt angl e t he words.

"I need tine," she said, and was never afterwards certain that she
had

spoken al oud. The voice in the headset ceased, and she lifted her
head

cautiously, |ooking at the voi dmarks.

The di ssonance gave her sonething real to cling to, to use agai nst
t he

haze of nenory that threatened to overwhel mher. The destruction
of

Sebet hos had distorted the central figure, so that the eagle no

| onger

rose, but stooped toward the flanmes, a naked youth dropping from
sl ack

claws as it sought new prey. On the false horizon, a tori gate
still

spanned the river, its once pure colors faded into greys. She took
a deep

breath, cal mng herself, putting aside the twin pressures of
desire and

menory. This was the Eagle's Flight -- but that synbolism of
mast er ed

passion, of royalty and freedom and conquest, provided little help
now. O

Ganynede's Run.... That nane triggered a nenory from her studies
on

Solitudo Hermae. First the shepherd, the seducing male, and then
its
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rel ated synbol s: the rai nbow cl ad shepherdess, its fem nine
equi val ent ;

the huntress, its femnine antithesis; the enpress, its opposite
and its

opposition; and finally the seeress, personified w sdom absolute
negati on

of everything for which the Ganynede-figure stood. She was
conventional ly

shown arnored, arnmed with the sickle of the noon and the flam ng
di sk of

t he sun.

Wt hout conscious thought, Silence reached for that inage,
abandoni ng a

pilot's detachnent to shape the synbol out of the potentiality of
purgatory. She drew it to herself, surrounding herself with the
synbol and

its nmeanings, clothing herself in the seeress's arnor. The
conpel | i ng

desire faded, but she was surrounded by too many synbols, each one
triggering an explosion of related i mages. She controll ed that

Wi th an

effort, banishing all but the necessary inages of the star road
and the

seeress who was her talisman, bal ancing herself between the power
of a

magus and the art of a pilot.

The di ssonance wail ed around her, and she knew she could wait no
| onger.

Cautiously, afraid of |osing her precarious bal ance, she pulled
back on

the yoke, lifting Recusante back into the proper road. The

di ssonance,

faded, and she braced herself for the resurgence of the nenory-
figures.

The first one rose, scar-faced, feral, a pilot she had worshi pped
duri ng

her apprenticeship and for years after. He was exactly as she
remenber ed
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hi m from her daydreans, the cruel nmouth relaxed into a smle of
wel cone,

yet the nenory | acked the denmandi ng sexuality of the other
figures, was

not hing nore than a nenory, Silence lifted her eyes to the tori
gat e.

It was very close now, and already Silence could feel the first
subtl e

i ncrease in Recusante's apparent speed as the ship began to fall
away from

the twelfth of heaven. More figures rose fromthe flanes, the sane
famliar shapes, but this tine they held no power over her.
Recusante's

speed increased still further, and then they were through, the
note of the

har noni um dr oppi ng perceptibly. Silence glanced over her shoul der,
and saw

the seeress's arnored figure franed in the afterimge of the tor
gate. In

the instant before the inmage vani shed al together, the pil ot

t hought she

saw her own face beneath the shadow ng hel net .

"I have control," Balthasar's voice said in her ears.

“You have it," Silence answered, and heard how flat her own voice
sounded.

She | ocked her wheel, but instead of clinbing dowmn the |adder to
t he | ower

bri dge, she seated herself at the base of the yoke, draw ng

herself Iinto a

huddl ed ball. The passion created by the star road had gone sour,
| eavi ng

her stale and bitter. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath,
trying

to put aside the feeling. It was all unreal, she told herself
again, all

i1 lusion and therefore uninportant. It did not feel uninportant,
and she
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was profoundly grateful that the others had not seen the road's

| mages.
Alli and Marcinik and | sanbard were still in their cabins, |ocked
I n

drugged, dreanl ess sleep; both Balthasar and Chase Mago woul d see
their

own desires in the fiery river. | wonder why | didn't see them
anong al |

the rest, Silence thought, but the question answered itself al nost
at

once. The Eagle's Flight showed purposel ess passion, desire
unnoder at ed by

any ot her influence; her marriage had becone passionate, but it
was

founded on far nore conpl ex needs and desires.

"Silence?" Balthasar's voice held the sanme dulled quality as her
own, and

the pilot wondered nonentarily just what the Delian had seen. She
put the

thought firmy aside: she did not want to know, any nore than she
want ed

her own fantasies to be known.

"Oh ny way," she answered, and pushed herself up off the clinging
pl atf orm

Bal t hasar was | eaning back in his couch, one hand resting lightly
on the

keyboard that gave the pilot [imted control of the harnonium the
ot her

fiddling with the controls of the Ficinan nodel. He | ooked up as
Sil ence

t ook her place beside him but glanced away before she net his
eyes.

Si | ence thought she recogni zed her own enbarrassed guilt in his
sonber

expressi on.

“"How re we doing?" Silence asked. For both their sakes, she kept
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her voi ce

busi nessli ke, focusing all her attention on the readouts and the
triple

screen. There was a nonentary pause before Bal t hasar answered, and
t he

pi |l ot hoped she was doing the right thing.

"So far, everything's according to plan," the Delian answered at
| ast, and
gestured to the nmusonar. "Nothing's stirring."”

Si | ence nodded, careful to watch the screens instead of the other.
The

mai n pitch indicator was slipping down the |ower quarter of the
scale, the

har noni um s note already well bel ow human hearing, matching the
musi c

emanating fromthe systenis outer planet. At this scale the

Fi ci nan nodel

showed only the wash of nusic fromthe inner planets. The nusonar,
set at

Its greatest range, showed a fewtiny flecks of bronze, the

refl ections of

starshi ps' keels, but all of themwere well wthin Linyre's

envel ope.

"That's good."

Bal t hasar nodded back, then darted another glance in her
direction. "I --"

He made a face then, as though he couldn't find the words, and
settl ed

for, "It's a bad road, that one."

Si | ence shrugged unconfortably, not certain quite how she shoul d
respond,

but knowi ng sonet hing needed to be said. "You gave ne fair
war ni ng, " she

said, and held out her hand, not quite daring to |l ook at him
After a

noment, Balthasar grasped it tightly, but said nothing. Silence
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gl anced

si deways, and saw the other's face shut against her, as it had
been on

W at h- of - God, and on the transport. She said, slowy, "It's a
road,

Deni s. "

Bal t hasar didn't nove for a | ong nonent, but then one corner of
hi s nout h

twtched upward in a grinmace that was sonething | ess than a smle.
Still,

fromhimthat was enough. Silence relaxed a little, but did not
rel ease

his hand, grateful for the chaste warnmh. They sat unnoving,

| i nked hands

resting lightly on the gl obe of the Ficinan display. The pitch
| ndi cat or

crept toward the base |ine.

Chase Mago's voice finally broke the quiet. "I show that we're
there."

Bal t hasar pulled his hand away w thout the snall est expression of

apol ogy
and reached for the intercom

Silence | eaned sideways to get a better | ook at the pitch

i ndi cators. The

mai n i ndicator |ine hovered at the base; the nunerical readings
bel ow,

each covering a quarter of the scale, showed three rows of zeros
and a

single nunber. "I show a match to four places," she said, and
Bal t hasar

nodded.

"Qur readout shows correct to four," he said into his headset
m cr ophone.

“Five, now," Silence interrupted.
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"To five places,"” Balthasar corrected. "There's no traffic out
here. Do
you want to wait for the full nine?"

There was a | ong pause. Silence stared at the pitch indicators. A
ni ne- point match woul d be al nost perfect, but it had taken them

al nost an

hour to reach the acceptable five places, and the indicator showed
no

desire to nove again. The | onger they stayed hi nmundane space, the
nor e

chance there was that a Rose Wirlder ship would see them. ..

"I wouldn't risk it," Chase Mago said abruptly. "It's going to

t ake us

anot her two hours or better to run up to heaven Silence's way. 1'd
r at her

go now, and take ny tine matching the landline."

"Good enough," Balthasar said. "W'll go now. " He glanced at
Silence, the

famliar nervous grin on his face. "Well, what's the first |ine,
pi | ot ?"

Silence lifted the portolan onto the arns of the couch, opening it
to the

mar ked pages that showed the Linyre system She had |aid out the
course a

dozen tines already, but even so, she traced the chosen line with
her

finger, fromthe systemedge to the first mark, before replying.
"The

setting is rho five, sol seven over five, m octavo, tau six-three-
one. "

"Rho five, sol seven-fifths, m octavo, and tau six-three-one,"
Chase Mago

repeated. In the background, Silence could hear clicking noises as
t he

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (126 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:57 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

engi neer adjusted the harnmoniums limting stops. "Ri se?"

Sil ence glanced again at the chain of synbols, |ooking for a
si ngl e nunber

printed in red. "Eight-zero slash seven."”

“Ei ght-zero over seven,"
t he noi se

of it clearly audible in the headsets. "W're ready to go, bridge.

Chase Mago said. He took a deep breath,

Bal t hasar | ooked toward Sil ence, still wth that nervous smle on
hi s

face. The pil ot nodded, hol ding her breath, and Balthasar said,

mn @_ 1

For a long nonent, it seened as though nothing had happened, and
Si |l ence

cl asped her hands tightly in her lap. To be wong now, after
everyt hi ng,

woul d be nore than she could stand. Then, very faintly, she felt
the first

note of the adjusted keel song, a note so deep it trenbled just at
t he edge

of hearing. She sighed, and heard Balthasar let out his breath in
an

expl osi ve gasp.

“"Well, at least the tuning works," he said al oud.

Si |l ence nodded, still listening to the unfamliar song. This was a
new

nmethod to her, to all of them even though it dated in actuality
fromthe

very earliest days of star travel. It had been the great star-
faring

guilds, the Leading Star, the Adventurine, and later the Cor Tauri
and Num

Sessa, who had devel oped the nodern harnmonia with their nultiple,
mul ti-throated pipes, and the flexible tuning systens that let a
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ship go

directly fromthe lifting sequence, the harnony that countered the
nmusi c

of the planetary core, to the nusic that would take themto the
edge of

the system c envel ope and finally beyond the twelfth of heaven.
Originally, the harnonium had been a crude instrunent, with single
pi pes

and only a few stops with which to control them star travel had
been a

| ong, multi-stage process. The ship left the planet, then paused
in orbit

to retune to the systemic notes; it reached the edge of the
system and

stopped to retune to the celestial harnony. Reaching purgatory had
been a

matter of copying the natural pattern of a harnonic flare, not
creating

and controlling an artificially determned nusic. At |east that
shoul d

work to our advantage, Silence thought. Linyre's nusonar shoul dn't
be abl e

to tell us froma normal flare.

She sighed, and glanced again at the portolan. So nmuch depended on
her

havi ng correctly deduced its workings, the workings of a system no
one had

used in generations. At |least the tuning was given in a notation

t hat

hadn't changed over the years, but the rest of it.... She shook
her sel f,

hard. She had been right about the first part; she would be right
about

the rest, as well.

The keel song strengthened around her, rough nusic after the
conpl ex notes

of the normal tuning. The pitch indicators shifted, noving away
fromthe
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system ¢ harnoni es, and Bal t hasar | eaned across to punch a new
target into

t he consol e. The upper bank of nunbers blurred and shifted,

st eadyi ng on

the new readings. Silence studied themclosely, nodding to
hersel f. There

hadn't been nmuch change, but it was noving in the right direction.

"Julie said it would be at |east a couple of hours before we
reached the

twel fth," Balthasar said. "Why don't you go below for a while, get
sone

rest ?"

“I"'mnot tired,"” Silence said, automatically.

"Take a break, then," the Delian answered, in a voice that brooked
no
argunment. "Get sonething to eat. | want you fit for purgatory.”

Silence made a face, but had to admt the other was right. "Can |
get you
anyt hi ng?"

Bal t hasar hesitated, then nodded. "Bring ne up sone daybread,
pl ease. And
coffee.™

"Right," Silence answered, unfastening the safety webbing, and | et
her sel f
slide down the | ast | adder to Recusante's mai n deck.

To her surprise, the common room door was al ready unl atched and
soneone

was novi ng about inside. She pushed through the door, and Aili
turned to

face her, one hand hol di ng her | oosened veil across her face.
Seei ng who

it was, she let the veil fall again, murnuring a greeting.
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"I didn't expect to see you awake yet," Silence said, and felt
instantly

rather foolish. OF course the elixir would have worn off by now,
she

t hought. It had been over an hour since the ship left purgatory.

To her surprise, however, Aili | ooked away, and the pilot thought
she saw

a blush coloring the other woman's cheeks. "We were hungry," Al
sai d,

and the bl ush deepened.

Silence stared for a nonent, conpletely confused, then understood.
Evidently the star road had produced its effects even through the
elixir's

I nfl uence. She | ooked away, keeping face and voice carefully
neutral .

"There's plenty in the cells. | cane down to get sonething for
Deni s and

ne." She crossed the roomto the intercompanel. "And to see if
Julie

want ed anything." Wthout waiting for an answer, she punched the
engi ne

room button. "Julie? |'"'min the commons. Do you want anything to
eat ?"

There was a nonent's pause before the engi neer answered.
"Concentrate

bar ?"

“"What about a sandw ch?" Sil ence sai d.

“"That woul d be better," Chase Mago acknow edged. " Thanks."

“"May | hel p?" Aili asked.

Silence hesitated, the instant refusal dying on her tongue. Like
all the

wonen of the Thousand, Aili had been trained to keep househol d,
knew how
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to manage conmon kitchen equi pnent and prepare a sinple neal. It
was one

of the few skills wonen of rank were able to acquire. "Sure," she
sai d,

and then, belatedly, "Thanks."

The two wonmen wor ked side by side, alnbst wthout conversation,
slicing

the heavy, faintly sweet daybread and covering it wth nounds of
t he

salty, protein-rich isawa spread. They finished five sandw ches
bef ore

Silence glanced at the remai ning bread, shruggi ng.

"Mght as well finish it," she said.

Al li nodded, handling the serrated knife as deftly as a soldier.
They nade

seven nore, piling theminto a keepbox. Silence filled two of the
cover ed

mugs fromthe wall board's coffee unit, and reached for a tray to
carry it

all, but Ali caught her hand.

“Let ne," she said again, wapping the veil back across her face
in a
single deft novenent. "You should rest.”

Si |l ence shook her head -- what was |ife becom ng, that the
Princess Royal

should wait on a pair of star-travellers? -- but said, "Al
right."

"Thank you," Aili said, and there was a note in her voice that
hi nt ed she

was smling. "I'll feed Isanbard too, if he's awake." She lifted
the full

tray, and was gone.

Left to herself, Silence drew a third nmug of coffee fromthe
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wal | boar d,

and took it and a sandwi ch across to the table, suddenly weary.
The

Eagl e's Flight had taken nore out of her than she had expected,

t hough t he

drain was nore enotional than physical; still, she could feel the
sl uggi shness in her very bones. She cl osed her eyes for a nonent,
resting

her head in her hands, then reached for the sandw ch and began,
nmet hodi cally, to eat, washing the food dowmn with the scal di ng
coffee. It

was a star-travellers' nmaxi mthat when you can't sleep, you eat,
and

Silence had long ago learned the truth of that. Aili returned,
carrying

the enptied tray, but seened to sense Silence's nood and | eft
again

wi t hout speaking. Wien the Princess Royal had gone, Silence
finished a

second sandwi ch, and then a third, before the intercom buzzed.

The pilot frowned, but pushed herself up out of her chair, and
crossed the

roomto push the answer button. "Conmons."

"Silence,"”
now. "

Bal t hasar's voice said. "You mght want to cone up

Silence's frown deepened, and she asked, "Trouble?"
“Not exactly,"
wary

gri mace. "Not yet, anyway."

Bal t hasar began, and Sil ence could al nost see the

“I"'mon ny way," Silence said, and flicked off the intercom
Hurri edly,

she shoved the renai ni ng sandw ches into one of the refrigerated
cells,

and jamed the dishes into the cleaning slot -- if there was no

ener gency,
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there was no excuse for letting things wander about unsecured --
then left

the commons, |atching the door behind her. She pulled herself up
t he

| adder to the | ower bridge, craning her neck to see the readouts
even

before she'd stepped off the rungs onto the decking. Nothing
seened out of

the ordinary at first glance, and she frowned again as she slipped
into

t he second pilot's couch.

"What's wrong?" she asked. Even on a closer exam nation, the
readout s

| ooked normal, nothing show ng on nusonar except the distant haze
of the

| ast pl anetary envel ope. The Ficinan nodel was still clear, and
the rows

of status |lights showed nonotonously green. The pitch was | ower

t han

usual , but that had been expected.

Bal t hasar | ooked up from his keyboard, worry |ines sharp between
hi s
eyebrows. "Listen."

Silence did as she was told, closing her eyes to concentrate on

t he

keel song. For a nonent, the unfamliar nusic nade everything seem
out of

pl ace, but then, as she becane accustoned to the nusic, she began
to hear

sonet hing el se beneath the eerie harnonics. There was a note of
strain --

no, not strain in the usual sense of unresol ved di ssonance, but a
| abori ng

sound, as though the harnoni um were bei ng pushed beyond its limts
to

mai ntai n the new song. She | ooked up, and Bal t hasar nodded grimnmy.
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"You hear ?"

"I hear sonething," Silence answered, and reached for her headset,

| yi ng

di scarded over the arm of the couch. She settled it into place,
and keyed

the intercom "Julie, what's going on?"

"' mnot entirely sure," the engi neer answered, al nost too
pronptly.

“We're not developing a clear harnony at this setting -- |'ve
tried

Il ncreasing ny input power, but that just creates nore interference
in the

danped pi pes."”

Silence made a face, trying to understand just what this woul d
mean. She

had known -- they had all known -- that the given setting was
| nt ended f or

an ol d-style harnonium using only a quarter of the pipes in
Recusante's

har nroni um They had not expected that this would be a problem
After all,

Silence thought, don't we only use part of the array at any one
time? "l

don't understand," she said al oud.

“"I"' mnot sure we're going to nmake the twelfth," Chase Mago sai d.
“"Not make --" Silence bit off the rest of her horrified echo,
furious at

her self-betrayal.

Bal t hasar nodded, glaring at the screens.

"Even if we nake it, we won't go nuch above it," the engi neer

conti nued.
"There won't be nuch for you to work with."
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Silence took a deep breath, trying to order her thoughts. "That
isn't so

much of a problem" she said, slowy. "W don't want to mani pul ate
t he

marks -- and | doubt the old ships went very deep into purgatory
anyway. "

“"But they did get there," Balthasar nurnured. "Do you really think
we're
not going to nake it, Julie?"

"Wuld | say it if | didn't?" Chase Mago retorted, with sone
asperity. "If

we don't get nore power, clean up the song, we're going to peak
j ust bel ow

the twelfth." He paused, then continued, "I want to cut in the

upper
regi ster."

There was a nonentary pause. Balthasar covered his m crophone with
one

hand and gl anced toward the other pilot. "Silence? You know nore
about

this than | do."

Silence hesitated. Cutting in the upper register would take them
wel |

beyond the twelfth of heaven -- and probably too deep into
purgatory for

her to be able to use the portolan. Damm it, she thought, they
used this

setting, they got to purgatory on it.... The |aboring note of the
keel song

sounded in her ears; she could hear, at its heart, the

| nperfections that

woul d keep it frommatching the celestial harnony cl osely enough
to take

theminto purgatory. God, it couldn't be that the tuning was
damaged goi ng

t hrough the Eagle's Flight, she thought suddenly. Could it? But
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no, that
woul d have showed itself at once. This has to be sonething el se.

“I'f the old ships got to purgatory this way," she said, half to
her sel f,

"so can we."

She had not intended to speak al oud, but Chase Mago answered
anyway.

“"Their harnmonia -- their whole engine setup was very different. W
may

just carry too nmany pipes."

Silence did not answer at once. Sonething was tugging at her
menory,

sonet hi ng the engi neer had said back on Asterion, during the weeks
t hey

had spent planning the flight. Sonething about the differences

bet ween

Recusante and ot her nodern ships and the ships that had originally
used

the portol an system sonething about power as well as pipes and

st ops and

settings.... "You said," she began slowy, "you said the old ships
didn't

carry the power we do, right? That we devel op half again as nmuch?"
“About a quarter nore, | think," Balthasar said, when Chase Mago
di dn't

answer i medi ately.
“"That's about right," the engineer said, after a nonent. "Wy?"
"What are we carrying now?" Silence asked.

“Seven-ei ght hs of nornmal capacity," Chase Mago answered, pronptly
this

tine. "Wiy --
cut

back to their maxinmum or even a little below, that m ght purify

" H's voice died away abruptly. "I think I see. |If we
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t he
song. "

“"We're using the sane harnonic setting, so we should duplicate the
power
| evel as well,’

Si|l ence said.

"That neans spending nore tinme in nundane space," Balthasar
obj ect ed
automatically.

Sil ence nodded toward the enpty nusonar display. "I think we can
afford
it."

Bal t hasar gave a reluctant nod. "All right. Do what you think's
best ,

Julie.”

“I'"'l'l power down,"
swi t chi ng

off the intercom Silence could hear himnoving around the engine
room

could hear, on the quiet bridge, the faint clicks as the engi neer
adj ust ed

his equi pnent. Slowy, alnost inperceptibly, the keel song changed,
t he

sense of strain -- a tension nore felt than heard -- easing away.
The

change was too slight to register on the bridge instrunentation,
but Chase

Mago gave an excl amati on of delight.

Chase Mago answered, and noved away w t hout

"I think -- yes, that's done it." H's voice grew clearer as he
returned to

the intercompanel. "W'I|l reach purgatory in a little nore than
an hour."

Bal t hasar made a face, but said, "Good enough, Julie."” d ancing
si deways,
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he added, "Thanks, Silence."
"“Good thought,"” the engineer agreed, then cut the circuit.

Silence | eaned back in her couch, smling a little at the
unexpect ed

conplinents. She had worked with nen -- notably her maternal uncle
-- who

had resented any and all of her suggestions, particularly when she
t ur ned

out to be right. It was pleasant to be valued fairly.

“"Do you want to go bel ow?" Balthasar asked, and gave her a rather
whi nsical smle. "Sorry to have got you up here, when this turned
out to

be so m nor."

Sil ence shook her head, returning the smle. "I'll stay, see if |
can
catch sone sleep up here.”

Bal t hasar nodded, and Sil ence adjusted her couch, tilting it until
| t

fornmed a reasonably confortabl e bunk. She slipped off her headset,
and

hung it over the armof the couch, turning so that her face was to
a bank

of telltales. As always, she didn't nean to sl eep, but the steady
drone of

the harnonium purified now of the note of strain, was al nost
hypnoti c.

She dozed, waking now and then fromdreans that slipped away the

| nst ant

she reached full awareness. They were not unpleasant -- in fact,
they left

no enotional residue at all -- but that very bl andness nade her
uneasy,

and she shook herself fully awake wel| before they reached the
twel fth.
Bal t hasar |lifted an eyebrow as she pulled her couch upright.
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"You coul d get another quarter hour at |east.”

Sil ence shook her head. "I'mnot really tired." She picked up her
portolan, cutting off any response. The first mark was
unm st akable -- a

triple rose, white and black and red -- but she couldn't help
wonder i ng,

not for the first tine, exactly how it would appear. If she had
under st ood

the systemcorrectly, the synbol should appear on a fal se horizon,
conjured by the simlitudes of |andline and keel song; Recusante
woul d seem

to travel up to and then through that inmage. The next inage after
t hat was

a walled city, its representation in the portolan incredibly
det ai | ed.

Silence frowned at it, suddenly convinced that a nmagnifier would
show even

nore detail, inpossible detail, behind the painted walls. Wy
shoul d t he

printer do that? she wondered. \Wat possible purpose can it serve?

She put the book aside, pushing that problemto the back of her
m nd.

What ever the reason -- nagi's obsessive concern with accurate
representation, or just old-fashioned precision -- it could have
not hi ng

to do with the road itself. In the screens, the stars were

begi nning to

show fai nt coronae, and she glanced instinctively toward the pitch
I ndi cators. Not far to the twelfth now, she thought, and | oosened
her

safety netting. "I'mgoing up.”

Bal t hasar nodded, too nuch a pilot hinself to question her even

t hough it

was still sonme mnutes to purgatory, and turned his attention back
to his

control consoles. Silence pulled herself up to the upper bridge,

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (139 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:57 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

t he

| adder oddly slick, unstable underfoot. She frowned, then realized
t hat

purgatory's secondary effects were only just beginning to be felt.
The

usual stickiness of deck and | adders was al nost conpletely

m ssi ng.

She shook hersel f, annoyed at havi ng wasted even that nuch thought
on such

an uni nportant thing, and canme to stand in front of the wheel, her
hands

not quite touching the control yoke. The done had begun to fade a
little,

but she could barely see the bodies of the stars. The coronae were
conpl etely obscured by the hazy netal.

Her headset clicked, and Balthasar's voice said, "I'll give you a
count down. "

"All right." Silence stared at the still-solid done. "How far off
are we?"

"Half a step, still, but who knows how | ong that neans?"

Bal t hasar's voi ce
was irritable wth nervousness. "No, here we go. Three-quarters.

Seven-eighths.... Now.

There was no famliar roar of nusic, no sudden burst of song to
lift

Recusante out of the nundane universe. Instead, the done sinply
faded a

little nore, and the keel song seened suddenly lighter. Silence
took a deep

breat h, and sought her triple rose.

The done had not vani shed conpletely. Its shadow encl osed the

bri dge,
transparent but definitely there, and Silence shook herself,
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nonmentarily

di soriented. Then, through the thin veil of fog that was the done,
she saw

the triple rose, blood red petals encl osing ebony enclosing a
centr al

flower as white as sunlit snow. It gleamed with a light of its
own, but

sonmehow it | acked the weird vitality of the usual voidmarks.

Seeing it

hovering in the distance, Silence felt suddenly |like an insect,
beari ng

down on the nost trenendous source of pollen ever discovered. She
| aughed,

but then put away the inmage.
“Bearing, please?" she asked.

Chase Mago's response was reassuringly quick. "Exactly in the
groove. Do

you want ne to give you a check every five mnutes, or wait until
we go

off the line?"

Silence hesitated, then shrugged. "Every five mnutes, at |east
for
starters. If you don't mnd."

“"Every five mnutes," Chase Mago repeated. "No problem™

Very slowy, Recusante crept toward the massive rose. Once, tw ce,
athird

time the ship slipped fromthe proper bearing, but each tine Chase
Mago

reported the deviation, and Silence corrected it wthin m nutes.
The mark

did not alter, or change its apparent position on the fal se

hori zon. The

early pilots couldn't have steered by it, Silence decided, and
shook her

head at the thought.
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She tensed suddenly, very aware of the inmense, unchangi ng i nmage,
filling

hal f the apparent sky ahead of the ship. If it did not show a
devi ati on

fromthe proper bearing, would it show any of the changes t hat
mar ked t he

end of a normal star road? And if it didn't, how did this road
end? She

bit her lip, conquering her fear with an effort. Surely there
woul d be

sone change, she thought, sone signal to let a pilot know he's
reached the

end of a bearing -- unless that's supposed to be relayed fromthe
engi neer's sensors? Damm, | didn't count on this at all.

"Julie," she said aloud. "We're getting close to the end. Gve ne
a
conti nuous readi ng, please.”

Chase Mago's voi ce sounded faintly surprised, but for a nercy he
di dn't

argue. "Continuous readings. Very well.'
nunber s began

sounding in Silence's headset, a conforting drone. Recusante was
cleanly

on the bearing, correct to the |ast points.

A nonent |ater, the

The rose swelled ahead of her, filling nost of the apparent sky,
Its | ower

petal s hidden by the decking. The whol e i mage seened to curve

I nwar d

slightly, as though the cupped fl ower would engulf the ship.
Silence

t hought she saw faint stars reflected in the black petals. The
center of

the innernost flower was directly ahead, its parts -- stanen,
pistil,

grains of pollen -- gleam ng as though they were nade of solid
gol d. The
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engi neer's voi ce sounded in her ear: Recusante was still on
course, still
perfectly on the bearing.

Still, Silence thought, trying to control her own nervousness, you
al nost

al ways pass through a mark, leaving a nornal star road. It's only
| ogi cal

for us to go through this one. She had no proof of that, however --
t here

had been nothing in either the portolan itself or in the panphl et
she had

read back on Solitudo Hernmae. She could feel herself beginning to
shake,

as much fromtension as fromfear, and self-consciously worked her
shoul der, trying to relax tight nuscles. It did little good; she
coul d

feel herself trenbling as Recusante slid past the |ast petals into
t he

flower's gol den center.

I nstantly, the bridge was suffused with an eerie yellow light, as
t hough

the golden pistils and the gold-1ined petals thensel ves were

t ransparent,

a strong light shining through them Silence gl anced over her
shoul der,

and saw only a tiny black disk to mark their point of entrance, as
t hough

the flower itself had folded shut over them The bearing remained
const ant

i n her ears.

Cautiously, Silence guided the ship past the towering stanens,
past grains

of pollen alnost as large as Recusante itself, into the very heart
of the

rose. It |ooned ahead, a golden wall faintly shadowed where the
petal s net

and overl apped, a tiny black dot visible at its very center.
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Silence

smled, certain she saw the way out of the mark, but her smle
faded as

the ship drew closer. The black dot wasn't the mark of an opening
into the

mundane uni verse; rather, it was a shadow, a stain on the gil ded
perfection of the flower. Still, the bearing remai ned constant,
poi nti ng

Recusante directly at the spot. Experinentally, Silence pulled
back on the

control yoke, lifting the ship toward the nearest stanen. The

dr oni ng

nunbers faltered and shifted: that way lay certain destruction.
She | et

the ship slide back onto its original course, and the bearing

st eadi ed.

Then, quite abruptly, the nunbers changed, shifting wldly as

t hough

sonehow t hreefol d space itself was in flux. At the sanme nonent,
t he

keel song howl ed, reflecting sudden di ssonance. Sil ence swore,
clinging to

t he bucking control yoke, but could find no visible sign of that
di shar nony.

“"Three point eight, four, four point five, four-nine, five point
three, "

Chase Mago chanted. "God, Silence, | think the line's gone. Six-
five, six

poi nt seven, point nine --"

Silence shut out his words with an effort, hauling back on the
control

yoke. It refused to respond, the synpathetic |inkages distorted by
t he

ri sing di ssonance. She cursed again, seeing the black spot | oom ng
ever

near er.
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"Ei ght point one," Chase Mago said, "eight point four, eight point
Si X,

poi nt seven --"

"Get us out, Julie," Balthasar snapped, and in the sane instant,
Si |l ence

said, "Stop down -- power down now. "

The engi neer obeyed w thout question, and the noise of the

har noni um sank,

bringing wwth it the deceptive increase in their apparent speed.
Si |l ence

cringed, seeing the black spot rush closer, but the rest of the
| mage was

al ready fading, the golden walls irregularly shadowed, stars
shi ni ng

t hrough sudden holes in the gilded fabric. Then Recusante bur st
t hr ough

the shreds of the inmage sending a | ast wave of dissonance through
t he

ship. Silence screaned, knocked backward by the expl osi on of
sound, but

her voice was drowned in the sudden wail of the keel. And then

t hey were

t hrough, the di ssonance dropping to a whisper and then vani shi ng
entirely.

“What the hell?" Balthasar demanded. "Silence, are you all right?"

Silence pulled herself upright, and nanaged to spare a wy smle
for her

brui ses. She had taken shi ps through di ssonances before, but never
yet had

one been strong enough to knock her off the pilot's platform "I'm
not

hurt," she said and was instantly annoyed at how shaken she
sounded. She

cleared her throat and tried again. "A couple of bruises, that's
all. Dd

we make it?"
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Bal t hasar did not answer for a |ong nonent, and when he spoke
again, it
was to the engineer. "Julie, how s the tuning?"

"All right," Chase Mago answered. "Not even shaken." He paused
hi nsel f,
then asked, falsely casual, "Do | retune to the new bearing?"

There was anot her, |onger pause before Balthasar finally answered.
“"No. |
can't find the line."

Sil ence swore, her bruises forgotten, and scranbled for the
| adder. As she
slid down it, she asked, "Wat do you nean, you can't find it?"

"Just what | said," Balthasar snapped. He was staring at the three
vi ewscreens, two of which showed a nmusonar display, while the
third

flashed strings of nunbers in response to the Delian's touch on
hi s

keyboard. "I can't find it."

There was a note of controlled hysteria in his voice that
terrified

Si |l ence. She fought back the urge to panic, and slid into the
second

pilot's couch, reaching for her own keyboard. The nusonar di spl ays
showed

the al nost-black of true interstellar space, the distant stars no
nor e

than pale dots with only the faintest harnonic envel opes. The

di spl ay was

set toits largest scale, Silence realized; nothing smaller would
show

anything at all. She shivered, awed by the i mensity of space.
Every pil ot

had heard tales of mssing a voidmark, of failing to control the
forces of
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purgatory -- how ships had fallen to nundane space in unfam|liar

pl aces,

unable to reenter purgatory wthout the correct voidmarks, dooned

to

wander between the stars until the crew starved, until at |ast the
el emental water that powered the harnoni um was exhausted, and the

ship was

drawn inevitably into sone distant star.

Si | ence shook herself, angry at her own i maginings. "W can't be
that far

off," she said aloud. "W were right on course, right on the line
up to

the end.”

"Yeah," Balthasar said, "but who knows how far off course we cane
when we

| ost the line --
say, and
punched a new set of nunbers into his keyboard, watching the
figures shift

and reformon the central viewscreen. Wen he spoke again, he was
al nost

calm "Wat happened then, anyway?"

He bit off whatever el se he had been going to

"I mnot sure,"” Silence answered honestly. "I'mstill learning the
dam
net hod --" She broke off, angrily aware that Balthasar had stopped

listening after her first answer. Wth an effort, she controlled
her
anger, and said, "Wat can | do to hel p?"

"I'mtrying to find the landline; it should show up on the
musonar , "

Bal t hasar answered. He shook his head. "I don't know, keep an eye
on the
figures. Maybe you'll see sonething |I've m ssed.”

Si | ence nodded, too glad of sonething to occupy her thoughts to
pr ot est
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bei ng gi ven such an uni nportant job, and fixed her eyes on the
screen. The
nunbers shifted and reforned as Balthasar tilted the nusonar horn

this way

and that, but nothing matched the |isted harnony. Were did we --

Il -- go

wrong? Silence wondered, still watching the screen. It should have
wor ked.

| don't understand why it didn't.... Unless, sonehow, the ship
isn't

supposed to | eave the mark? But | couldn't find the next |andline
i f the
ship stayed in purgatory.

"Got it," Balthasar exclained, and pointed to a red dot fl ashing
on the

screen. "That's it." Silence gave a sigh of relief, but Balthasar
i gnor ed

her, still talking excitedly. "Julie, retune to the nunbers

Si | ence gave

you, but don't put in the riser yet. W should reach the |line in,
oh, two

or three hours; you can adjust it then."

"Ri ght," Chase Mago answered, and Silence could hear the relief in
hi s
voi ce as well.

Slowmy, very slowy, the keel song changed, one note repl acing

anot her,

ot hers blending into new and subtl e harnonies. Silence barely
heard it,

still staring at the screen. After a nonent, frowning, she punched
in a

second set of nunbers, and saw the sane point of light flare on

t he vi sual

screens. Balthasar gave her a curious glance, but said nothing.

So,

Silence thought, the first landline seens to end in the sane pl ace
t hat
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our second |ine begins. Therefore, since the portol ans deal nore
with

physi cal correspondences than the voi dmark system that nust be

t he

"pl ace" that's roughly equivalent to the rose. Wi ch neans that we
have to

| eave purgatory before we |eave the mark -- but that still doesn't
tell nme
when.

Bal t hasar asked softly, "Found sonethi ng?"

"Maybe," Silence answered. Quickly, she outlined what she had
guessed, but

ended, "Unfortunately, that doesn't tell ne when to | eave
purgatory. |'d

| magi ne | eaving too soon would be as bad as leaving too late. O

maybe

not." She frowned, hardly seeing the control room around her.
“Maybe not .

| f we stopped down early, the resenblances should still carry us
along to

the natural departure point, and even if they don't, we'd still be
on t hat

line, not in uncharted space. Denis, | think that's it."

Bal t hasar was noddi ng. "That nakes sense.”

"So when we reach purgatory on this second road," Chase Mago said
slow vy,

"I start stopping down and trust that the resenblance will carry
us

t hrough?" Hi's voice made his distrust of that plan perfectly

cl ear.

“No," Silence answered, "you stop down as soon as we enter the
mark. '
tell you when."

"I see," the engineer said, and there was a | ong pause. Silence
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hel d her

breath, wondering if she should say nore, and was very grat eful

t hat

Bal t hasar sai d not hi ng. Then Chase Mago sighed. "All right, pilot,
t he

next ride can't be worse than this one."

"Thanks," Silence said, rather sourly. She waited for an answer,
but the
engi neer did not reply.

Bal t hasar cleared his throat. "W've got four, five hours before
you have
to take the next leg, Silence. You should get sone rest.”

“I" mnot tired,"
spoke

she knew it for alie.

the pilot answered automatically, but even as she

“"You | ook |ike death," Balthasar said frankly. "Go on, get below"

Silence managed a wy smle, and pushed herself up out of the
couch. A lot

of her weariness was enotional, she knew, the result of fear and
t ensi on,

but it was no less real for that. She nmade her way cautiously down
t he

| adder, suddenly aware of pain in her wists. Probably from being
knocked

backward while | was trying to hold onto the wheel, she thought,
and

pushed open the door of her cabin. The tidy bunk | ooked so

I nviting that

she al nost cried, but she turned away fromits softness, | eaning
on the

back of her chair instead. She stood there for a | ong nonent,

gat heri ng

strength, then doggedly began to strip off the tight-fitting

shi psuit. She

pul | ed off sl eeves and bodi ce, then began working the clinging
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fabric down

over her hips. A purple bruise the size of her hand was al ready
vi sible on

her left leg just below the point of her hip. She touched it

lightly,

experinentally, and winced at the pain. | nust've |anded on it
when |
fell, she thought, then put the discovery aside. After a nonent's

hesitation, she pulled on an outsized sleepshirt and crawl ed into
her

bunk, |eaving the shipsuit crunpled on the floor. She was asl eep
al nost

before her head hit the pillow

She woke to a hand on her shoulder and a famliar voice in her
ear, riding

over the rising note of the keelsong. "Julie?" she said, still
hal f

asl eep, and pushed hersel f upright.

"I brought you coffee,” the engineer said. "It's about half an
hour to the
twel fth."

"Hal f an hour?" Silence echoed, then shook herself fully awake.
"You
shoul d' ve waked ne sooner."

Chase Mago shrugged, and held out a closed nug. Silence took it
automatically, murnuring her thanks.

“"Denis figured he'd Il et you sleep now, and then he could take a
br eak
whil e you ran us through purgatory,'

t he engi neer conti nued.

Si | ence nodded and took a sip of the coffee, studying the other.
Chase

Mago | ooked al nost as tired as she had felt, circles clearly

vi si bl e under

his eyes, his dark hair falling [ ank across his collar. "Wen are
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you
going to get a break?" she asked, with sone concern.

To her surprise, the engineer managed a tired smle. "As soon as
we hit

purgatory, |I'll curl up in a corner. |'ve waked your magus. He can
at

| east read the nunbers, and |'ve rigged you a buzzer. You get a

st eady

tone when you're on the line; the pitch will rise or fall if you
get off

it."

"Good idea," Silence said. "Thanks." W shoul d' ve hired anot her
engi neer,

she thought. Julie won't be able to keep this up for too long --
but then,

we didn't know how this was going to work, and anyway, who is
there we

could' ve trusted to hire? She stretched, feeling the bruises on
her hi ps

and back and the sore nuscles in her wists and forearns. "How re
Aili and

Mar ci ni k doi ng?" she asked, idly.

"Al'l right, Fretting a little because there's nothing they can do
to

hel p." Chase Mago smiled. "Except carry sandw ches. |'ve never
been wait ed

on by a princess before. Speaking of which, | brought you a

sandw ch, too.

Silence sm | ed back. "Thanks."

The engi neer pushed hinself to his feet and stretched slowy.

"Il 1eave

you -- |'ve got to get back to work. Renenber, we hit the twelfth
in half

an hour."
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“"I"'mnot likely to forget," Silence said to his retreating back,
and

| evered herself out of the bunk as the door closed behind him She
took a

qui ck shower, then dressed, snatching a few bites of the sandw ch
as she

did so. She ran her fingers through her short hair -- it was still
danp,

and woul d be an unruly nmess when it dried, but there was no tine
to do

nore -- then tested the |ast seal, and started for the upper

bri dge.

Bal t hasar swung around in his couch as she reached the | ower

bri dge,

managed a nod and a smle. He | ooked dreadful, Silence thought,
unshaven

and di shevel ed, great circles under his eyes, but his voice was
cheer f ul

enough. "Al nost there.”

Si | ence nodded. "You should get sone rest, Denis."

“I wll," Balthasar answered. "Once you've taken over, and we're
I n

purgatory.”

Si | ence shook her head, but there was nothing to say. She pulled
hersel f

up the rest of the ladder -- the rungs still felt strange w thout
t he

clinging effect of deep purgatory -- and took up her position in
front of

t he wheel, hands resting easily on the control yoke. The done had
f aded

consi derably already, star-coronae showing clearly through its
shadow.

Even as she watched, it faded further, to the strange transl ucence
of the

file:///G|/rah/Melissa%20Scott%20-%20Heaven%2003%20-%20The%20Empress%200f%20Earth.htm (153 of 553) [2/17/2004 11:12:57 AM]



Scanner's Note: The Roads of Heaven trilogy is one of my favorite

twel fth of heaven, and the stars vani shed conpletely, |eaving only
their
coronae bl azing against a flat black sky.

“"At the twelfth," Chase Mago announced.
"l have control," Silence responded, and flipped off the | ock.
"You have it," Balthasar said.

"Get sone sleep, Denis," the engineer said, and Sil ence could hear
Bal t hasar's soft |aughter.

"I ' wll, | prom se. Good night."

Wth an effort, Silence banished both of them from her thoughts,
staring

i nstead out into the starless night. The next mark, a massive
wal | ed city,

rode an imaginary horizon. Its towers -- Silence counted seven,
and

suspected that others were hidden behind the red-tiled roofs --
wer e

topped w th gaudy banners; its walls seened to end in stony
fringes,

trailing off into nothingness like the roots of a tree.

“I"' mputting on the buzzer now," Chase Mago's voice said in her
ears.

"Go ahead," Silence answered, and a nonent |ater a |ow, pleasant

t one

sounded in her headset. Experinentally, she noved the control yoke
forward, and then back. The tone changed, dropping and then rising
i n

response to the ship's novenents. Silence nodded, satisfied, and
pressed

the transmtter button, nonentarily overriding the signal. "It
sounds

good, Julie. Wiy don't you take a break now, if |sanbard can spell
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you?"

She wasn't particularly happy about working with the magus in
purgatory --

piloting was her own special skill, her first Art, and one she
wasn' t

eager to share with Isanbard -- and she gave a sigh of relief when
t he

engi neer answered, "lI'mgoing to. Don't worry, Isanmbard wll wake
me if

there's any sign of trouble -- of anything at all unusual," he
anmended

fiercely, and Silence grinned, picturing the nmagus's restrained
annoyance.

"Thanks, Julie," she said. Chase Mago did not answer, but an
I nstant | ater
the tone sounded again in her ears.

The passage along the landline to the mark itself was renarkably
uneventful, so uneventful that in the end Silence had deliberately
to tip

Recusante off the proper course to keep herself fromfalling

asl eep at the

wheel . Progress seened inpossibly slow, but at last the city wall
| ooned

ahead, filling the apparent sky. Twin towers guarded an open gate
set a

little to the left of Recusante's course. Silence eased the
control yoke

over, tilting the starship toward the opening. The warning tone
waver ed

nomentarily, then settled again. "lsanbard," she said al oud. "Wke
Julie.”
“1''"'mawake," the engi neer answered.

“"We're comng up on the mark," Silence said, and dammed herself
for having
| eft things so late. "Denis, do you hear?" There was no answer
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fromthe

Delian. "Damm. Julie, send |Isanbard forward to wake him if you
woul d - -

and tell himto check in as soon as he's i n?"

"Ri ght," Chase Mago answered, and there was a nonentary pause
whi |l e he

passed her request to the magus. "He's going forward now, " the
engi neer

reported. "How cl ose are we?"

“It's hard to tell,"” Silence answered. "It | ooks |Iike a hundred
nmeters or

so to the gate, but you can't tell howlong it's going to take to
cover

it."

Chase Mago grunted his agreenent, and Silence turned her attention
back to

t he mark ahead. Through the open gate, she could see a wall of
bui | di ngs,

each one el aborately decorated wth colums and grotesques and
fancifully

carved cornices, each one with shutters pulled tight across its
W ndows.

Wth a detached coner of her mnd, Silence wondered what the
synbol i sm of

that was. Infuriatingly, Recusants seened to hang al nost

not i onl ess,

barely creeping toward the gate.

There was a rattling noise in her headset, just audible under the

war ni ng
tone, and Bal t hasar announced, "I'mon, Silence." He still sounded
tired,

Si | ence thought, but nore alert than before.
"Thanks," she said, and kept her eyes on the nark.

Recusants crawl ed on toward the gate. As the ship cane closer and
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cl oser

to the massive towers, Silence tensed, waiting for sonme change in
t he

tone. Not hi ng happened, and she forced herself to relax, to keep
her hands

| oose on the control yoke. At |ast, Recusante slid between the

t owers,

under the shadow of the gate.

"Begi n stopping down, Julie," Silence said, and held her breath.
" St oppi ng down, "
genui ne

note of nervousness in his voice. The keel song changed subtly,

t hi nni ng

out, but the mark stayed clear, showed no signs of deterioration.

Chase Mago answered, and for once there was a

Sil ence sighed hard. So far, she was right -- or at |east she
hadn't done

anything terribly wong. Now all she could do was hope that she'd
guessed

right, and that the altered song would carry them out of purgatory
as soon

as the | andline faded.

Recusante floated through the wi de gate, the apparent pace
maddeni ngl y

sedate. As they energed fromthe wall's shadow, Silence gl anced
quickly to

her left, only to find the way bl ocked by yet another wall of
shuttered

houses. Instinctively, she swng the yoke to the right, and found
her sel f

sailing down a w de avenue between pal atial buildings. At the sane
nonent ,

t he warni ng tone began to drop.

She pul |l ed back on the yoke, lifting the ship until the tone

st eadi ed on
its proper note. Recusante floated now just above the |evel of the
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houset ops, well above the illusory pavenent. Fromthis

per specti ve,

Silence could see that Recusante was follow ng the single street,
whi ch

spiralled inward fromthe gate to the town's central tower. Its
wal | s were

i vory-colored, its scattered wi ndows sealed with crinson shutters,
and a

vine, its leaves as red as blood, coiled three tinmes around the
tower's

base before spiralling up toward the gold-tiled roof. There seened
to be a

weal th of synbolismin the inmage, but Silence had no tine to
contenpl ate

it. Already, Recusante's apparent speed was increasing, the ship
car eeni ng

al ong above the street as though carried by a rising w nd.

Silence tightened her grip on the control yoke as the ship began
to slip

sideways, sliding toward the red-tiled roofs to either side. She
hel d the

course, though it took all her strength to do it, and | eaned hard
agai nst

the wheel as the curve of the spiral sharpened. Recusante was
novi Nng even

faster now, whi pping around the final circles with dizzying speed.
As t hey

swung into the final curve, Silence caught a glinpse of the tower
base. A

gate had opened just above the triple-wapped vine, the portcullis
dr awn

up just far enough to admt a starship. Do we go in after all? she
wondered. And what will | find if we do? Then Recusante swept past
t he

gate, circling the tower for the final tine, and Silence realized
wth a

shock that the city was fadi ng around her. The bright col ors

di mred, went

m sty, the shuttered wi ndows cl eared, though the interior of the
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t ower

remai ned nmaddeni ngly dark. They would not enter the tower, despite
t he

open doorway, and Silence bit back a cry of frustration. It had
prom sed

such a wealth of secrets....

And then they were through, the |ast shadows vani shing just as
Recusant e

started to circle the base of the tower itself. Silence swore
softly and

| ocked her wheel, tasting disappointnent. Only a little farther,
she

thought, just a little farther and | could at | east have seen into
it.

That woul d have told ne sonet hi ng.

"I have control," Balthasar's voice said in her ears. He sounded
dead

tired still, Silence realized, belatedly -- and no wonder, she

t hought

considering how little sleep he's had. That was enough to drive
t he

t houghts of the tower from her m nd.

"On ny way," she said, and dropped down the | adder to the | ower
bri dge.

Bal t hasar nodded a greeting as she took her place in the second
pilot's

couch, but said nothing. Once again, the triple viewscreen was
slaved to

t he nusonar, one showi ng the distant starscape only faintly
touched wth

musi ¢, the other show ng a maze of nulticolored Iines. The central
screen

was filled with nunbers, changing in response to pronptings from
Bal t hasar's keyboar d.

"How re we doi ng?" Silence asked, readjusting her headset.
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"As | just told Julie, I"'mlooking for it," Balthasar answered. He
made a

face then, and gl anced apol ogetically in her direction. "Sorry. |

t hi nk

it's worked this tine, but it just takes a while to be sure.”

Si |l ence nodded, trying not to feel hurt, and fixed her attention
on the

ri ght-hand screen. The di splay showed the harnonic |ines that
crossed and

recrossed in the local volune, sone stronger and brighter than the
rest,

nost shown in a dull blue that was barely visible against the

bl ack

background. The brighter ones forned a pattern that seened sonmehow
famliar. Silence reached again for the portolan, opening it to

t he mar ked

pages. The pattern didn't seemto match the halo of |ines
surroundi ng the

city-mark, but it was hard to tell anbng the confusion of

mar ki ngs.

Certainly there seened to be a correspondence. "Denis," she said
slow vy,

“woul d you bl ock out the I esser |lines, everything that shows

bl ue?"

Bal t hasar gave her a rather irritated glance, but did as she'd
asked. The

blue lines faded, |eaving only pale yell ow ones, crisscrossing the
screen

| i ke counters in a giant gane of pick-up sticks. Still, it didn't
mat ch

the pattern in the portolan. Silence stared at it for a nonent

| onger,

then covered two-thirds of the mark. The remaining |ines matched
t he

pattern in the screen. "There," she said aloud, and held the book
out so

t hat Bal t hasar coul d see.
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The Delian grunted, and punched nunbers into his keyboard. A
nonment | ater,

| ights flashed green across the nonitors, and all but one of the

| i nes

vani shed fromthe screen. Balthasar nodded, and said, reluctantly,
"Thanks." He straightened al nost painfully, stretching against the
stiff

cushi ons of the couch, then reached across to flip the intercom
sw tch.

"We're right on the line, Julie. You can retune now. "

"Ret uni ng, "
connecti on.

Chase Mago answered distantly, and the Delian cut the

Silence said carefully, not |ooking at the other, "Wy don't you
l et ne

handl e the run-up, and you get sone proper sleep?" Balthasar nade
a sort

of grow ing noise, and Silence braced herself for a blistering
rej oi nder.

Then the Delian sighed, and rel axed perceptibly.

“"That' ||l |eave you wi ped out for purgatory.”

“I'f I"'mtoo tired, I'll let you handle it," Silence said. "You've
seen how

it works."

Bal t hasar hesitated a nonent |onger, then nodded, reaching for the
cl asp
of the safety webbing. "All right. 1'll hold you to that."

"You can trust ne," Silence said, but the Delian had vani shed. She
si ghed,

already feeling the strain of the trip through purgatory, then
uncl asped

her own safety webbing to slide across to the first pilot's couch.
It felt

odd to sit there, in Balthasar's place, for all that she had
handl ed a
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first pilot's duties a hundred tinmes before. She hesitated before
fastening the webbing firmy around herself. She couldn't control
the ship

as easily fromher own couch; it was necessary to swtch. She nade
her sel f

check each of the display boards and readouts, running through the
changeover list, imersing herself in her pilot's duties, before
reachi ng

for the intercomswtch.

"Julie? I"'mtaking the con for now "

"Good idea," Chase Mago answered. "lI'mgoing to hand over to
| sanbard as
soon as |'ve got us on line."

"All right," Silence said, and did her best to hide her sudden
feeling of
di sappoi nt nent .

A few mnutes later, the engineer's voice sounded in her ears
again. "l
show us on the line, Silence. Do you confirn®"

"I confirmit," Silence said.

“"Then I'Il let Isanbard watch things fromhere," Chase Mago said,
a faint

note of satisfaction in his voice. "He'll wake ne if there's
anyt hi ng

unusual . "

"All right," Silence said again, and cut the connection. She could
al nost

feel the nonent when the engi neer put aside his responsibilities,
and then

damed herself for an over-imaginative idiot. She felt strangely

| onel y

Wi t hout either Chase Mago or the Delian to share the watch, even

t hough
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she knew perfectly well that any enmergency would bring them
instantly to

their posts. It had been a very long tine since she'd stood a
wat ch

W t hout one of them-- the last tinme had been when Recusante was
still

Bl ack Dol phin, before her grandfather's death. She shivered,
suddenl y

chilled. Even on Asterion, in the Wnen's Pal ace, she had not felt
quite

so alone. No, she corrected herself, this wasn't precisely

| onel i ness, but

a sense of wongness, of tine and place askew,

She shook herself then, annoyed that she had | et her enotions get
t he

better of her. This is a part of the pilot's Art, she told
hersel f, the

pilot's Art that was your first |ove. There's nothing wong
aboard, just a

new net hod that requires sone adjustnent. That's all. She scow ed
down at

the nonitor, forcing herself to be aware of every single point in
the rows

of green lights, subnerging her uneasiness in the routine of her
wor K.

Chapter 4

BALTHASAR RETURNED TO THE BRI DGE A LI TTLE MORE than hal f an hour
bef ore

Recusante reached purgatory, and Silence was glad to | eave the
passage up

to and through the next mark to him It was not so nuch that the
portol an's system was physically exhausting, she decided, but that
i t

demanded the pilot's attention for such [ ong periods of tine. The
engi neer

had it even worse, she knew. Even with Isanbard's help -- and
occasi onal
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unskil | ed nunber-watching from Marcinik and Aili -- Chase Mago was
havi ng
to handle all the transitions hinself, and they could all hear the
ri sing

exhaustion in his voice.

“"Do we hang here and rest for a few hours?" Silence wondered

al oud,

staring at the nusonar readi ngs displayed in the viewscreens

Wi t hout

really seeing them They were past the fifth mark, well over
hal f way

there, and the strain was beginning to tell on the big engineer.

Bal t hasar shrugged, his fingers noving on his keyboard as he
tilted the

musonar horn, |ooking for the next landline. "I'd rather not," he
sai d,

and nodded toward the | eft-hand screen. Instead of the bl ank

st ar scape

vi si bl e between the other points, this one showed a nearby sun,
Its music

spreadi ng out in fading shades of red to cover nearly half the
screen.

"You never know when soneone'll show up, so close to a system
Maybe

bet ween si x and seven."

Si |l ence nodded reluctantly. They were too close to the sun, even
i f they

were too far away for the nusonar to pick out the contrasting
musi ¢ of any

daughter planets. For a nonent, she wondered if any human bei ng
had ever

seen this star before, if it held planets too alien to be reached

by nore

conventional nethods -- if in fact the portolan nethod m ght
sonehow of fer

a key to reaching truly alien worlds -- but then the enthusiasm
was
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drowned by the enconpassi ng weariness. Alien worlds seened

uni nport ant,

even as reaching Earth was beginning to seemtrivial, conpared to
t he

| nportance of pushing through one nore mark. Wth an effort,

Si |l ence

dragged her m nd back to the conversation at hand. "W ought to
rest then

anyway. It's ny turn, |['Ill take nunber six."
Bal t hasar nodded, saying, "You hear, Julie? One nore."
at

Silence. "You get below and rest.”

He gl anced

Silence did as she was told, stopping in the common roomonly |ong
enough

to bolt down one of the sandw ches |left in the hotbox by Alli. The
Princess Royal, recogni zing her |ack of technical skills, had

t aken over

food preparation as the one thing she could do, and had done it
with, in

Silence's opinion, a conmmendable |ack of fanfare. | woul dn't
exactly want
to be in Aili's shoes, Silence thought, as she settled herself

once again

I nto her unmade bunk. It can't be easy for her, not being able to
help --

Marcinik is an officer at |east, he knows how to read the sinple
i nstrunents, but Ali hasn't had any of that. There was a | esson
I n that

sonewhere, the pilot knew, but she fell asleep before it could
penetrate.

Aili appeared to wake her half an hour before the transition to
purgatory.

Sil ence haul ed herself out of the bunk, groaning, and found

her sel f

hal fway dressed before she was fully aware of what she was doi ng.
She

swore, rubbing at her forehead. This wasn't the first tine she'd
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caught

hersel f doing things by rote. It was sonething about the portol an
met hod,

a nethod she was rapidly growing to hate passionately. The ship
never

seened to get far frompurgatory, or to go far enough into it; she
was

surrounded by a perpetual unresolved, unresol vabl e tension that
was

ultimately far nore enervating than the piloting itself. They all
felt it,

she knew, though after the first conplaints the three star-
travell ers had

conspired to ignore it in the hopes that the feeling woul d
eventual |y go

away. It had not, and Silence found herself wondering nore and
nore often

if they wouldn't have been better off trying to break the siege
engi nes

after all.

She was wondering it again as she clinbed to her station, barely
pausi ng

on the |l ower bridge | ong enough to exchange nonosyl | ables with
Bal t hasar .

The routine of changeover proceeded properly, the faint change in
t he

keel song, the dimmng of the done, and then the warning tone in
her

headset, giving its nonotonous assurance that Recusante was on
cour se.

First Balthasar and then Chase Mago announced that they were
taking a

rest, and Silence was |left alone, watching the new mark take shape
on the

fal se hori zon.

This one was an arched gate, rather |ike the triunphs on Asterion,

but its
triple colums were carved wth cabalistic synbols rather than
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with

political insignias. Silence regarded the synbols w thout

af fecti on,

know ng that the ship would not cone close enough for her to read
t hem

clearly. That was one nore thing she hated about the portolan: its
synbol s

prom sed nmuch, but in the end proved as sterile as the rest of the
met hod.

Very slowy, Recusante crept up to the triunph, Chase Mago

st oppi ng down

as soon as the ship cane under the shadow of the gate. As Sil ence
had nore

t han half expected, the imge began to fade at once, the synbols
bl urring

I nto not hi ngness. Recusante slid out of purgatory as she passed
t hr ough

the gate. Silence sighed, |ocked her wheel, and headed back down
to the

| ower bridge.

Bal t hasar nmanaged a crooked smle of welcone, the famliar
Cri sscross

pattern dancing across the screens. "You're getting better at
this,

Silence. We're practically on the Iine now "

“"Do we take a rest now?" Chase Mago's voice asked fromthe
| Nt ercom

Bal t hasar | ooked up at the nmusonar display, then back at Silence.
"What do
you t hi nk?"

The pilot studied the |eft-hand screen, trying to focus her
attention on

its information. To her surprise, the screen was al nost bl ack,
only a few

pal e dots showng to indicate very distant stars. It was a
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di sconcerting

picture, alnost a frightening one, an enpti ness few star-
travell ers ever

experienced. She | ooked away quickly. "It |ooks -- good for what
we want . "

“Yeah." Balthasar grinmaced, not |ooking at the |eft-hand screen.
"I think
we chance it. | doubt there's nuch traffic out here.”

Wearily, they began the job of preparing Recusante to float free

i n

mundane space, held only by its affinity to the | ocal harnonies.
Chase

Mago stopped down the harnoniumto the | owest setting that would
mai nt ai n

ship's power, while the two pilots | ocked the bridge controls into
positions that would match | ocal conditions, and set the deadman
al ar ns

that would trigger a warning if the ship drifted too far off
course. Wen

t hey had finished, Balthasar sighed, and reached for the intercom
swi t ch.

“"Marcini k? I'mready to show you what |'ve done."

“I'"' mhere," Marcinik said fromthe bridge | adder.

Sil ence gasped in spite of herself, and saw Balthasar jerk in his
couch.

“"Damm it, don't do that to ne," the Delian snapped, then got

hi nsel f under

control. "Cone here."

The col onel cane to stand at Balthasar's el bow, and Silence saw
t he

Princess Royal pull herself up onto the bridge behind him

"I hope you don't mind," Ali said softly, to Silence.
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Before the pilot could answer, Balthasar interrupted his quick
expl anation

of the deadnman systemto say, "Not at all. Wy don't you |isten,
t hen, so

you can be useful, too?"

Silence glared at the Delian, but Ali nodded quite seriously, and
noved

to join the colonel. The pilot shrugged to herself, biting back
her first

answer. |f Ali wasn't offended, so nuch the better.

Bal t hasar finished his instructions, and | evered hinself up out of
t he
couch. "You know where the intercomis,"” he said, as Murcini k took
hi s

place at the first pilot's station. "Call if there's anything at
al |

unusual . "

"W wll," Marcinik said, the ghost of a chuckle in his voice, and
Al

echoed. "OF course.”

Bal t hasar gave them both a dubi ous | ook, but nodded and | et
hi mrsel f down

the |l adder to the nain deck. Silence followed him hiding her
| aught er .

Chase Mago was waiting in the corridor just outside the comon
room door,

one hand on the latch. "I've left Isanbard to watch things," he
said. "Are

ei ther of you hungry?"

“Not particularly,” Balthasar said.

Si | ence shook her head, the |aughter fading from her thoughts. She

was
suddenly aware of the vast quiet that filled the ship, of the
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absence of

the famliar keelsong and the little noises froma dozen ot her
syst ens,

all shut down now as nonessentials. She shivered, renenbering the
uncannily enpty starscape, and could see fromthe others' faces

t hat they

were thinking of the sane thing. She did not want to | eave either
of them

to sleep alone with the unnatural quiet, but Mircinik and Ail

occupi ed

the spare cabin, she told herself roughly, and there was no room
i n any of

the others for all three of them Still, she could not bring

herself to
turn away. They stood unspeaking for a |ong nonent, and then Chase

Mago

said, awkwardly, "I think nmy bunk's the biggest."

“"That's not saying a |ot," Balthasar nurnured, but nodded. "W
m ght j ust

fit."

In the end, they did fit, but only just. Silence | ay wedged

bet ween t he

two nen, too tired to feel any disconfort, sleepily grateful that
their

presence warded off the enptiness that surrounded the ship. She
was

vaguely aware that they were arguing about setting an alarm but
coul dn' t

bri ng herself awake enough to express an opinion. She fell asleep
bef ore

t he question was settl ed.

She woke to the realization that sonmeone was m ssing. She stirred,
openi ng

her eyes, and saw Bal t hasar standing by the nonitor consol e, one
hand

resting on the alarmswi tch. He had deactivated it before it could
ring,
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she realized, and felt Chase Mago stir behind her.

“"Dam it, Denis," the engineer said, "we agreed on eight hours.™

Bal t hasar shrugged, unabashed. "I thought you mght as well sleep
whi | e
you could.”

“1''mawake now," Chase Mago said grimy, but he was smli ng.

“What ' s been happeni ng?" Silence asked, and | evered herself out of
t he
bunk.

"I assune nothing, since we weren't called," Balthasar said. He
t ouched
the intercombutton. "Bridge? How re things?"

“"Everything is still as you left it,"” Marcinik answered pronptly.
"The
ship's drifted a little, but it's well within the limts you set."

Si | ence nodded, satisfied, and pushed open the cabi n door,

i gnori ng Chase

Mago' s protest of, "And what about ny engi nes?' She nade her way
back to

her own cabin, showered, then dressed quickly, pulling on a clean
shipsuit. It was the | ast one, she realized, and smled. It was
just as

well this was the | ast stage of the road.

The others were already in the common room Balthasar saw ng
awkwar dl y at

a | oaf of daybread under the engineer's critical eye. As Silence
ent er ed,

Chase Mago shook his head. "There's no doubt about it, Denis, her
hi ghness

Is a better cook than you are.”

Bal t hasar glared at him and slid the plate of sliced bread across
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t he

table with nore force than was necessary. The engi neer caught it,
grinning, and Balthasar reluctantly sm | ed back. "Coffee,

Si |l ence?" he

asked, still smling.

“Thanks." Silence took her place at the table, wondering what had
br ought

on the sudden high spirits. She could feel it herself, though, a
pl easant

apprehensi on that bordered on fear. For a nonent she frowned,
puzzl ed,

then froze in understanding, the coffee nug forgotten in her hand.
In a

few short hours -- five, six, ten at the nost -- they would be on
Eart h,

or dead. One way or another, all their work woul d be over, and,

wi th | uck,

sonething entirely new woul d have begun.

"Silence?" That was Chase Mago, one eyebrow rai sed in question.

The pil ot shook herself. "Sorry. | guess -- | can't quite believe
it
that's all."

Bal t hasar nodded, a crooked smle on his gaunt face. Chase Mago
said, "I
know. It's strange, isn't it?"

“It is that,"” Silence agreed. They sat for a | ong nonent, no one
sayi ng

anything, and then, wth a decisive gesture, Balthasar put his cup
asi de.

m going to collect our papers and ID tapes now, cue them up
properly.
We'll leave in, say, fifteen m nutes?"

Si | ence nodded, suddenly unable to speak, excitenent choking her.
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Chase
Mago said, the sane excitenent in his voice, "In fifteen mnutes."

Once the Delian had left, Silence busied herself tidying the
conmmon room

maki ng sure that everything was stowed away for the passage into
purgatory. Aili could have done it, she knew, or at worst, they
could

sinmply have | ocked the comon room door, but she needed sonet hi ng
to

occupy her hands for the nonent. Chase Mago grinned, pushing

hi msel f away

fromthe table.

“I"mgoing on to the engine room" he announced. "M ght as well
get
started."

Bal t hasar had been gone | ess than two m nutes by the comobn room
cl ock.

Si |l ence | aughed, and pushed the last nug into the cleaning slot,
sayi ng,

“I know. | think I'll head up to the bridge nyself."

"It is hard to inmagine, isn't it?" Chase Mago said again, and
di sappear ed.

Si |l ence gave the common room a final glance. Everything was in

pl ace,

di shes and food stowed in the appropriate cells, furniture
securely dogged

to the decking. She nodded to herself and |left the room I atching
t he door

behi nd her.

Bal t hasar was al ready on the bridge, perched on the armof the
first

pilot's couch to get at the conmuni cations console's
automatic-identification unit. The access panel was fol ded back,
and two
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stacks of disks lay on the consol e beside the opening. Silence
recogni zed

one set as Recusante's legal -- or at |east quasi-legal -- Delian
paper s,

t he di sks show ng opal escent blue under the bridge |ights, and
knew t he

others had to be the disks forged on Asterion. They didn't show

t he sane

convi nci ng wash of color, and the pilot couldn't help wondering if
Bal t hasar's nysterious contact had done his job properly. She
shook the

t hought away -- it was too |late to worry about that now -- and

t ook her

place in the second pilot's couch, glancing automatically at the
consol e

di spl ays. The checklights showed green and standby bl ue across her
boar ds.

Noddi ng to herself, she reached for the portol an.

By now, the book opened to the proper pages al nost by itself.
Sil ence sat

for a nonent, staring at the bizarre map, with its patchwork of
synbol s

| i nked by the overlapping rays of the landlines. It was hard to
bel i eve,

even now, that this archaic system-- this infuriating,
exhaust i ng,

archaic nethod -- would actually |lead them past the Rose Wrl ders'
engi nes

to Earth. And yet it had brought themthis far, deeper into the
ring of

the Rose Worlds than any uninvited foreigner had ever cone.

Mur muring the

first cantrip, she turned her attention to the final nmark.

The tiny drawing, inpossibly detailed like all of the

il lustrations on the

map, showed four wonen dancing in aring on a grassy hill, their
ri ght

hands |ifted toward a child dressed only in a weath of bright
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fl owers who

floated just above their fingertips. Each wore a |long gown cut to
an

unfam liar pattern, and each carried sonething in her left hand.
Si |l ence

| eaned cl oser, concentrating on each of the figures in turn. The
near est

one, a golden-haired woman in a flow ng gown that seened to shift
i n col or

fromwhite to a tawny shade so dark as to be alnost red, held a
sl ender

wand; her |ong sl eeves were caught up to her shoul ders by pins
shaped |i ke

sal amanders. To her left was a dark wonman in rich russet patterned
with

bunches of grapes, a square crown confining her jet-black hair.
She

carried a dull bronze disk in her free hand, but held it so

| oosel y t hat

she seened al nost about to toss it into the air |like a juggler.
Next to

her, half hidden by the golden woman, danced a wonman in a

t ur quoi se gown.

Her trailing sleeves were lined in a paler blue, and the great

cl oak t hat

streanmed back from her shoul ders seened to flow froma bl ack bl ue-
green in

the shadows to a strange alnost-color like thickly flawed gl ass.
Her hair

was hi dden by a silver coronet fromwhich fell a draped curtain
made of

strands of pearls, and she carried a closed silver cup in her left
hand.

The fourth woman, at the gol den woman's right, was dressed all in
greys.

Her gown was nore severely cut than the others', tight in the

cl oud-col ored bodice, and then swirling out into an i mensely full
skirt

t hat darkened fromthe cloudy grey of the bodice to a rich bl ue-
purpl e at
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the flaring hem She alone carried a sword, but held it so easily
|t
seened to have no weight at all.

Those were the old synbols of the four elenents, Silence realized
abruptly, synbols taken froma system even ol der than the portol an
i tsel f.

The sword stood for elenental air, the cup for water, the bronze
di sk for

earth, and the little wand for fire. Four dancers, four suits of
t he

tarot, four elenents -- the last four synbols of the Earth-road.
The

portolan's synbols were not that different fromthe voi dmarks
given in The

Glded Stairs, Silence thought, but while the original inmage used
t he

al chem cal marriage, the active union of the king and queen, the
port ol an,

true to its passive nature, showed the result of that union, the
Chil d

that synbolized the end of every quest. It was an auspici ous i nage
W th

which to end their own journey.

She | ooked away, deliberately breaking the mark's spell, and

real i zed that
Bal t hasar was watching her, a wy smle on his face.

"I was | ooking at the mark earlier,"” the Delian said. "It's --
beauti ful,
but do you think the siege engines will have affected it, too?"

Silence made a face. Until now, she had assuned that, since the
pilot did

not mani pul ate the portolan's marks in any way, the engines woul d
not be

able to distort what she saw in purgatory. But if the synbols of
the mark

were the sane as the last four synbols of the Earth-road, there
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was at

| east a chance that they, too, would be affected. On the other
hand, the

engi nes could not distort the synbolismtoo thoroughly, or the
Rose

Wor | ders' own ships could not pass the barrier their own magi had
created.... "I don't know," she said, slowy. "All things

consi dered, |

don't think they wll."

"I hope not," Balthasar said, and turned back to his keyboards. He
t ouched

a button on the intercom panel, and | ooked back at Silence, a
quirky smile

on his face. "Ready?"

m ready," Silence answered.

“Jul i e?" Balthasar asked, and the engi neer answered pronptly.
"Ready when you are, Denis."

“"Then let's go," Balthasar said.

For a | ong nonent, nothing seened to happen, and then Silence
heard t he

first note of the new keelsong, rising very slowy and by a

del i berate

progression toward the twelfth of heaven. She shivered, fighting
back her

excitenent, and settled herself to wait.

As always, it seened to take forever to reach the twelfth. Silence
| eaned

back in her couch, doing her best to wait patiently, and not |ose
t he

unexpected pl easure she had found in the final inmage. It was a

| osi ng

battle. By the tine Recusante cane within fifteen m nutes of

pur gatory,
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the excitenent had been drowned by the tediumof the run along the
| andl i ne.

Si ghi ng, she unfastened the safety webbing, and pushed hersel f out
of her

couch. Balthasar gl anced over his shoulder, a crooked smle on his
face.

"Enj oy yourself, Silence."

“Thanks," the pilot said, sourly, and clinbed onto the upper

bri dge. The
done had begun to thin out already, but she ignored it as she
pl ugged in

her headset and checked the line of status |lights running across
the hub

of the control yoke. Everything was in order, all the |lights
show ng

gr een.

"Five mnutes," Chase Mago's voi ce announced.

"Five mnutes," Silence acknow edged absently, resting her hands
on the

wheel . Her thunb hovered over the | ock. She noved it aside,
grimacing --

it was nmuch too early -- but put it back a nonent | ater.

“"Three m nutes,"” Chase Mago sai d.

Silence repeated the engineer's words, her attention on the done
ar ound

her. It was fading nore rapidly than it had on the other stages of
t he

voyage, but in patches, like ice nelting. Sone sections were

al nost cl ear,

or as clear as they ever becane followi ng the portolan's |ines,
whi | e

others were still al nbst opaque. Silence frowned, wondering if
this was an
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I ndi cation of trouble to cone, but then the |ast solid patches
abruptly
vani shed.

"You have control, Silence," Balthasar said. "Everything |ooks
good here."

"I have control," Silence answered, and unl ocked her wheel. For
the first

time since she'd begun to follow the portolan, the yoke noved
stiffly,

with the slight hint of resistance she associated wth normal star

travel .

"We're on the line," Chase Mago said. "Everything | ooks good. |I'm
switching on the warning."

"Go ahead," Silence answered, and a nonent later the famliar tone
sounded

in her ears, sweet and true. Ahead, a green knoll rose from
nothing, its

roots trailing off into shadows. The four figures were frozen in
m dst ep,

circling its crown. Above their outstretched hands floated the
Child on

Its weath of roses and |lilies, apparently asleep, serenely
unconsci ous of

its position. Silence smled in spite of herself, and | et
Recusante foll ow

the landline toward the dancing figures.

As Recusante drew closer to the mark, Silence becane aware of a

change in
the image, a faint haziness circling the little hill just bel ow
t he

dancers' feet. It was | ess than shadow, a sort of fuzziness above
t he

grass, distorting the shapes only slightly, but it was sonething
t hat

should not be there. It had not been a part of the portolan's
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drawi ng,

that nmuch was certain, but she could not nake it take any clear
shape.

Sil ence kept Recusante on course, frowning, and felt her shoul ders
tighten

in spite of herself, ready to pull the ship out of possible
danger.

The ship cane closer, but the weird circle still refused to take
on

concrete form wavering al nost |i ke heat-shadow on a sun-baked

r oad.

Silence deliberately | ooked away, the way she | ooked away fromthe
faintest lights in a darkened room but the inage stayed

obsti nately

vague. \VWhatever it is, she thought, | don't like it. She pulled
back
gently on the control yoke, lifting Recusante until the warning

t one began

torise in pitch. She |levelled off then, shaking her head. The
maneuver

had gained her a little altitude relative to the circle, but not
enough.

If the line ran true, Recusante would have to pass through the
upper edges

of that shinmmering disturbance.

O course, a magus's skills mght be able to determne what it is,
she

t hought, but hesitated. She wasn't sure what the effects of a
pilot's

sem -active power would be on the delicate balance of the

| andl i nes and

the sinple mark, had refused to | et Chase Mago call in the upper

regi ster

on the first stage of the journey and had been proven right. A
magus' s

power was even nore active, so nuch so that its use m ght

conpl etely

destroy her ability to perceive the portolan's i mges. Maybe if |
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asked

| sanbard to do it? she thought, but rejected the idea al nost at
once. The

effect would be the sane, no matter who w el ded the active power.
There

was nothing to do but wait. The tone was steady in her headset,

i ndi cating

that the ship was still solidly on the line; even so, she touched
t he

intercombutton to override it.

"Julie, Denis, are either of you picking up anything unusual ?"

Bal t hasar answered first, as usual. "Not a thing. |Is anything
wr ong?"

"Everything | ooks fine here," Chase Mago said, alnost in the sane
| nst ant .
mn \N]y?ll

“I"mnot sure,”
mark...."

She | et her voice trail off, not quite sure even how she shoul d
descri be

i t.

Silence said. "There's sonething funny about the

Bal t hasar's voi ce sharpened. "Troubl e?"

“"Maybe," Silence said, staring at the strangely blurred line. It
was

cl oser now, but no clearer. She had never seen or heard of
anything |ike

it, and she could hear the frustration in her own voice. "I can't
see it

wel | enough to tell.™

Recusante was al nost at the foot of the little hill, and Sil ence
br oke off

t he conversation. There were formul ae that could be used to test
t he
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substance of an immaterial object; the magi used themto

| nvestigate the

nature of Forns. Maybe, she thought, one of them would be good
enough to

test this -- whatever it is. Very cautiously, she nurnured one of
Jabir's

cantrips, putting only a fraction of her strength into the probing
formula. She felt the faint tingling that neant she had called on
her

power correctly, and in the sane instant the universe seened to
stagger, a

si ckeni ng, earthquake sensation. She broke off the cantrip

i nstantly,

hopi ng she had been able to hold it |ong enough to get a result.
Not hi ng

happened: either she had succeeded and the wavering circle was
har m ess,

or, nore likely, she had not had tinme to conplete the cantrip. She
gri maced, but kept the ship on course, know ng there was not hing
el se she

coul d do.

And t hen Recusante had reached the edge of the mark. "Julie, stop
down
now," Silence said. There was no acknow edgenent, but the keel-

song
thinned slightly. The warning tone began to drop as well, and
Si | ence

pul | ed back on the yoke, lifting the ship farther above the
i1 lusory

grasses. The dancing figures | ooned overhead, but the pilot barely
saw

them fixing her eyes instead on the odd band of haze. This cl ose,
it had

a sort of shape, like a wall of invisible flanme, the upper edges
of the

circle pulsing very slowy, as though in tinme to sone distant

heart beat .

Then, too | ate, she knew what it was, and dammed herself for a
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f ool .

Bal t hasar had guessed it, for all he wasn't a magus, had warned
her, and

she'd been too stupid to listen. The shadow was the refl ection of
t he

si ege engines that had corrupted the el enental synbols each tine
she had

tried to force the Earth-road. They weren't able to affect this

passive

perception of the synbols, but they did exist, and they did bl ock
her path

into the mark. Swearing, she pulled up on the control yoke,
lifting

Recusante as far off the landline as she dared. The warning note
changed,

protesting, and was swal |l owed in an expl osion of pure noise as the
ship's

keel touched the top of the invisible wall. Silence w nced,

cringi ng under

the sheer force of the sound, and ripped off her headset. The
sound eased

alittle, but seened to take alnost solid form rising |ike mst,
| i ke

static, to destroy her vision of the mark. She swore again,

twi sting the

control yoke fromside to side to find the |Iandline, but she had
| ost the

war ni ng tone when she pulled off the headset. Cursing, she brought
t he

ship back to what she hoped was the proper course, fighting down
pani c.

She coul d not hear the keel song through the snothering roar; she
t hought

the ship trenbl ed underfoot, but could not |onger trust her own
per ceptions.

Wth a trenendous effort, she controlled her fear, forcing herself
to

think logically. If Isanbard were here, he would know how to break
t he
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engi nes -- had al ways known, and here where the engines' force was
weaker,

he m ght actually succeed.... But the nmagus wasn't there, and
there was no

way -- and no tinme -- to send for him Silence groped frantically
for the

menory of how | sanbard had attenpted to break the engi nes. He had
I nvoked

the Forns of the el enents, she renenbered that nmuch; she
remenbered the

wor ds t hensel ves, but not the fornulae that bound those Forns to
hi s

bi ddi ng. She sobbed al oud, feeling the deck shake beneath her.
Recusant e

was tearing herself apart, disrupted by the noise that was the
ul ti mate

di ssonance. The stolen mailship, Bruja, had al nbst gone the sane
way,

shattered by the engines' nusic.

The thought of Bruja sparked a vague nenory. Silence fought back
pani c

know ng she had no tine to waste, and focused her thoughts inward,
forcing

herself into a state of awareness. |t had been on Bruja that she'd
| ear ned

she had a magus's power, first by breaking the Hegenoni c geas and
t hen,

when she had tried to fly the Earth-road.... The nenory cane
rushi ng back,

and with it canme the ghost of the Earth-road's nusic, the note

t hat once

before had taken Recusante to the eighth of heaven. She reached
for the

menory of that nusic w thout conscious plan, know ng only that it
had

saved Bruja so many nont hs before. She twisted it, turning it

out war d,

forcing it to take on a Form and then forced that Formto becone
reality.
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The note sang in her and around her, driving back the engi nes’
noi se.

The deck steadi ed underfoot, though she could still feel it
trenbling, and

the blurring static faded slightly. A line appeared in the haze
ahead of

the ship, faint at first, then growwng solid. Colors ran along its
| engt h,

black to white to peacock-blue to royal purple, strobing away from
her in

great waves of light that also carried the sound of heaven to
blend with

t he keel song in glorious di apason.

Blindly, Silence turned Recusante onto that brilliant pathway,
feeling the

ship's trenbling ease further. Then, quite suddenly, the static
was gone,

t hough the path renmai ned, stretching away up the hill to twist in
and out

of the feet of the unnoving dancers. Shaking, Silence gl anced back
over

her shoul der, and saw the hazy wall behind her: she had passed

t hr ough t he

engi nes' influence wthout destroying it, or them

Now t hat the engines' noise was gone, she could hear faint voices
cal l'ing

from her headset, but she could not |eave the wheel to pick it up.
She put

the voices fromher mnd, concentrating on the inages ahead.
Recusant e was

novi ng very fast now, skinm ng al ong above the nulticol ored path.
Sil ence

| eaned agai nst the wheel, turning the ship to follow the path as
it wound

around the first dancer's nonstrous ankle. As Recusante conpl eted
t he

| oop, Silence thought she saw the dancer's other foot, lifted for
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t he next

step, trenble slightly, but the path led away fromthat figure,
headi ng

directly across the dance to the figure that stood for el enental
wat er .

Fire to water, Silence thought, dizzily, then earth to air?

The glowi ng path traced a | oop around the water-dancer's foot as
wel | .

Silence | eaned on the wheel, forcing Recusante into the sharp
curve. As

the ship cane around again, closing the circle, she caught a
glinpse of

the fire-dancer. The gol den woman had noved, she thought, had

t aken

anot her step along the pattern -- but surely that was inpossible?
The path

tw sted, whirling her away before she could be sure.

As she had half expected, the path took her next around the earth-
dancer's

foot, then traced a line back through the center of the dance,
Crossi ng

itself again. This tinme, as she passed the first tw dancers, she
was

certain they had noved, were noving, continuing a dance suspended
for too

many years, and knew wi t hout | ooking back that the earth-dancer
was

stirring, too. The keel song rose gloriously around her, and she
was

suddenly aware that it was the harnonium s full concord, upper and
| ower

regi ster both, but she did not know if she had triggered it, or if
Chase

Mago had guessed what was happeni ng, and opened all the stops.

The path | ooped again around the final dancer's foot, al nost

touchi ng the
hem of her flaring skirt. Silence held her breath, but Recusante
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passed

under it safely, and turned to follow the path back to the center
of the

dance. A nonent |ater, she heard a whi sper of sound behind her,
al nost

bl ending into the swelling keel song, and guessed the skirt had
brushed the

path as the air-dancer shifted into notion.

Al'l the dancers were noving now, tracing the steps of the dance
with

nonunent al grace. The path seened to end in the center of the

t ur ni ng

figures -- or rather, Silence realized, the path joined itself
agai n,

cl osing the knot. For a nonent, she wondered if the ship would
have to

retrace that pattern, dodgi ng the dancers' noving feet, but then
Recusant e

reached the center of the pattern, and the path abruptly vani shed.
Sil ence

bl i nked, startled, her hands freezing on the wheel. Before she
coul d nove,

however, the ship began to rise, as though lifted by an invisible
hand.

She gl anced down instinctively, but the tinctured decking bl ocked
her

vi ew. She | ooked up, and saw that the Child had vani shed. The

wr eat h

remai ned, and through its circle Silence could see the unhal oed
stars of

mundane space.

The dancers swung past again, serenely beautiful archetypes, and
t hen

Recusante had reached the weath and was through, harnonium
dropping into

the lower register. Silence shook her head, conpletely wthout
wor ds for

what she had done, then, stiffly, |ocked her wheel and bent to
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pi ck up her
di scarded headset .

Bal t hasar's voi ce sounded instantly in her ears." -- down. W're
on the
normal exit point, and I don't see any hostiles. Silence, are you
t her e?"

"' mhere," the pilot said slowy, and her own voi ce sounded harsh
and
clunmsy after the nusic of heaven.

"What happened?" Chase Mago demanded. "My God, | thought we'd had
It that
tinme."

Silence took a deep breath, funbling for the words, and Balt hasar
sai d,

“Let it go, Julie. She brought us through the engines, right? And
that's

qui te enough for now. " H s voice sharpened. "Silence, I'"'mgoing to
need

your hel p. Their Approach Control's going to be signalling any

m nute. "

The demand seened doubly unfair, comng so soon after the wonders
of the

passage. Silence felt tears stinging in her eyes. She wanted
not hi ng nore

than to sit quietly until she understood just